A Painted House
John Grisham

The hill people and the Mexicans arrived on theesday. It was a Wednesday, early in
September 1952. The Cardinals were five games 8¢henDodgers with three weeks to
go, and the season looked hopeless. The cottorevesywas waist-high to my father,
over my head, and he and my grandfather could bedHeefore supper whispering words
that were seldom heard. It could be a “good crop.”

Thus begins the new novel from John Grisham, & stepired by his own childhood in
rural Arkansas. The narrator is a farm boy namekeL@handler, age seven, who lives in
the cotton fields with his parents and grandparengslittle house that’'s never been
painted. The Chandlers farm eighty acres that thet;, not own, and when the cotton is
ready they hire a truckload of Mexicans and a farmdm the Ozarks to help harvest it.

For six weeks they pick cotton, battling the h&a¢, rain, the fatigue, and, sometimes,
each other. As the weeks pass Luke sees and heays ho seven-year-old could
possibly be prepared for, and finds himself keeg@grets that not only threaten the crop
but will change the lives of the Chandlers forever.

“A Painted House” is a moving story of one boy’srjeey from innocence to experience.

John Grisham

A Painted House

Chapter 1

The hill people and the Mexicans arrived on theesday. It was a Wednesday, early in
September 1952. The Cardinals were five games 8¢henDodgers with three weeks to
go, and the season looked hopeless. The cottorevesywas waist-high to my father,
over my head, and he and my grandfather could aell®=fore supper whispering words
that were seldom heard. It could be a “good crop.”

They were farmers, hardworking men who embracedimésm only when discussing
the weather and the crops. There was too muchosiwap much rain, or the threat of



floods in the lowlands, or the rising prices ofcdead fertilizer, or the uncertainties of
the markets. On the most perfect of days, my motloerdd quietly say to me, “Don’t
worry. The men will find something to worry about.”

Pappy, my grandfather, was worried about the gacé&abor when we went searching for
the hill people. They were paid for every hundrednms of cotton they picked. The
previous year, according to him, it was $1.50 perdred. He’'d already heard rumors
that a farmer over in Lake City was offering $1.60.

This played heavily on his mind as we rode to to@.never talked when he drove, and
this was because, according to my mother, not mfiehdriver herself, he was afraid of
motorized vehicles. His truck was a 1939 Ford, &l the exception of our old John
Deere tractor, it was our sole means of transportat his was no particular problem
except when we drove to church and my mother aaddynother were forced to sit
snugly together up front in their Sunday best whiefather and | rode in the back,
engulfed in dust. Modern sedans were scarce ith Aukansas.

Pappy drove thirty-seven miles per hour. His themag that every automobile had a
speed at which it ran most efficiently, and throsgme vaguely defined method he had
determined that his old truck should go thirty-sevdy mother said (to me) that it was
ridiculous. She also said he and my father had émaght over whether the truck should
go faster. But my father rarely drove it, and lifdppened to be riding with him, he would
level off at thirty-seven, out of respect for Paplly mother said she suspected he drove
much faster when he was alone.

We turned onto Highway 135, and, as always, | weddRappy carefully shift the gears-
pressing slowly on the clutch, delicately proddihg stick shift on the steering column-
until the truck reached its perfect speed. Theahéd over to check the speedometer:

thirty-seven. He smiled at me as if we both agteatithe truck belonged at that speed.

Highway 135 ran straight and flat through the faouantry of the Arkansas Delta. On
both sides as far as | could see, the fields wérgswith cotton. It was time for the
harvest, a wonderful season for me because thegdwut school for two months. For
my grandfather, though, it was a time of endlesgyo

On the right, at the Jordan place, we saw a gréiybeaicans working in the field near
the road. They were stooped at the waist, thetonaacks draped behind them, their
hands moving deftly through the stalks, tearingtlodf bolls. Pappy grunted. He didn’t
like the Jordans because they were Methodists-aibhd €@ins. Now that they already had
workers in their fields, there was another reasodiglike them.

The distance from our farm to town was fewer thigintemiles, but at thirty-seven miles
an hour, the trip took twenty minutes. Always twentinutes, even with little traffic.
Pappy didn’t believe in passing slower vehiclegamt of him. Of course, he was usually



the slow one. Near Black Oak, we caught up toiketrlled to the top with snowy
mounds of freshly picked cotton. A tarp coveredftbat half, and the Montgomery

twins, who were my age, playfully bounced aroundlirthat cotton until they saw us on
the road below them. Then they stopped and wawsdyvéed back, but my grandfather
did not. When he drove, he never waved or noddéalks, and this was, my mother said,
because he was afraid to take his hands from tleelwBhe said people talked about him
behind his back, saying he was rude and arrogansoRally, | don’t think he cared how
the gossip ran.

We followed the Montgomery trailer until it turnedithe cotton gin. It was pulled by
their old Massey Harris tractor, and driven by krahe eldest Montgomery boy, who
had dropped out of school in the fifth grade and w@nsidered by everyone at church to
be headed for serious trouble.

Highway 135 became Main Street for the short dtréttook to negotiate Black Oak. We
passed the Black Oak Baptist Church, one of thetifees we’'d pass without stopping

for some type of service. Every store, shop, bssinehurch, even the school, faced Main
Street, and on Saturdays the traffic inched albngjper to bumper, as the country folks
flocked to town for their weekly shopping. But ia&/Wednesday, and when we got into
town, we parked in front of Pop and Pearl Watsgmnécery store on Main.

| waited on the sidewalk until my grandfather nadidethe direction of the store. That
was my cue to go inside and purchase a Tootsie &oltredit. It only cost a penny, but
it was not a foregone conclusion that | would get every trip to town. Occasionally, he
wouldn’t nod, but | would enter the store anyway &witer around the cash register long
enough for Pearl to sneak me one, which always eaithestrict instructions not to tell
my grandfather. She was afraid of him. Eli Chandlas a poor man, but he was
intensely proud. He would starve to death befortobk free food, which, on his list,
included Tootsie Rolls. He would’ve beaten me vaitstick if he knew | had accepted a
piece of candy, so Pearl Watson had no trouble ismgeene to secrecy.

But this time | got the nod. As always, Pearl wastohg the counter when | entered and
gave her a stiff hug. Then | grabbed a Tootsie fRoth the jar next to the cash register. |
signed the charge slip with great flair, and Peeppected my penmanship. “It's getting
better, Luke,” she said.

“Not bad for a seven-year-old,” | said. Becausengfmother, | had been practicing my
name in cursive writing for two years. “Where’s Pdpasked. They were the only
adults | knew who insisted | call them by theirsfi’ names, but only in the store when
no one else was listening. If a customer walkedhien it was suddenly Mr. and Mrs.
Watson. | told no one but my mother this, and sl e she was certain no other child
held such privilege.

“In the back, putting up stock,” Pearl said. “WHergour grandfather?”



It was Pearl’s calling in life to monitor the movenis of the town’s population, so any
guestion was usually answered with another.

“The Tea Shoppe, checking on the Mexicans. Candagk there?” | was determined to
outquestion her.

“Better not. Y’all using hill people, too?”

“If we can find them. Eli says they don’t come dolike they used to. He also thinks
they’re all half crazy. Where’s Champ?” Champ was dtore’s ancient beagle, which
never left Pop’s side.

Pearl grinned whenever | called my grandfatheribyfirst name. She was about to ask
me a question when the small bell clanged as tbe @mened and closed. A genuine
Mexican walked in, alone and timid, as they allnsed to be at first. Pearl nodded
politely at the new customer.

| shouted, “Buenos dias, senor!”

The Mexican grinned and said sheepishly, “Buenas,tbefore disappearing into the
back of the store.

“They’re good people,” Pearl said under her breashf the Mexican spoke English and
might be offended by something nice she said. inibit my Tootsie Roll and chewed it
slowly while rewrapping and pocketing the otherf hal

“Eli's worried about payin’ them too much,” | saMlith a customer in the store, Pearl
was suddenly busy again, dusting and straightesniognd the only cash register.

“Eli worries about everything,” she said.
“He’s a farmer.”

“Are you going to be a farmer?”

“No ma’am. A baseball player.”

“For the Cardinals?”

“Of course.”

Pearl hummed for a bit while | waited for the Meaic | had some more Spanish | was
anxious to try.



The old wooden shelves were bursting with freslteries. | loved the store during
picking season because Pop filled it from floocéding. The crops were coming in, and
money was changing hands.

Pappy opened the door just wide enough to stickéw@sl in. “Let’s go,” he said; then,
“Howdy, Pearl.”

“Howdy, Eli,” she said as she patted my head amdl s away.
“Where are the Mexicans?” | asked Pappy when we watside.
“Should be in later this afternoon.”

We got back in the truck and left town in the dii@c of Jonesboro, where my
grandfather always found the hill people.

We parked on the shoulder of the highway, neamtggsection of a gravel road. In
Pappy’s opinion, it was the best spot in the cotmtyatch the hill people. | wasn’t so
sure. He'd been trying to hire some for a week wiblresults. We sat on the tailgate in
the scorching sun in complete silence for half anrlbefore the first truck stopped. It
was clean and had good tires. If we were lucky ghda find hill people, they would
live with us for the next two months. We wantedk#olvho were neat, and the fact that
this truck was much nicer than Pappy’s was a gagd s

“Afternoon,” Pappy said when the engine was turoid

“Howdy,” said the driver.

“Where y’all from?” asked Pappy.

“Up north of Hardy.”

With no traffic around, my grandfather stood on pla@ement, a pleasant expression on
his face, taking in the truck and its contents. d@iheer and his wife sat in the cab with a
small girl between them. Three large teenaged @ys napping in the back. Everyone
appeared to be healthy and well dressed. | colilBappy wanted these people.

“Y’all lookin’ for work?” he asked.

“Yep. Lookin’ for LIoyd Crenshaw, somewhere westBdack Oak.” My grandfather

pointed this way and that, and they drove off. Watalved them until they were out of
sight.



He could've offered them more than Mr. Crenshaw prasnising. Hill people were
notorious for negotiating their labor. Last yearthe middle of the first picking on our
place, the Fulbrights from Calico Rock disappeaneel Sunday night and went to work
for a farmer ten miles away.

But Pappy was not dishonest, nor did he want t ataidding war.

We tossed a baseball along the edge of a cottleh §impping whenever a truck
approached.

My glove was a Rawlings that Santa had delivereddhristmas before. | slept with it
nightly and oiled it weekly, and nothing was asrdeany soul.

My grandfather, who had taught me how to throw eaidh and hit, didn’t need a glove.
His large, callused hands absorbed my throws wittiaislightest sting.

Though he was a quiet man who never bragged, En@ler had been a legendary
baseball player. At the age of seventeen, he fggeédia contract with the Cardinals to
play professional baseball. But the First War chlien, and not long after he came home,
his father died. Pappy had no choice but to becafiaemer.

