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The Brownie Pan 

By Judy Richardson 

My husband had anger issues before Vietnam, but afterwards, he exploded on a 

regular basis. Today we call it PSTD but in 1972, we weren’t that sophisticated. After he 

threw the car seat harness across the room—with one of our boys still latched in—I gave 

him an ultimatum. “It’s counseling or this marriage is over.”  

But counseling didn’t suit him. Ten minutes into the first session, he stood up and 

left the office. I sat there for a minute, thinking maybe he’d gone to the toilet. Then we 

heard the car screech away. “Thanks,” I told the counselor. “I think he made his choice.”  

On his way to wherever he went, my husband cleared out our bank account, 

consisting mainly of my National Defense Loan. The university found me a scholarship so I 

could continue my graduate studies. I rented a house in Victory Village. The tiny two-

bedroom boxes had been barracks in World War II, donated to universities to house 

soldiers cashing in on the GI bill. Like everyone living in this complex, I had children and no 

money. Unlike everyone else, though, no father lived in our house.  

As I packed for the seventh time in four years, I considered throwing out the 

battered pan that had been a wedding present in 1965.  It looked as worn out as I felt. Since 

I couldn’t afford a new one and still had to cook for three, I kept it. I baked sheet-cake, 

cornbread, strudel, and brownies in that pan during the years we lived in Victory Village. 

Brownie mix took the place of scratch ingredients, but my boys didn’t notice and my pan 

sure didn’t care. 

Rhonda, her husband and their daughter Donna lived four houses away. Our floor 

plans were, of course, the same. Barracks don’t vary much. But Rhonda’s house always 
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sparkled while mine was a mess. I didn’t have time to clean; I was a mother and a student. 

Rhonda was just a mother. She stayed home all day. What did she know about the juggling I 

had to do? She had only Donna, and the children she watched, including my boys.   

Donna was almost four, my older son’s age.  She had beautiful large brown eyes and 

coils of blonde curls. Her clothes were pressed and clean, no rumpled jeans from the dryer 

and stained t-shirts. My boys were rowdy, bounding into Rhonda’s living room each 

morning. 

I hardly ever saw Paul at home. He stayed on campus till all hours, past Donna’s 

bedtime. Sometimes I passed him as I hurried across the campus to the library. He was not 

hard to spot: same curly blond hair as his daughter’s, winsome look but hard eyes. He 

might nod to me, or not. Essentially, Rhonda and I were both single parents.  

Rhonda had intended to go to college on a scholarship. But instead, she became 

pregnant and quickly married Paul. She couldn’t graduate with her class. Someone else got 

to be Valedictorian. Now Paul was the one studying for a Ph.D.  His mother was footing his 

university bill, but she did not foot the bill for Rhonda and Donna, because they had come 

so close to ruining her son’s brilliant future.  

“Someday,” I told her, “it’ll be your turn.” She didn’t look convinced. 

Since Rhonda’s grocery budget was tighter even than mine, I offered to make 

brownies for Donna’s fourth birthday party.  But, by the time I had the boys in bed and 

studying done, I realized my pan looked none too clean. I should have scrubbed it. I 

convinced myself that the crustiness wouldn’t show after the batter rose. At midnight, that 

seemed reasonable. 
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The morning of her birthday, Donna told me her daddy would be home in time for 

her party. I promised I would be too. I left my boys and the brownies and scurried off to 

campus. After class, I went by the library. Paul was lounging with friends on the steps. I 

halted, surprised. He looked up, nodded while lifting a lazy hand, then started to turn away. 

I asked if he had already been to the party. 

 “What party? Oh, crap. I forgot. Well, too late now.” 

“She’ll be so disappointed.” 

“Who, Rhonda?  

“No, Donna will be disappointed. She was so happy, telling me how you would come 

home especially for her party” 

“Yeah, well, can’t help it now. Tell Rhonda my class ran overtime. I got busy studying 

for a test and forgot.” I stared. I wanted to punch him, the scumbag. 

But all I said was, “I can't do that for you.” 

As I walked away, I heard embarrassed laughter from his friends. He drawled, 

“Doesn’t bother me. She believes anything I say anyhow.” 

   I was back by 5 PM, but the party was over. The house was quieter than it 

should have been. Rhonda met me at the door, peering beyond me. 

“You haven’t seen Paul, have you?” No way I was going to tell her. 

She handed me the brownie pan. It sparkled.  I told her she’d made a mistake. No 

way that could be my pan. 

 “No, it just needed a good scouring.” 

Now who was the scumbag? Rhonda was crying. I tucked the pan under my arm and 

stared at my feet. “I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to make extra work for you.” 
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“Paul didn’t make it to the party; I haven’t even heard from him. She’s just a little girl 

and she doesn’t understand.”   

We sat together on the porch for a while. I held her hand. There wasn’t anything I 

could say. I’d broken my promise to Donna. I wanted to punch Paul.  

*** 

I packed the brownie pan when we moved out. I was headed to a good job teaching 

at a nearby college, a nicer house and a steady paycheck. To research for my dissertation, I 

often traveled to the university on Saturdays. Usually I stopped by to visit Rhonda and 

Donna. The time between trips lengthened until, one Saturday, they were gone. Moved out. 

I don’t know where she went. I think of her often, keeping her life neat while she waited for 

her turn. I hope she is happy today.  I hope she finally got her chance to graduate from 

college, with top honors.  

I can’t throw this brownie pan away. We are both relics now, having acquired dents 

and scratches over thirteen moves and forty-five years.  