Pop Watson loved to tell me stories of how greaClBandler had been-how far he could
hit a baseball, how hard he could throw one. “Pbbbthe greatest ever from Arkansas,”
was Pop’s assessment.

“Better than Dizzy Dean?” | would ask.

“Not even close,” Pop would say, sighing.

When | relayed these stories to my mother, sheyawmiled and said, “Be careful. Pop
tells tales.”

Pappy, who was rubbing the baseball in his mamrhattus, cocked his head at the
sound of a vehicle. Coming from the west was aktmith a trailer behind it. From a
guarter of a mile away we could tell they were pdbple. We walked to the shoulder of
the road and waited as the driver downshifted,ggeamching and whining as he brought
the truck to a stop.

| counted seven heads, five in the truck, two anttailer.

“Howdy,” the driver said slowly, sizing up my grdather as we in turn quickly
scrutinized them.

“Good afternoon,” Pappy said, taking a step cldserstill keeping his distance.



Tobacco juice lined the lower lip of the driver.i¥kwas an ominous sign. My mother
thought most hill people were prone to bad hygime bad habits. Tobacco and alcohol
were forbidden in our home. We were Baptists.

“Name’s Spruill,” he said.

“Eli Chandler. Nice to meet you. Y’all lookin’ fawork?”

“Yep.”

“Where you from?”

“Eureka Springs.”

The truck was almost as old as Pappy’s, with dirgls and a cracked windshield and
rusted fenders and what looked like faded bluetpaider a layer of dust. A tier had
been constructed above the bed, and it was crammtliedardboard boxes and burlap
bags filled with supplies. Under it, on the flodrtiee bed, a mattress was wedged next to
the cab. Two large boys stood on it, both stariagldy at me. Sitting on the tailgate,
barefoot and shirtless, was a heavy young manmassive shoulders and a neck as
thick as a stump. He spat tobacco juice betweetrtick and the trailer and seemed
oblivious to Pappy and me. He swung his feet slotgn spat again, never looking
away from the asphalt beneath him.

“I'm lookin’ for field hands,” Pappy said.

“How much you payin’?” Mr. Spruill asked.

“One-sixty a hundred,” Pappy said.

Mr. Spruill frowned and looked at the woman bedida. They mumbled something.

It was at this point in the ritual that quick decrs had to be made. We had to decide
whether we wanted these people living with us. Arey had to accept or reject our price.

“What kinda cotton?” Mr. Spruill asked.

“Stoneville,” my grandfather said. “The bolls aeady. It'll be easy to pick.” Mr. Spruill
could look around him and see the bolls burstirige 3un and soil and rains had
cooperated so far. Pappy, of course, had beemfyeiver some dire rainfall prediction
in the Farmers’ Almanac.

“We got one-sixty last year,” Mr. Spruill said.



| didn’t care for money talk, so | ambled along temter line to inspect the trailer. The
tires on the trailer were even balder than thosthertruck. One was half flat from the
load. It was a good thing that their journey wasast over.

Rising in one corner of the trailer, with her ellsoresting on the plank siding, was a very
pretty girl. She had dark hair pulled tightly bedhimer head and big brown eyes. She was
younger than my mother, but certainly a lot oldwrt | was, and | couldn’t help but stare.
“What's your name?” she said.

“Luke,” | said, kicking a rock. My cheeks were imdiately warm. “What’s yours?”

“Tally. How old are you?”

“Seven. How old are you?”

“Seventeen.”

“How long you been ridin’ in that trailer?”

“Day and a half.”

She was barefoot, and her dress was dirty andtiggriytight all the way to her knees.
This was the first time | remember really examinangirl. She watched me with a
knowing smile. A kid sat on a crate next to hethwits back to me, and he slowly turned
around and looked at me as if | weren't there. Bié green eyes and a long forehead
covered with sticky black hair. His left arm appeghto be useless.

“This is Trot,” she said. “He ain’t right.”

“Nice to meet you, Trot,” | said, but his eyes ledkaway. He acted as if he hadn’t heard
me.

“How old is he?” | asked her.

“Twelve. He’s a cripple.”

Trot turned abruptly to face a corner, his bad #opping lifelessly. My friend Dewayne
said that hill people married their cousins and'shahy there were so many defects in

their families.

Tally appeared to be perfect, though. She gazagtittully across the cotton fields, and
| admired her dirty dress once again.

| knew my grandfather and Mr. Spruill had comeeorts because Mr. Spruill started his
truck. | walked past the trailer, past the mantentailgate who was briefly awake but



still staring at the pavement, and stood besid@ydpline miles that way, take a left by
a burned-out barn, then six more miles to the @inéis River. We're the first farm past
the river on your left.”

“Bottomland?” Mr. Spruill asked, as if he were lgsent into a swamp.

“Some of it is, but it's good land.”

Mr. Spruill glanced at his wife again, then looksxtk at us. “Where do we set up?”

“You'll see a shady spot in the back, next to tihe Jhat's the best place.”

We watched them drive away, the gears rattlingtitee wobbling, crates and boxes and
pots bouncing along.

“You don't like them, do you?” | asked.
“They’re good folks. They're just different.”

“I guess we're lucky to have them, aren’t we?”
“Yes, we are.”

More field hands meant less cotton for me to pkek. the next month | would go to the
fields at sunrise, drape a nine-foot cotton saak ovy shoulder, and stare for a moment
at an endless row of cotton, the stalks taller thaas, then plunge into them, lost as far
as anyone could tell. And | would pick cotton, tegrthe fluffy bolls from the stalks at a
steady pace, stuffing them into the heavy sackjdfo look down the row and be
reminded of how endless it was, afraid to slow diwwoause someone would notice. My
fingers would bleed, my neck would burn, my backuledhurt.

Yes, | wanted lots of help in the fields. Lots df people, lots of Mexicans.

Chapter 2

With the cotton waiting, my grandfather was not#ignt man. Though he still drove the
truck at its requisite speed, he was restless sedde other fields along the road were
getting picked, and ours were not. Our Mexicansewero days late. We parked again
near Pop and Pearl’s, and | followed him to the $kappe, where he argued with the
man in charge of farm labor.

“Relax, Eli,” the man said. “They’ll be here anymte.”



He couldn’t relax. We walked to the Black Oak gmtbe edge of town, a long walk-but
Pappy did not believe in wasting gasoline. Betwagrand eleven that morning, he’'d
picked two hundred pounds of cotton, yet he stilked so fast | had to jog to keep up.

The gravel lot of the gin was crowded with cottaailérs, some empty, others waiting for
their harvest to be ginned. | waved again at thatgl@mery twins as they were leaving,
their trailer empty, headed home for another load.

The gin roared with the chorus of heavy machinesaak. They were incredibly loud

and dangerous. During each picking season, atéeastvorker would fall victim to some
gruesome injury inside the cotton gin. | was scarfetthe machines, and when Pappy told
me to wait outside, | was happy to do so. He walked group of field hands waiting for
their trailers without so much as a nod. He hadgion his mind.

| found a safe spot near the dock, where they wdealit the finished bales and loaded
them onto trailers headed for the Carolinas. Ateme of the gin the freshly picked
cotton was sucked from the trailers through a lpipg, twelve inches around; then it
disappeared into the building where the machinek&on it. It emerged at the other
end in neat square bales covered in burlap anppstdatightly with one-inch steel bands.
A good gin produced perfect bales, ones that cbelgtacked like bricks.

A bale of cotton was worth a hundred and sevemgy-fiollars, give or take, depending
on the markets. A good crop could produce a bakecae. We rented eighty acres. Most
farm kids could do the math.

In fact, the math was so easy you wondered why maywould want to be a farmer. My
mother made sure | understood the numbers. Thetws had already made a secret
pact that | would never, under any circumstanday, an the farm. | would finish all
twelve grades and go play for the Cardinals.

Pappy and my father had borrowed fourteen thoudalidrs in March from the owner of
the gin. That was their crop loan, and the money sggent on seed, fertilizer, labor, and
other expenses. So far we'd been lucky-the wedihéibeen nearly perfect, and the
crops looked good. If our luck continued througé piicking, and the fields yielded a
bale an acre, then the Chandler farming operatauldvoreak even. That was our goal.

But, like most farmers, Pappy and my father cardebt from the previous year. They
owed the owner of the gin two thousand dollars fa@81, which had seen an average
crop. They also owed money to the John Deere dealemesboro for parts, to Lance
Brothers for fuel, to the Co-op for seed and s@gspland to Pop and Pearl Watson for
groceries.

| certainly wasn'’t supposed to know about theipda@ans and debts. But in the
summertime my parents often sat on the front degpdnto the night, waiting for the air



to cool so they could sleep without sweating, d&y ttalked. My bed was near a window
by the porch. They thought | was sleeping, butdrdenore than | should have.

Though | wasn't sure, | strongly suspected Papgged to borrow more money to pay
the Mexicans and the hill people. | couldn’t téhe got the money or not. He was
frowning when we walked to the gin, and he was fiimg when we left it.

The hill people had been migrating from the Ozdokslecades to pick cotton. Many of
them owned their own homes and land, and quitendftey had nicer vehicles than the

farmers who hired them for the harvest. They wonkexy hard, saved their money, and
appeared to be as poor as we were.

By 1950 the migration had slowed. The postwar bbawhfinally trickled down to
Arkansas, at least to some portions of the statk{tze younger hill people didn’t need
the extra money as badly as their parents. Theplgistayed at home. Picking cotton
was not something anyone would volunteer to do.fahmers faced a labor shortage that
gradually grew worse; then somebody discovered/beicans.

The first truckload arrived in Black Oak in 1951eWot six of them, including Juan, my
buddy, who gave me my first tortilla. Juan andyfathers had traveled three days in the
back of a long trailer, packed in tightly togetheith little food, no shade from the sun or
shelter from the rain. They were weary and distei@nvhen they hit Main Street. Pappy
said the trailer smelled worse than a cattle trii¢kase who saw it told others, and before
long the ladies at the Baptist and Methodist chesolere openly complaining about the
primitive manner in which the Mexicans had beengperted.

My mother had been vocal, at least to my fathbedrd them discuss it many times after
the crops were in and the Mexicans had been shipaeki She wanted my father to talk
to the other farmers and receive assurances frerm#n in charge of labor that those
who collected the Mexicans and sent them to us aviveht them better. She felt it was
our duty as farmers to protect the laborers, aonatiy father shared somewhat, though
he seemed unenthusiastic about leading the chRagpy didn’'t give a damn. Nor did
the Mexicans; They just wanted to work.

The Mexicans finally arrived just after four o’clacThere had been rumors that they
would be riding in a bus, and | certainly hoped thias true. | didn’t want my parents
straining at the issue for another winter. Nor IdiAnt the Mexicans to be treated so
poorly.

But they were in a trailer again, an old one widmjas for sides and nothing over the top
to protect them. It was true that cattle had itdyet

They carefully hopped down out of the trailer bed anto the street, three or four at a
time, in one wave after another. They spilled foetmptying in front of the Co-op, and



gathered on the sidewalk in small bewildered grotlipgy stretched and bent and looked
around as if they had landed on another planetuhied sixty-two of them. To my great
disappointment, Juan was not there.

They were several inches shorter than Pappy, anyand they all had black hair and
brown skin. Each carried a little bag of clothinglaupplies.

Pearl Watson stood on the sidewalk in front ofgtere, hands on hips, glaring. They
were her customers, and she certainly didn’t waatnt mistreated. | knew that before
church on Sunday the ladies would be in an uprgainaAnd | knew my mother would
guiz me as soon as we arrived home with our gang.

Harsh words erupted between the man in chargebof kand the driver of the truck.
Somebody down in Texas had, in fact, promisedtti@iMexicans would be shipped in a
bus. This was the second load to arrive in a diigtjer. Pappy never shied away from a
fight, and | could tell he wanted to jump into fin@y and finish off the truck driver. But
he was also angry with the labor man, and | guessalwv no point in whipping both of
them. We sat on the tailgate of our truck and vdaiite the dust to clear.

When the yelling stopped, the paperwork began.Méeicans clung together on the
sidewalk in front of the Co-op. Occasionally, tiveguld glance at us and the other
farmers who were gathering along Main Street. Wead out-the new batch had arrived.

Pappy got the first ten. The leader was Miguelalpeared to be the oldest and, as |
noticed from my initial inspection, he had the oalgth bag. The rest of them carried
their belongings in paper sacks.

Miguel's English was passable, but not nearly asdgas Juan’s had been. | chatted him
up while Pappy finished the paperwork. Miguel idimoed me to the group. There was a
Rico, a Roberto, a Jose, a Luis, a Pablo, and @kelveouldn’t understand. | remembered
from a year earlier that it would take a week tgtidguish among them.

Although they were clearly exhausted, each of teseamed to make some effort to
smile-except for one who sneered at me when | ld@kérim. He wore a western-style
hat, which Miguel pointed to and said, “He thinkssha cowboy. So that's what we call
him.” Cowboy was very young, and tall for a Mexicéthis eyes were narrow and mean.
He had a thin mustache that only added to thedierss. He frightened me so badly that |
gave a passing thought to telling Pappy. | cenadidn’t want the man living on our

farm for the weeks to come. But instead | just leaichway.

Our group of Mexicans followed Pappy down the sidiévto Pop and Pearl’s. | trailed
along, careful not to step close to Cowboy. Insigestore, | assumed my position near
the cash register, where Pearl was waiting for smmdo whisper to.

“They treat them like animals,” she said.



“Eli says they’re just happy to be here,” | whisggegback. My grandfather was waiting
by the door, arms folded across his chest, watdfiedgMexicans gather what few items
they needed. Miguel was rattling instructions te tlst of them.

Pearl was not about to criticize Eli Chandler. Bla¢ shot him a dirty look, though he
didn’t see it. Pappy wasn’'t concerned with cither on Pearl. He was fretting because the
cotton wasn'’t getting (licked.

“It's just awful,” she said. | could tell Pearl dda’'t wait for us to clear out so she could
find her church friends and again stir up the isfearl was a Methodist.

As the Mexicans, holding their goods, drifted te tash register, Miguel gave each name
to Pearl, who in turn opened a charge accountr&igup the total, entered the amount
in a ledger by the worker’'s name, then showed titey ¢o both Miguel and the customer.
Instant credit, American style.

They bought flour and shortening to make tortillass of beans in both cans and bags,
and rice. Nothing extra-no sugar or sweets, notadfes. They ate as little as possible,
because food cost money. Their goal was to savg eeat they could and take it back
home.

Of course, these poor fellas had no idea wherevleeg going. They did not know that
my mother was a devoted gardener who spent moeeténding her vegetables than she
did the cotton. They were quite lucky, because royher believed that no one living
within walking distance of our farm would ever gahout food.

Cowboy was last in line, and when Pearl smiledmat hthought he was going to spit on
her. Miguel stayed close. He’d just spent threesdayhe back of a trailer with the boy
and probably knew all about him.

| said good-bye to Pearl for the second time tlagt dshich was odd because | usually
saw her only once a week.

Pappy led the Mexicans to the truck. They got theobed and sat shoulder-to-shoulder,
feet and legs intertwined. They were silent ancestdlankly ahead as if they had no idea
where their journey would end.

The old truck strained with the load but eventuddiyeled out at thirty-seven, and Pappy
almost smiled. It was late in the afternoon, arevileather was hot and dry, perfect for
picking. Between the Sp mills and the Mexicans imelly had enough hands to harvest
our crop. | reached into my pocket, and pulledtbatother half of my Tootsie Roll.

Long before we arrived at our house, we saw smaolelzen a tent. We lived on a dirt
road that was very dusty for most of the year, Bappy was just puttering along so the
Mexicans wouldn’t get choked.



“What's that?” | asked.
“Looks like a tent of some sort,” Pappy said.

It was situated near the road, at the far end ofroat yard, under a pin oak that was a
hundred years old, very near the spot where hoate pklonged. We slowed even more
as we approached our mailbox. The Spruills hadtakatrol of half our front yard. The
large tent was dirty white with a pointed roof amals erected with a mismatched
collection of hand-whittled sticks and metal poleao sides of the tent were open, and |
could see boxes and blankets lying on the grouethe roof. | could also see Tally
napping inside.

Their truck was parked beside it, and another can¥aome sort had been rigged over
its bed. It was anchored with baling rope stakeithéoground so that the truck couldn’t
move without first getting unhitched. Their oldikea had been partially unloaded, its
boxes and burlap bags scattered on the grasaasdafm had hit.

Mrs. Spruill was tending a fire, hence the smola.96me reason, she had chosen a
slightly bare spot near the end of the yard. It th@sexact spot where Pappy or my father
squatted almost every afternoon and caught mydHlsthnd my curves. | wanted to cry. |
would never forgive Mrs. Spruill for this.

“I thought you told them to set up out behind the,’sl said.

“I did,” Pappy answered. He slowed the truck alntos stop, then turned into our place.
The silo was out back, near the barn, a suffiaigstance from our house. We’d had hill
people camping back there before-never in the fyard.

He parked under another pin oak that was only sgwazars old, according to my
grandmother. It was the smallest of the threeghatled our house and yard. We rolled to
a stop near the house, in the same dry ruts Pajpaylaed in for decades. Both my
mother and grandmother were waiting at the kitcsteps.

Ruth, my grandmother, did not like the fact tha kil people had laid claim to our front
yard. Pappy and | knew this before we got out efttick. She had her hands on her hips.

My mother was eager to examine the Mexicans andres&bout their traveling
conditions. She watched them pile out of the traslshe walked to me and squeezed my
shoulder.

“Ten of them,” she said. “Yes ma’am.”

Gran met Pappy at the front of the truck and sgidgtly but sternly, “Why are those
people in our front yard?”



“l asked them to set up by the silo,” Pappy sa&en one to back down, not even from
his wife. “I don’t know why they picked that spot.”

“Can you ask them to move?”
“I cannot. If they pack up, they’ll leave. You kndww hill people are.”

And that was the end of Gran’s questions. They wetebout to argue in front of me
and ten new Mexicans. She walked away, toward tlisdy shaking her head in
disapproval. Pappy honestly didn’t care where ih@éople camped. They appeared to
be able-bodied and willing to work, and nothingeatsattered to him.

| suspected Gran was not that concerned eitherpithéeng was so crucial that we
would’ve taken in a chain gang if they could’ve maged three hundred pounds of cotton
a day.

The Mexicans followed Pappy off to the barn, whigds 352 feet from the back porch
steps. Past the chicken coop, the water pump |dligeslines, and the tool shed, past a
sugar maple that would turn bright red in Octolbdy.father had helped me measure the
exact distance one day last January. It seemea Iikée to me. From home plate to the
left field wall in Sportsman’s Park, where the Gnads played, was 350 feet, and every
time Stan Musial hit a home run | would sit on siteps the next day and marvel at the
distance. In mid-July he’d hit a ball 400 feet agaithe Braves. Pappy had said, “He hit
it over the barn, Luke.”

For two days afterward, I'd sat on the steps ameduthed of hitting ‘cm over the barn.
When the Mexicans were past the tool shed, my mathue, “They look very tired.”

“They rode in a trailer, sixty-two of them,” | saidager, for some reason, to help stir
things up.

“I was afraid of that.”
“An old trailer. Old and dirty. Pearl’s already mabout it.”

“It won’t happen again,” she said, and | knew timgt father was about to get an earful.
“Run along and help your grandfather.”

I'd spent most of the previous two weeks in thenbafone with my mother, sweeping
and cleaning the loft, trying to make a home far khexicans. Most of the farmers put
them in abandoned tenant houses or barns. Theee'd & rumor that Ned Shackleford
three miles south had made his live with the chiske

Not so on the Chandler farm. For lack of anothetteh, the Mexicans would be forced
to live in the loft of our barn, but there wouldb@& a speck of dirt anywhere to be found.



And it would have a pleasant smell. For a year noyher had gathered old blankets and
quilts for them to sleep on.

| slipped into the barn, but stayed below, nexstbel’s stall. She was our milk cow.
Pappy claimed his life had been saved in the &t by a young French girl named
Isabel, and to honor the memory, he named ouryewse after her. My grandmother
never believed that story.

| could hear them up in the loft, moving aroundtlse in. Pappy was talking to Miguel,
who was impressed with how nice and clean thena#f. Pappy took the compliments as
if he and he alone had done the scrubbing.

In fact, he and Gran had been skeptical of my mitstleéforts to provide a decent place
for the laborers to sleep. My mother had been daisea small farm at the very edge of
Black Oak, so she was almost a town girl. She #gtgeew up with kids who were too
good to pick cotton. She never walked to schoolfatrer drove her. She’d been to
Memphis three times before she married my fathiee.dSbeen raised in a painted house.

Chapter 3

We Chandlers rented our land from Mr. Vogel of &tioeo, a man I'd never seen. His
name was rarely mentioned, but when it did slip emtconversation, it was uttered with
respect and awe. | thought he was the richest m#reiworld.

Pappy and Gran had been renting the land sinceebtéfe Great Depression, which
arrived early and stayed late in rural Arkansasethirty years of backbreaking labor,
they had managed to purchase

from Mr. Vogel the house and the three acres arduiithey also owned the John Deere
tractor, two disks, a seed planter, a cotton tragdlatbed trailer, two mules, a wagon,
and the truck. My father had a vague agreemengtnag him an ownership interest in
some “I| these assets. The land deed was in theshvahtigi and Ruth Chandler.

The only farmers who made money were those who dvilmsr land. The renters, like us,
tried to break even. The sharecroppers had i hetvaoid were doomed to eternal poverty.
My father’s goal was to own forty acres of lan@éefrand clear. My other’s dreams were
tucked away, only to be shared with me as | grelelBut | already knew she longed to
leave the rural life and is determined that | wowtd farm. By the time | was seven, she
had made a believer out of me.

When she was satisfied that the Mexicans were h@iogerly situated, she sent me to
find my father. It was late, the sun was fallingydwed the trees that lined the St. Francis



River, and it was time for in to weigh his cottack for the final time and call it a day. |
walked barefoot along a dirt path between two fieldoking for him. The soil was dark
and rich, good Delta farmland that produced endadteep you tied to it. Ahead, | saw
the cotton trailer, and | knew he was working hasmoward it.

Jesse Chandler was the elder son of Pappy and Bisayounger brother, Ricky, was
nineteen and fighting somewhere in Korea. Thereevwo sisters who'd fled the farm as
soon as they’d finished high school.

My father didn’t flee. He was determined to be mfer like his father and grandfather,
except he’'d be the first Chandler to own his ldrdidn’t know if he had dreams of a life
away from the fields. Like my grandfather, he hagéman excellent baseball player, and
I’m sure at one point he’d dreamed of major leagjoey. But he took a German bullet
through his thigh in Anzio in 1944, and his baskbateer came to an end.

He walked with a very slight limp, but then so didst people who toiled in the cotton
patch.

| stopped at the trailer, which was almost emptgat on a narrow cotton road, waiting to
be filled. I climbed up on it. Around me, on allies, neat rows of green and brown stalks
stretched to the tree lines that bordered our lAhthe top of the stalks, puffy bolls of
cotton were popping forth. The cotton was comintiféoby the minute, so when |

stepped on the back of the trailer and surveyedidhds, | saw an ocean of white. The
fields were silent-no voices, no tractor enginescars on the road. For a moment,
hanging on to the trailer, | could almost underdtaty my father wanted to be a farmer.

| could barely see his old straw hat in the distaas he moved between rows. | jumped
down and hurried to meet him. With dusk approaching gaps between the rows were
even darker. Because the sun and rain had coogetla¢eleaves were full and thick and
weaving together so that they brushed against nevatked quickly toward my father.

“Is that you, Luke?” he called, knowing full welldt no one else would be coming to
find him.

“Yes sir!” | answered, moving to the voice. “Momysat’s time to quit!”

“Oh she does?”

“Yes sir.” | missed him by one row. | cut throudtetstalks, and there he was, bent at the
waist, both hands moving through the leaves, dgrpiticking the cotton and stuffing it
into the nearly full sack draped over his shoult#ter’d been in the fields since sunrise,
breaking only for lunch.

“Did y’all find some help?” he asked without lookiat me.

“Yes sir,” | said proudly. “Mexicans and hill peepl



“How many Mexicans?”

“Ten,” | said, as if I'd personally rounded them up
“That’s good. Who are the hill people?”

“The Spruills. | forgot where they’re from.”

“How many?” He finished a stalk and crept forwasith his heavy sack inching along
behind him.

“A whole truckload. It's hard to tell. Gran’s maédause they’ve set up camp in the front
yard, even got a fire goin’ where home plate ig@aold ‘em to set up by the silo. |
heard him. | don’t think they’re real smart.”

“Don’t be sayin’ that.”

“Yes sir. Anyway, Gran’s not too pleased.”

“She’ll be all right. We need the hill people.”

“Yes sir. That's what Pappy said. But | hate theymessed up home plate.”

“Pickin’ is more important than baseball these days

“I guess.” Maybe in his opinion.

“How are the Mexicans?”

“Not too good. They stuffed ‘em in a trailer agaamd Mom’s not too happy about it.”

His hands stopped for a second as he considerdldeasivainter of squabbles. “They’re
just happy to be here,” he said, his hands movgajna

| took a few steps toward the trailer in the dis@rthen turned to watch him again. “Tell
that to Mom.”

He gave me a look before saying, “Did Juan makKe it?
“No sir.”
“Sorry to hear that.”

I'd talked about Juan for a year. He had promisedanst fall that he’d be back. “That’s
okay,” | said. “The new guy is Miguel. He’s reatai”



| told him about the trip to town, how we found @Bpruills, about Tally and Trot and the
large young man on the tailgate, then back to i euare Pappy argued with the man in
charge of labor, then the nip to the gin, then alloel Mexicans. | did all the talking
because my day had certainly been more eventfalhis

At the trailer, he lifted the straps of his cotgatk and hung them over the hook at the
bottom of the scales. The needle settled on fiigy#epounds. He scribbled this in a
ragged old ledger wired to the trailer.

“How much?” | asked when he closed the book.
“Four-seventy.”

“A triple,” | said.

He shrugged and said, “Not bad.”

Five hundred pounds equaled a home run, someteiragtomplished every other day.
He squatted and said, “Hop on.”

| jumped on his back, and we started for the holdgeshirt and overalls were soaked
with sweat, and had been all day, but his arms Vilezesteel. Pop Watson told me that
Jesse Chandler once hit a baseball that landéx ioenter of Main Street. Pop and Mr.
Snake Wilcox, the barber, measured it the nextastaybegan telling people that it had
traveled, on the fly, 440 feet. But a hostile opmguickly emerged from the Tea Shoppe,
where Mr. Junior Barnhart claimed, rather loudhattthe ball had bounced at least once
before hitting Main Street.

Pop and Junior went weeks without speaking to edwoér. My mother verified the
argument, but not the home run.

She was waiting for us by the water pump. My faaron a bench and removed his
boots and socks. Then he unsnapped his overall®akaff his shirt.

One of my chores at dawn was to fill a washtub witlier and leave it in the sun all day
so there’d be warm water for my father every attermn My mother dipped a hand towel
in the tub and gently rubbed his neck with it.

She had grown up in a house full of girls, and been raised in part by a couple of
prissy old aunts. | think they bathed more thamfaeople, and her passion for
cleanliness had rubbed off on my father. | got@mpgiete scrubbing every Saturday
afternoon, whether | needed it or not.

When he was washed up and dried off, she handea friesh shirt. It was time to
welcome our guests. In a large basket, my motheéaksaembled a collection of her finest



vegetables, all handpicked, of course, and waslhiawhe past two hours. Indian
tomatoes, Vidalia onions, red-skin potatoes, geewhred bell peppers, ears of corn. We
carried it to the back of the barn, where the Margwere resting and talking and
waiting for their small fire to burn low so theyudd make their tortillas. | introduced my
father to Miguel, who in turn presented some ofgasg.

Cowboy sat alone, his back to the barn, making aeento acknowledge us. | could see
him watching my mother from under the brim of h&.Ht frightened me for a second;
then | realized Jesse Chandler would snap Cowlsiy'sy little neck if he made one
wrong move.

We had learned a lot from the Mexicans the yeawreefThey did not eat butter beans,
shap beans, squash, eggplant, or turnips, butrpgdfeomatoes, onions, potatoes,
peppers, and corn. And they would never ask fod foom our garden. It had to be
offered.

My mother explained to Miguel and the other mert tha garden was full and that she
would bring them vegetables every other day. Thegewot expected to pay for the food.
It was part of the package.

We took another basket to the front of the houseres Camp Spruill seemed to be

expanding by the hour. They had crept even fadbesss the yard, and there were more
cardboard boxes and burlap sacks strewn about.d leeg three planks across a box on
one end and a barrel on the other to make a tabtethey were crowded around it eating
dinner when we approached them. Mr. Spruill gdtisofeet and shook my father’s hand.

“Leon Spruill,” he said with food on his lip. “Nid® meet you.”
“Happy to have you folks here,” my father said gkeatly.

“Thank you,” Mr. Spruill said, pulling up his pant§his here is my wife, Lucy.” She
smiled and kept chewing slowly.

“This is my daughter, Tally,” he said, pointing. ¥fhshe looked at me, | could feel my
cheeks burning.

“And these are my nephews, Bo and Dale,” he saiddimg to the two boys who'd been
resting on the mattress when they had stoppedeohigihway. They were teenagers,
probably fifteen or so. And sitting next to themsathe giant I'd first seen on the tailgate,
half-asleep.

“This is my son Hank,” Mr. Spruill said. Hank watsl@ast twenty and was certainly old
enough to stand up and shake hands. But he kepgeBbth jaws were ballooned with
what appeared to be corn bread. “He eats a lot,"3yruill said, and we tried to laugh.



“And this here is Trot,” he said. Trot never lookgal His limp left arm hung by his side.
He clutched a spoon with his right hand. His stagdin the family was left undeclared.

My mother presented the large basket of vegetabtetfor a second, Hank stopped his
chomping and looked up at the fresh supply. Therehened to his beans. “The
tomatoes and corn are especially good this yeay,inother was saying. “And there’s
plenty. Just let me know what you like.”

Tally chewed slowly and stared at me. | studiedfesy.

“That’s mighty nice of you, ma’am,” Mr. Spruill shiand Mrs. Spruill added a quick
thanks. There was no danger of the Spruills goiitigout food, not that they had missed
any meals. Hank was burly with a thick chest ttetowed only slightly where it met his
neck. Mr. and Mrs. Spruill were both stocky andegmed strong. Bo and Dale were lean
but not thin. Tally, of course, was perfectly prapmed. Only Trot was gaunt and
skinny.

“Didn’t mean to interrupt dinner,” my father saahd we began backing away.
“Thanks again,” Mr. Spruill said.

| knew from experience that within a short timew@uld know more than we wanted
about the Spruills. They would share our land,water, our outhouse. We would take
them vegetables from the garden, milk from Isabgdis from the coop. We would invite
them to town on Saturday and to church on Sundaywyuld work beside them in the
fields from sunrise until almost dark. And when fheking was over, they would leave
and return to the hills. The trees would turn, eirwould come, and we would spend
many cold nights huddled around the fire tellingrigts about the Spruills.

Dinner was potatoes, sliced thin and fried, bod&th, corn on the cob, and hot corn
bread-but no meats because it was almost fallpanduse we’d had a roast the day
before. Gran fried chicken twice a week, but nerekVednesdays. My mother’s garden
was producing enough tomatoes and onions to féed Black Oak, so she sliced a
platter of them for every meal.

The kitchen was small and hot. A round oscillafiaug rattled away on top of the
refrigerator and tried to keep the air circulatasgmy mother and grandmother prepared
dinner. Their movements were slow but steady. Wene tired, and it was too hot to
hurry up.

They were not particularly fond of each other, lbotth were determined to exist in peace.
| never heard them argue, never heard my motheasgying bad about her mother-in-
law. They lived in the same house, cooked the saeads, did the same laundry, picked
the same cotton. With so much work to do, who lmaé to bicker?



But Gran had been born and bred deep in the cpttah. She knew she would be buried
in the soil she worked. My mother longed for anagsc

Through daily ritual, they had silently negotiagedhethod to their kitchen work. Gran
hovered near the stove, checking the corn bremdngtthe potatoes, okra, and corn. My
mother kept to the sink, where she peeled tomatondstacked the dirty dishes. | studied
this from the kitchen table, where | sat every higyid peeled cucumbers with a paring
knife. They both loved music, and occasionally woelld hum while the other sang
softly. The music kept the tension buried.

But not tonight. They were too preoccupied to sing hum. My mother was stewing
over the fact that the Mexicans had been haulélercattle. My grandmother was
pouting because the Spruills had invaded our fyard.

At exactly six o’clock, Gran removed her apron aatlacross from me. The end of the
table was flush against the wall and served asye lshelf that accumulated things. In the
center was an RCA radio in a walnut casing. Sheetiion the switch and smiled at me.

The CBS news was delivered to us by Edward R. Myrhee from New York. For a
week there’'d been heavy fighting in Pyongyang, tleaiSea of Japan, and from an old
map that Gran kept on her night table, we knew Rielty’s infantry division was in the
area. His last letter had arrived two weeks eatli@vas a quickly written note, but
between the lines it gave the impression that reiwghe thick of things.

When Mr. Murrow got past his lead story about & sypth the Russians, he started on
Korea, and Gran closed her eyes. She folded h&lshtagether, put both index fingers to
her lips, and waited.

| wasn’t sure what she was waiting for. Mr. Murrasas not going lo announce to the
nation that Ricky Chandler was dead or alive.

My mother listened, too. She stood with her bacth&osink, wiping her hands with a
towel, staring blankly at the table. This happeakalost every night in the summer and
fall of 1952.

Peace efforts had been started, then abandonedhihese withdrew, then attacked
again. Through Mr. Murrow’s reports and Ricky'sées, we lived the war.

Pappy and my father would not listen to the newsyTbusied themselves outside, at the
tool shed or the water pump, doing small choresdbald’ve waited, talking about the
crops, searching for something to worry about lesskicky. Both had fought in wars.
They didn’'t need Mr. Murrow in New York to read semworrespondent’s cable from
Korea and tell the nation what was occurring in bagle or the next. They knew.



In any case, it was a short report that night aBauea, and this was taken in our little
farmhouse as something good. Mr. Murrow moved atongther matters, and Gran
finally smiled at me. “Ricky’s okay,” she said, hibg my hand. “He’ll be home before
you know it.”

She’d earned the right to believe this. She hadeddor Pappy during the First War, and
she had prayed long distance for my father anevbisnds during the Second. Her boys
always came home, and Ricky would not let us down.

She turned the radio off. The potatoes and okrdetkber attention. She and my mother
returned to cooking, and we waited for Pappy tckwatough the back screen door.

| think Pappy expected the worst from the war. Thandlers had been lucky so far in
the century. He wouldn't listen to the news, buiwanted to know if things looked good
or bad. When he heard the radio go off, he usuadlge his way into the kitchen. That
evening he stopped at the table and tousled my Gean looked at him. She smiled and
said, “No bad news.”

My mother told me that Gran and Pappy often skegd than an hour or two before
waking and worrying about their younger son. Gras wonvinced Ricky was coming
home. Pappy was not.

At six-thirty, we sat around the table, held haradg] gave thanks for all the food and all
the blessings. Pappy led the praying, at least dwerer. He thanked God for the
Mexicans and for the Spruills, and for the finepgr@round us. | prayed quietly, and only
for Ricky. | was grateful for the food, but it ditlseem nearly as important as he did.

The adults ate slowly and talked about nothingdotton. | was not expected to add
much to the conversation. Gran in particular wathefopinion that children should be
seen and not heard.

| wanted to go to the barn and check out the Medacand | wanted to sneak around
front and maybe catch a glimpse of Tally. My motbaspected something, and when we
finished eating, she told me to help her with tishes. | would’'ve preferred a whipping,
but I had no choice.

We drifted to the front porch for our nightly sittj. It seemed like a simple enough ritual,
but it wasn’t. First we would let the meal settleen we’'d tend to baseball. We would
turn on the radio and Harry Caray at KMOX in Stulsowould deliver the play-by-play
of our beloved Cardinals. My mother and grandmotinauld shell peas or butter beans.
Any loose ends of dinner gossip would be wrappeddiourse, the crops were fretted
over.



But that night it was raining two hundred miles gwaSt. Louis, and the game had been
canceled. | sat on the steps, holding my Rawlinggeg squeezing my baseball inside it,
watching the shadows of the Spruills in the distazied wondering how anyone could be
so thoughtless as to build a fire on home plate.

The outside radio was a small General Electricitinatather had bought in Boston when
he left the hospital during the war. Its sole psgwas to bring the Cardinals into our
lives. We seldom missed a game. It sat on a woorkde near the creaking swing where
the men rested. My mother and grandmother satddgrhwooden chairs not far away,
on the other side of the porch, shelling peas.d iwahe middle, on the front steps.

Before the Mexicans arrived, we’d had a portabievi@ put near the screen door. Each
night it would hum away quietly and manage to pilhheavy air around just enough to
make things bearable. But, thanks to my mothevag now in the loft of our barn. This
had caused friction, though most of it had beert ka@y from me.

And so the night was very quiet-no ball game, mojtest the slow talk of weary farm
people waiting for the temperature to drop a fewerdegrees.

The rain in St. Louis inspired the men to worry @ibithe weather. The rivers and creeks
in the Arkansas Delta flooded with frustrating riegity. Every four or five years they
left their banks and washed away the crops. | coutémember a flood, but I'd heard so
much about them | felt like a veteran. We wouldypfiax weeks for a good rain. One
would come, and as soon as the ground was soalipdyRnd my father would start
watching the clouds and telling flood stories.

The Spruills were winding down. Their voices weadifg. | could see their shadows
moving around the tents. Their fire flickered lahven died.

All was quiet on the Chandler farm. We had hill pleo We had Mexicans. The cotton
was waiting.

Chapter 4

At some point in the vast darkness of the nighpgyaour human alarm clock, awoke,
put on his boots, and began stomping around tledit making the first pot of coffee.
The house was not largethree bedrooms, a kitchiénng room-and it was so old the
plank floors sagged in places. If one person choseke up the rest, he or she could
certainly do so.

| was allowed to stay in bed until my father carfterame. It was difficult to sleep,
though, with all those people on the farm andtadt totton to pick. | was already awake



when he shook me and said it was time to go. Iséeeguickly and met him on the back
porch.

There was no hint of sunrise as we walked acrasbalckyard, the dew soaking our
boots. We stopped at the chicken coop, where heltwerand slipped inside. | was told

to wait in front of it, since last month while gating eggs in the darkness, I'd stepped on
a huge rat snake and cried for two days. At firgtfather had not been sympathetic; rat
snakes are harmless and just a part of life offiettme. My mother, however, intervened
with a fury, and for the time being, | was not péted to collect eggs alone.

My father filled a straw bowl with a dozen eggs dwachded it to me. We headed to the
barn, where Isabel was waiting. Now that we’d rauge chickens, the roosters began
crowing.

The only light came from a pale bulb hanging frdra hayloft. The Mexicans were
awake. A fire had been lit behind the barn, ang there huddled near it as if they were
cold. | was already warm from the humidity.

| could milk the cow, and on most mornings thatrehoelonged to me. But the rat snake
still had me frightened, plus we were in a hurrgdaese we had to be in the fields by
sunrise. My father rapidly milked two gallons, wihiwould’ve taken me half the
morning. We delivered the food to the kitchen, vehigre women were in charge. The
ham was already in the skillet, its rich aromakhicthe air.

Breakfast was fresh eggs, milk, salt-cured ham,hemdiscuits, with sorghum optional.
As they cooked, | settled into my chair, ran mygérs across the damp, checkered
oilcloth, and waited for my cup of coffee. It waetone vice my mother allowed me.

Gran placed the cup and saucer before me, thesutiad bowl and the fresh cream. |
doctored the coffee until it was as sweet as a, itidh sipped it slowly.

At breakfast, conversation in the kitchen was leld minimum. It was exciting to have
S0 many strangers on our farm for the harvesttheienthusiasm was dampened by the
reality that we would spend most of the next twedwers unshielded in the sun, bent
over, picking until our fingers bled.

We ate quickly, the roosters making a ruckus insilde yard. My grandmother’s biscuits
were heavy and perfectly round, and so warm tha&nwtcarefully placed a slice of
butter in the center of one, it melted instantiwatched the yellow cream soak into the
biscuit, then took a bite. My mother conceded Bath Chandler made the best biscuits
she’d ever tasted. | wanted so badly to eat twihree, like my father, but | simply
couldn’t hold them. My mother ate one, same as Grappy had two, my father three.
Several hours later, in the middle of the morning,would stop for a moment under the
shade of a tree or beside the cotton trailer tdheakeftover biscuits.



Breakfast was slow in the winter because therelitieselse to do. The pace was
somewhat faster in the spring when we were planang in the summer when we were
chopping. But during the fall harvest, with the siloout to catch us, we ate with a
purpose.

There was some chatter about the weather. Thérr&h Louis that had canceled last
night’'s Cardinals game was weighing on Pappy’s m8tdLouis was so far away that no
one at the table, except for Pappy, had ever beme,tyet the city’s weather was now a
crucial element in the harvest of our crops. My meotistened patiently. | didn’t say a
word.

My father had been reading the almanac and offgredpinion that the weather would
cooperate throughout the month of September. Bat@atober looked ominous. Bad
weather was on the way. It was imperative thatHernext six weeks we work until we
dropped. The harder we worked, the harder the M@asi@and the Spruills would work.
This was my father’s version of a pep talk.

The subject of day laborers came up. These weadslecho went from farm to farm
looking for the best deal. Most were town peoplekwew. During the previous fall, Miss
Sophie Turner, who taught fifth and sixth grades] hestowed a great honor on us when
she had chosen our fields to pick in.

We needed all the day laborers we could get, layt generally picked wherever they
wanted.

When Pappy finished his last bite, he thanked lifis and my mother for the good food
and left them to clean up the mess. | strutted thedback porch with the men.

Our house faced south, the barn and crops wehetodrth and west, and to the east |
saw the first hint of orange peeking over the féainland of the Arkansas Delta. The sun
was coming, undaunted by clouds. My shirt was dlyesticking to my back.

A flatbed trailer was hitched to the John Deerg, i@ Mexicans had already gotten on.
My dad went up to speak to Miguel. “Good morningwHdid you sleep? Are you ready
to work?” Pappy went to fetch the Spruills.

| had a spot, a nook between the fender and theosdae John Deere, and | had spent
hours there firmly grasping the metal pole holdimg umbrella that would cover the
driver, either Pappy or my father, when we chugipedugh the fields plowing or
planting or spreading fertilizer. | took my placeddooked down at the crowded trailer,
Mexicans on one side, Spruills on the other. At thament | felt very privileged
because | got to ride on the tractor, and thedrdmlonged to us. My haughtiness,
however, would vanish shortly, because all thingseAlevel among the cotton stalks.

I'd been curious as to whether poor Trot would gthe fields. Picking required two
good arms. Trot had only one, as far as I'd beds t@bdetermine. But there he was,



sitting at the edge of the trailer, his back torgeae else, feet hanging over the side,
alone in his own world. And there was Tally, whdrt acknowledge me, but just
looked into the distance.

Without a word, Pappy popped the clutch, and thetor and trailer lurched forward. |
checked to make sure no one fell off. Through tbtehkn window I could see my
mother’s face, watching us as she cleaned thesi§itee would finish her chores, spend
an hour in her garden, then join us for a hardiddke fields. Same for Gran. No one
rested when the cotton was ready.

We puttered past the barn, the diesel thumpingtréhler creaking, and turned south
toward the lower forty, a tract next to Siler's €keWe always picked the lower forty
first because the floods would start there.

We had the lower forty and the back forty. Eightyes was no small farming operation.

In a few minutes we arrived at the cotton traiserd Pappy stopped the tractor. Before |
jumped down, | looked to the east and saw thedighbur house, less than a mile away.
Behind it, the sky was coming to life with stre@fsorange and yellow. There wasn't a
cloud to be seen, and this meant no floods in &ae future. It also meant no shelter from
the scorching sun.

Tally said, “Good morning, Luke,” as she walked by.

| managed to return her greeting. She smiled aasnéshe knew some secret that she
would never tell.

Pappy didn’t give an orientation, and none was ade@hoose a row in either direction,
and start picking. No chitchat, no stretching @& thuscles, no predictions about the
weather. Without a word the Mexicans draped ttwiglcotton sacks over their shoulders,
lined up, and went south. The Arkansans went north.

For a second, | stood there in the semidarkneas afready hot September morning,
staring down a very long, straight row of cottompe that had somehow been assigned
to me. | thought, I'll never get to the end ofahd | was suddenly tired.

| had cousins in Memphis, sons and daughters dfatimer’s two sisters, and they had
never picked cotton. City kids, in the suburbsjiire little homes with indoor plumbing.
They returned to Arkansas for funerals-sometimed fanksgiving. As | stared at my
endless row of cotton, | thought of those cousins.

Two things motivated me to work. First, and mogpamiant, | had my father on one side
and my grandfather on the other. Neither tolertdenhess. They had worked the fields
when they were children, and | would certainly de same. Second, | got paid for
picking, same as the other field hands. A dollatysior a hundred pounds. And | had big
plans for the money.



“Let’s go,” my father said firmly in my directiofiRappy was already settled among the
stalks, ten feet into his row. | could see hisiaathnd his straw hat. | could hear the
Spruills a few rows over chatting among themseli# people sang a lot, and it was
not uncommon to hear them crooning some low, malitafie as they picked. Tally
laughed about something, her luxurious voice eahatross the fields.

She was only ten years older than | was.

Pappy’s father had fought in the Civil War. His reamas Jeremiah Chandler, and
according to family lore, he’d almost single-hanglagion the Battle of Shiloh. When
Jeremiah’s second wife died, he took a third, allataiden thirty years his junior. A few
years later she gave birth to Pappy.

A thirty-year gap for Jeremiah and his bride. TenTally and me. It could work.

With solemn resolve, | flung my nine-foot cottorckacross my back, the strap over my
right shoulder, and attacked the first boll of oattlt was damp from the dew, and that
was one reason we started so early. For the st or so, before the sun got too high
and baked everything, the cotton was soft and géatbur hands. Later, after it was
dumped into the trailer, it would dry and coulddaesily ginned. Cotton soaked with
rainwater could not be ginned, something every &rhad learned the hard way.

| picked as fast as possible, with both hands,stmifled the cotton into the sack. | had to
be careful, though. Either Pappy or my father,asgibly both of them, would inspect
my row at some point during the morning. If | ledb much cotton in the bolls, then |
would be reprimanded. The severity of the scolduoglld be determined by how close
my mother was to me at that particular moment.

As deftly as | could, | worked my small hands tigbuhe maze of stalks, grabbing the
bolls, avoiding if possible the burrs because tleye pointed and could draw blood. |
bobbed and weaved and inched along, falling fatteéind my father and Pappy.

Our cotton was so thick that the stalks from eaeh intertwined. They brushed against
my face. After the incident with the rat snake,dtehed every step around our farm,
especially in the fields, since there were cottoaths near the river. I'd seen plenty of
them from the back of the John Deere when we wiengipg and planting.

Before long | was all alone, a child left behindthgse with quicker hands and stronger
backs. The sun was a bright orange ball, risingifés position to sear the land for
another day. When my father and Pappy were ougbf,d decided to take my first
break. Tally was the nearest person. She wasdiwe pver and fifty feet in front of me. |
could barely see her faded denim bonnet aboveatterc

Under the shade of the stalks, | stretched out pratton sack, which after an hour was
depressingly flat. There were a few soft lumps,fmthing significant. The year before,



I'd been expected to pick fifty pounds a day, andfear was that this quota was about to
be increased.

Lying on my back, | watched through the stalkspbdectly clear sky, hoped for clouds,
and dreamed of money. Every August we received &y time latest edition of the Sears,
Roebuck catalog, and few events were more momerawieast in my life. It came in a
brown wrapper, all the way from Chicago, and wagined by Gran to be kept at the end
of the kitchen table, next to the radio and theifiaBible. The women studied the
clothes and the home furnishings. The men scratththe tools and auto supplies. But |
dwelt on the important sections-toys and sportiogds. | made secret Christmas lists in
my mind. | was afraid to write down all the thinggreamed of. Someone might find
such a list and think | was either hopelessly gyemdmentally ill.

On page 308 of the current catalog was an incre@itifor baseball warm-up jackets.
There was one for almost every professional tealmathade the ad so amazing was
that the young man doing the modeling was weari@gualinals jacket, and it was in
color. A bright Cardinal red, in some type of shfabric, white buttons down the front.
Of all the teams, someone with uncanny wisdom atsSé&oebuck had picked the
Cardinals to display.

It cost $7.50, plus shipping. And it came in clelas sizes, which presented another
guandary because | was bound to grow and | wanteaar the jacket for the rest of my
life.

Ten days of hard labor, and I'd have enough moagutchase the jacket. | was certain
nothing like it had ever been seen in Black Oalkafssas. My mother said it was a bit
gaudy, whatever that meant. My father said | nedmbeds. Pappy thought it was a waste
of money, but | could tell he secretly admired it.

At the first hint of cool weather | would wear tjaeket to school every day, and to
church on Sundays. | would wear it to town on S#dys; a bolt of bright red amid the
drearily clad throngs loitering on the sidewalk&duld wear it everywhere, and I'd be
the envy of every kid in Black Oak (and a lot ofiligl, too).

They would never have the chance to play for theli@als. I, on the other hand, would
become famous in St. Louis. It was important tot$teking the part.

“Lucas!” a stern voice shot through the stillnetthe fields. Stalks were snapping
nearby.

“Yes sir,” | said, jumping to my feet, keeping lothiyusting my hands at the nearest bolls
of cotton.

My father was suddenly standing over me. “Whatyane doing?” he asked.

“I had to pee,” | said, without stopping my hands.



“It took a long time,” he said, unconvinced.
“Yes sir. It’s all that coffee.” | looked up at hirdle knew the truth.
“Try to keep up,” he said, turning around and wadkaway.

“Yes sir,” | said to his back, knowing | could neweep up with him.

A twelve-foot sack like the adults used held alsixtty pounds of cotton, so by eight-
thirty or nine o’clock the men were ready to weiflappy and my father were in charge
of the scales, which hung from the end of thedrailhe sacks were hoisted upward to
one of them. The straps were looped over the hablse bottom of the scales. The
needle sprang around like the long hand of a lalgek. Everyone could see how much
each person picked.

Pappy recorded the data in a small book near #lesclrhen the cotton sack was shoved
even higher and emptied into the trailer. No timmed rest. You caught the empty sack
when it was tossed down. You selected another radésappeared for another two
hours.

| was in the middle of an endless row of cottoneating, boiling in the sun, bending at
the shoulders, trying to be fast with my hands, stopping occasionally to monitor the
movements of Pappy and my father so that maybealt@range another nap. But there
was never an opportunity to drop my sack. Instepthwed ahead, working hard,
waiting for the sack to get heavy, and wonderinghe first time if | really needed the
Cardinals jacket.

After an eternity alone in the fields, | heard flodan Deere fire up, and | knew it was

time for lunch. Though | had not completed my fin®tv, | didn’t really care about my

lack of progress. We met at the tractor, and | $eat curled in a knot on the flat deck
trailer. Mrs. Spruill and Tally were patting himt Arst | thought he might be dead, then
he moved a little. “The heat got him,” my fatheriggered to me, as he took my sack and
whirled it around over his shoulder as if it werepay.

| followed him to the scales, where Pappy quickBighed it. All that back-numbing
labor for thirty-one pounds of cotton.

When the Mexicans and Spruills were accountedaferall headed for the house. Lunch
was at noon sharp. My mother and Gran had lefli¢hgs an hour earlier to prepare it.

From my perch on the John Deere, | clutched theraltabstand with my scratched and
sore left hand and watched the field workers boworeg. Mr. and Mrs. Spruill were
holding Trot, who was still lifeless and pale. Vadkt nearby, her long legs stretched



across the deck of the trailer. Bo, Dale, and Hesdmed unconcerned about poor Trot.
Like everyone else, they were hot and tired andyéar a break.

On the other side, the Mexicans sat in a row, steub shoulder, feet hanging off the
side and almost dragging the ground. A couple eifrtivore no shoes or boots.

When we were nearly at the barn, | saw somethiagahfirst | couldn’t believe.

Cowboy, sitting at the very end of the short traitarned quickly, and glanced at Tally.
She seemed to have been waiting for him to lookabge she gave him one of her pretty
little smiles, similar to the ones I'd been gettifigpough he didn’t return the smile, it was
obvious he was pleased.

It happened in a flash, and nobody saw it but me.

Chapter 5

According to Gran and my mother, conspiring togettiee early afternoon nap was
crucial to the proper growth of a child. | beliewds only when we were picking cotton.
For the rest of the year, | fought a nap with agimuigor as | put into planning my
baseball career.

But during the harvest, everybody rested afterhuiitie Mexicans ate quickly and
sprawled under a maple tree near the barn. ThellS@te leftover ham and biscuits and
likewise found shade.

| wasn’t allowed to use my bed because | was diidm the fields, so | slept on the floor
in my bedroom. | was tired and stiff from my lahdrdreaded the afternoon session
because it always seemed longer, and it was clyrtaotier. | drifted away immediately
and was even stiffer when | awoke a half hour later

Trot was causing concern in the front yard. Gramp fancied herself as some sort of
country medicine woman, had gone to check on hongoubt with the intention of
whipping up one of her dreadful concoctions to éodown his throat. They had him on
an old mattress under a tree with a wet cloth erfdrehead. It was obvious he couldn’t
go back to the fields, and Mr. and Mrs. Spruill egluctant to leave him alone.

They, of course, had to pick cotton to earn mowdie on. | did not. A plan had been
devised in my absence to require me to sit witht Winlle everybody else worked in the
heat for the rest of the afternoon. If Trot somehook a turn for the worse, | was
supposed to sprint to the lower forty and fetchribarest Spruill. | tried to appear
unhappy with this arrangement when my mother erplhit to me.



“What about my Cardinals jacket?” | asked her v@ishmuch concern as | could muster.

“There’s plenty of cotton left for you,” she safdust sit with him this afternoon. He
should be better tomorrow.”

There were, of course, eighty acres of cottompfalvhich had to be picked twice during
the next two months or so. If | lost my Cardinasket, it wouldn’t be because of Trot.

| watched the trailer leave again, this time with mother and Gran sitting with the field
hands. It squeaked and rattled away from the hqas the barn, down the field road,
and was finally lost among the rows of cotton. Wildo’'t help but wonder whether Tally
and Cowboy were making eyes at each other. Ifhdaine courage, | would ask my
mother about this.

When | walked to the mattress, Trot was lying p&tyestill with his eyes closed. He
didn’t appear to be breathing.

“Trot,” | said loudly, suddenly terrified that heth died on my watch.

He opened his eyes, and very slowly sat up ancelbak me. Then he glanced around, as
if to make certain we were alone. His withered #&fh wasn’t much thicker than a

broom handle, and it hung from his shoulder withooving much. His black hair shot
out in all directions.

“Are you okay?” | asked. I'd yet to hear him speakgd | was curious to know if he could
do so.

“I guess,” he grunted, his voice thick and his vgobturred. | couldn’t tell if he had a
speech impediment or if he was just tired and dadedkept looking around to make
sure everyone else was gone, and it occurred tinatgperhaps Trot had been faking a
bit. I began to admire him.

“Does Tally like baseball?” | asked, one of a hgttquestions | wanted to drill him with.
| thought it was a simple question, but he was awae by it and immediately closed his
eyes and rolled to one side, then curled his ktehss chest and began another nap.

A breeze rustled the top of the pin oak. | fourttliek, grassy spot in the shade near his
mattress, and stretched out. Watching the leave®amches high above, | considered
my good fortune. The rest of them were sweatinpénsun as time crept along. For a
moment | tried to feel guilty, but it didn’t workly luck was only temporary, so |
decided to enjoy it.

As did Trot. While he slept like a baby, | watchbd sky. Soon, though, boredom hit. |
went to the house to get a ball and my base-haegll threw myself pop flies near the
front porch, something | could do for hours. At grmnt | caught seventeen in a row.



Throughout the afternoon, Trot never left the nesttr He would sleep, then sit up and
look around, then watch me for a moment. If | tiedtrike up a conversation, he usually
rolled over and continued his nap. At least he vialing.

The next casualty from the cotton patch was Harkakhbled in late in the day, walking
slowly and complaining about the heat. Said he eg¢d check on Trot.

“| picked three hundred pounds,” he said, as & thould impress me. “Then the heat got
me.” His face was red with sunburn. He wore no Waich said a lot about his
intelligence. Every head was covered in the fields.

He looked Trot over for a second, then went tabihek of the truck and began
rummaging through their boxes and sacks like aistgibear. He crammed a cold biscuit
into his huge mouth, then stretched out underréme t

“Fetch me some water, boy,” he growled abruptlynydirection.

| was too surprised to move. I'd never heard agelison give an order to one of us. |
wasn't sure what to do. But he was grown, and | paisa kid.

“Sir?” | said.
“Fetch me some water!” he repeated, his voicegisin

| was certain they had water stored somewhere an@ugthings. | took a very awkward
step toward their truck. This upset him.

“Cold water, boy! From the house. And hurry! | beeorkin’ all day. You ain't.”
| rushed into the house, to the kitchen, where Gept a gallon jug of water in the
refrigerator. My hands shook as | poured the wiatera glass. | knew that when |

reported this, it would cause trouble. My fathemngdohave words with Leon Spruill.

| handed Hank the glass. He drained it quickly,&ed his lips, then said, “Gimme
another glass.”

Trot was sitting and watching this. | ran backhe house and refilled it. When Hank
finished the second, he spat near my feet. “Yoa’'gpod boy,” he said, and tossed me
the glass.

“Thanks,” | said, catching it.

“Now leave us alone,” he said as he lay down orgtlass. | retreated to the house and
waited for my mother.



You could quit picking at five if you wanted. Thaas when Pappy pulled the trailer
back to the house. Or you could stay in the fieldlsl dark, like the Mexicans. Their
stamina was amazing. They would pick until theyldoit see the bolls anymore, then
walk a half mile with their heavy sacks to the havhere they would build a small fire
and eat a few tortillas before sleeping hard.

The other Spruills gathered around Trot, who madagéook even sicker for the short
minute or so they examined him. Once it was deteethihat he was alive and somewhat
alert, they hurriedly turned their attention torten. Mrs. Spruill built a fire.

Next, Gran hovered over Trot. She appeared to bplgeoncerned, and | think the
Spruills appreciated this. | knew, however, tha sterely wanted to conduct
experiments on the poor boy with one of her vileedies. Since | was the smallest
victim around, | was usually the guinea pig for aeyv brew she discovered. | knew
from experience that she could whip up a concodmnourative that Trot would bolt
from the mattress and run like a scalded dog. AftEw minutes, Trot got suspicious
and began watching her closely. He now seemed awaee of things, and Gran took
this as a sign that he didn’t need any medicinkast not immediately. But she placed
him under surveillance, and she’d make her rougds@omorrow.

My worst chore of the late afternoon was in thedgar | thought it was cruel to force me,
or any other seven-year-old kid for that matteuake before sunrise, work in the
fields all day, and then pull garden duty beforppgr. But | knew we were lucky to have
such a beautiful garden.

At some point before | was born, the women hadaeetl off little areas of turf, both
inside the house and out, and laid claim to theton't know how my mother got the
entire garden, but there was no doubt it belongétet.

It was on the east side of our house, the quiet sidiay from the kitchen door and the
barnyard and the chicken coop. Away from Pappyc&ygd and the small dirt drive
where the rare visitor parked. It was enclosedwira fence four feet tall, built by my
father under my mother’s direction, and designekktp out deer and varmints.

Corn was planted around the fence so that oncelpsed the rickety gate with the
leather latch, you stepped into a secret worldémndaly the stalks.

My job was to take a straw basket and follow mymotaround as she gathered
whatever she deemed ripe. She had a basket, wsharslowly filled it with tomatoes,
cucumbers, squash, peppers, onions, and eggplentatked quietly, not necessarily to
me, but to the garden in general.

“Look at the corn, would you? We’'ll eat those nexetek.”

“Yes ma’'am.”



“The pumpkins should be just right for Halloween.”
“Yes ma’am.”

She was constantly searching for weeds, littlgoaassers that survived only momentarily
in our garden. She stopped, pointed, and said| tFote weeds there, Luke, by the
watermelons.”

| set the basket on the dirt trail and pulled vathengeance.

The garden work was not as rough in the late sunasi@rwas in the spring, when the
ground had to be tilled and the weeds grew fakter the vegetables.

A long green snake froze us for a second, theisdipgeared into the butter bean vines.
The garden was full of snakes, all harmless, bakas nonetheless. My mother was not
deathly afraid of them, but we gave them plentyooim. | lived in fear of reaching for a

cucumber and feeling fangs sink into the back oftragd.

My mother loved this little plot of soil becauseni&s hers-no one else really wanted it.
She treated it like a sanctuary. When the housergetded, | could always find her in
the garden, talking to her vegetables. Harsh waete rare in our family. When they
happened, | knew my mother would disappear intaéieige.

| could hardly carry my basket by the time shetdsined her selections.

The rain had stopped in St. Louis. At exactly eiglastock, Pappy turned on the radio,
fiddled with the knobs and the antenna, and thexe ewlorful Harry Caray, the raspy
voice of the Cardinals. There were about twenty@mmmaining in the season. The
Dodgers were in front, and the Giants were in seégdace. The Cards were in third. It
was more than we could stand. Cardinal fans ndyunated the Yankees, and trailing
behind two other New York teams in our own leagas wnbearable.

Pappy was of the opinion that the manager, Eddiek$t should’ve been fired months
earlier. When the Cardinals won, it was becausgtah Musial. When they lost, with the
same players on the field, it was always the faiulbe manager.

Pappy and my father sat side by side on the sutmgJ)sted chains squeaking as they
rocked gently. Gran and my mother shelled buttenbeind peas on the other side of the
small porch. | was lounging on the top step, wittdmshot of the radio, watching the
Spruill show wind down, waiting with the adults fitve heat to finally relent. | missed the
steady hum of the old fan, but | knew better trmhring up the subject.

Conversation arose softly from the women as thikgdeabout church stuff-the fall
revival and the upcoming dinner-on-the-grounds.l&cB Oak girl was getting married



in Jonesboro, in a big church, supposedly to aatdly money, and this had to be
discussed every night in some fashion. | couldmeine why the women were drawn
back to the subject, night after night.

The men had virtually nothing to say, at least mgflunrelated to baseball. Pappy was
capable of long stretches of silence, and my fatfesn’t much better. No doubt, they
were worrying about the weather or cotton prices they were too tired to fret aloud.

| was content simply to listen, to close my eyed tap to picture Sportsman’s Park in St.
Louis, a magnificent stadium where thirty thouspedple could gather to watch Stan
Musial and the Cardinals. Pappy had been theregdandg the season | made him
describe the place to me at least once a weekaidevhen you saw the field it seemed
to expand. There was grass so green and smoottoydd roll marbles across it. The dirt
on the infield was actually raked until it was @etf The scoreboard in left-center was
bigger than our house. And all those people, thiodelievably lucky people of St. Louis
who got to see the Cardinals and didn’t have tk patton.

Dizzy Dean and Enos “Country” Slaughter and Redo8olienst, all the great Cardinals,
all the fabled Gashouse Gang, had played there b&nduse my father and grandfather
and uncle could play the game, there was not tgbtekt doubt in my mind that | would
one day rule Sportsman’s Park. | would glide actbegperfect outfield grass in front of
thirty thousand fans and personally grind the Yaskato the dirt.

The greatest Cardinal of all time was Stan Musiafl when he came to the plate in the
second inning with a runner at first, | saw Hankulpease through the darkness and sit
in the shadows, just close enough to hear the radio

“Is Stan up?” my mother asked.

“Yes ma’am,” | said. She pretended to take an @#kin baseball because she knew
nothing about it. And if she acted interested @mnS¥usial, then she could survive any
conversation on the subject around Black Oak.

The soft snap and crunch of the butter beans aasl ftepped. The swing was still. |
squeezed my baseball glove. My father held theiopithat Harry Caray’s voice took on
an edge when Musial stepped in, but Pappy wasamtireced.

The first pitch by the Pirates pitcher was a fastba and away. Few pitchers
challenged Musial with fastballs on the first pitdthe year before, he’'d led the National
League with a. 355 batting average, and in 195&yvdserunning neck and neck with the
Cubs’ Frankie Baumholtz for the lead. He had poavet speed, a great glove, and he
played hard every day.

| had a Stan Musial baseball card hidden in a dgarin my drawer, and if the house
ever caught on fire, | would grab it before | grablanything else.



The second pitch was a high curveball, and withcthnt of two balls, you could almost
hear the fans get out of their seats. A basebalat@ut to get ripped into some remote
section of Sportsman’s Park. No pitcher fell berstdn Musial and survived the moment.
The third pitch was a fastball, and Harry Carayithgsd just long enough for us to hear
the crack of the bat. The crowd exploded. | heldareath, waiting in that split second

for old Harry to tell us where the ball was goittgoounced off the wall in right field,

and the crowd roared even louder. The front poatregcited, too. | jumped to my feet,
as if by standing | could somehow see St. Louippland my father both leaned

forward as Harry Caray yelled through the radio. figther managed some form of
exclamation.

Musial was battling his teammate SchoendienstiferMational League lead in doubles.
The year before, he’d had twelve triples, topshamajors. As he rounded second, |
could barely hear Caray above the crowd. The rufroer first scored easily, and Stan
slid into third, in the dirt, his feet touching thase, the hapless third baseman taking the
late throw and tossing it back to the pitcher.uldesee him get to his feet as the crowd
went nuts. Then with both hands he slapped theoffittis white uniform with the bright
red trim.

The game had to go on, but for us Chandlers, at thka men, the day was now complete.
Musial had hit a bomb, and because we had littfgettbat the Cardinals would win the
pennant, we gladly took our victories where we dayét them. The crowd settled down,
Harry’s voice lowered, and | sank back onto thechpstill watching Stan at third.

If those damned Spruills hadn’t been out thereglild've eased into the darkness and
taken my position at home plate. | would wait foe fastball, hit it just like my hero,
then race around the bases and slide majesticadiythird base, over by the shadows
where the monster Hank was loitering.

“Who’s winnin'?” Mr. Spruill asked from somewhene the darkness.

“Cardinals. One to nothin’. Bottom of the secondididl just hit a triple,” Hank
answered. If they were such baseball fans, whytleyl built their fire on home plate and
pitched their ragged tents around my infield? Aoglfcould look at our front yard, the
trees notwithstanding, and see that it was mearitdseball.

If not for Tally, | would have dismissed the entivench. And Trot. | did feel sympathy
for the poor kid.

| had decided not to bring up the issue of Hankthedcold water. | knew that if |
reported it to my father, or to Pappy, then a seridiscussion would take place with Mr.
Spruill. The Mexicans knew their place, and thégelople were expected to know theirs.
They did not ask for things from our house, ang tiliel not give orders to me or anyone
else.



Hank had a neck thicker than any I'd ever seenakhss and hands were also massive,
but what scared me were his eyes. | thought theg Wlank and stupid most of the time,
but when he barked at me to fetch him the cold nvéttey narrowed and glowed with
evil.

| didn’t want Hank mad at me, nor did | want myhiat to confront him. My father could
whip anybody, except for maybe Pappy, who was dddérwhen necessary, much
meaner. | decided to set aside the incident fotithe being. If it happened again, then |
would have no choice but to tell my mother.

The Pirates scored two in the fourth, primarily dngge, according to Pappy, Eddie
Stanky didn’t change pitchers when he should h@ken they scored three in the fifth,
and Pappy got so mad he went to bed.

In the seventh inning, the heat broke just enoogtohvince us we could get some sleep.
The peas and butter beans had been shelled. TudiSpere all tucked away. We were
exhausted, and the Cardinals were going nowhewadn't difficult to leave the game.

After my mother tucked me in and we said our praykekicked | he sheets off so | could
breathe. I listened to the crickets sing their sciéng chorus, calling to each other across
the fields. They serenaded us every night in timenser, unless it was raining. | heard a
voice in the distance-a Spruill was rambling abpubpably Hank rummaging for one

last biscuit.

In the living room we had a box fan, a large windawt, which in theory was supposed
to suck the hot air through the house and blowtitaegross the barnyard. It worked about
half the time. One door inadvertently closed omimicshut would disrupt the movements
of. nr, and you'd lie in your own sweat until yaellfasleep. Wind from | he outside
would somehow confuse the box fan, and the hataird gather in the living room,

then creep through the house, smothering us. Thbrfzke down often-but it was one of
Pappy’s proudest possessions, and we knew of lyther farm families at church
who owned such a luxury.

That night it happened to be working.

Lying in Ricky’s bed, listening to the crickets,jeying the slight draft over my body as
the sticky summer air was pulled toward the livingm, | let my thoughts drift to Korea,
a place | never wanted to see. My father wouldnedinothing about war. Not a hint.
There were a few glorious adventures of Pappytsefadnd his victories in the Civil War,
but when it came to the wars of this century, Herefl little. | wanted to know how
many people he’d shot. How many battles he’d wamamted to see his scars. There
were a thousand questions | wanted to ask him.

“Don’t talk about war,” my mother had cautioned many times. “It's too awful.”



And now Ricky was in Korea. It had been snowing whe left us in February, three
days after his nineteenth birthday. It was col&amea, too. | knew that much from a
story on the radio. | was safe and warm in hiswbkile he was lying in a trench shooting
and getting shot at.

What if he didn’t come home?

It was a question | tortured myself with every nidlthought about him dying until |
cried. | didn’t want his bed. I didn’t want his mmo| wanted Ricky home, so we could
run the bases in the front yard and throw basebghénst the barn and fish in the St.
Francis. He was really more of a big brother thamcle.

Boys were getting killed over there, lots of théife prayed for them at church. We
talked about the war at school. At the moment, Rigks the only boy from Black Oak
in Korea, which bestowed upon us Chandlers somedstichction | cared nothing about.

“Have you heard from Ricky?” was the great questi@t confronted us every time we
went to town.

Yes or no, it didn’t matter. Our neighbors werd fnging to be thoughtful. Pappy
wouldn’t answer them. My father would give a poligsponse. Gran and my mother
would chat quietly for a few minutes about his latter.

| always said, “Yeah. He’'s coming home soon.”

Chapter 6

Shortly after breakfast, | followed Gran down thent steps and through the middle of
the front yard. She was a woman on a mission: Ran@aking her early morning
rounds, thrilled that a bona-fide sick person wasent within her jurisdiction.

The Spruills were hunched over their makeshifteabhating quickly. Trot's lazy eyes
came to life when Gran said, “Good mornin’,” andnivstraight toward him.

“How’s Trot?” she said.
“Much better,” said Mrs. Spruill.
“He’s fine,” said Mr. Spruill.

Gran touched the boy’s forehead. “Any fever?” semdnded. Trot shook his head with
a vengeance. There’d been no fever the day befdng.would there be one this morning?



“Are you light-headed?”

Trot wasn’t sure what that meant, nor were theat#ite Spruills. | figured the boy went
through life in a perpetual state of light-headex$ne

Mr. Spruill took charge, wiping a drip of sorghurorh the corner of his mouth with a
forearm. “We figure we’ll take him to the fieldsdaiet him sit under the trailer, out of
the sun.”

“If a cloud comes up, then he can pick,” added Myswill. It was evident the Spruills
had already made plans for Trot.

Dammit, | thought.

Ricky had taught me a few cuss words. | usuallggrad them in | he woods by the
river, then prayed for forgiveness as soon as lal@se.

| had envisioned another lazy day under the shaes in the Front yard, guarding Trot
while playing baseball and taking it easy.

“I suppose,” said Gran as she took her thumb adextinger and pried one of his eyes
wide open. Trot shot a frightened look with hiseatbye.

“I'll stay close by,” Gran said, clearly disappadt Over breakfast I'd heard her tell my
mother that she’d decided the proper remedy woeld btrong dose of castor oil, lemon,
and some black herb she grew in a window box.tbgsed eating when | heard this. It
was her old standby, one she’d used on me seveies.tlt was more powerful than
surgery. My ailments were instantly cured as theade burned from my tongue to my
toes, and kept burning.

She once mixed a surefire remedy for Pappy bedaiseas constipated. He’'d spent two
days in the outhouse, unable to farm, begging fatew which | hauled back and forth in
a milk jug. | thought she’d killed him. When he eged-pale, gaunt, somewhat thinner-
he walked with a purpose to the house, angrier éimyone had ever seen him. My
parents threw me in the pickup, and we went famg Idrive.

Gran again promised Trot she’d watch him duringdag. He said nothing. He’d stopped
eating and was staring blankly across the tabl#hargeneral direction of Tally, who was
pretending | didn’t exist.

We left and returned to the house. | sat on thet fsteps, waiting for a glimpse of Tally,
silently cussing Trot for being so stupid. Maybé&dhmllapse again. Surely when the sun
was overhead he’d succumb, and they’d need me tichvim on the mattress.



When we gathered at the trailer, | greeted Migsédiia gang emerged from the barn and
took their places on one side of the trailer. Theuiis took the other side. My father sat
in the middle, crowded between the two groups. Pappve the tractor, and | observed
them from my prized perch next to his seat. Ofipaldr interest this morning was any
activity between the loathsome Cowboy and my bealovaly. | didn’t notice any.
Everyone was in a daze, eyes half-open and dowrdrastding another day of sun and
drudgery.

The trailer rocked and swayed as we slowly madena@yrinto the white fields. As |
gazed at the fields of cotton, | couldn’t thinkmo§ shiny red Cardinals baseball jacket. |
tried mightily to pull up images of the great Musaad his muscled teammates running
across the manicured green grass of Sportsmarks IReed to imagine all of them clad
in their red and white uniforms with some no dowktring baseball jackets just like the
one in the Sears, Roebuck catalog. | tried to pictiiese scenes because they never
failed to inspire me, but the tractor stopped, alhticould see was the looming cotton,
just standing there, row after row, waiting.

Last year, Juan had revealed to me the pleasuiMsxitan food, especially tortillas.
The workers ate them three times a day, so | fadjtliey must be good. I'd eaten lunch
one day with Juan and his group, after I'd eatemuinhouse. He’'d fixed me two tortillas,
and I'd devoured them. Three hours later | wasamds and knees under the cotton
trailer, as sick as a dog. | was scolded by evdrgrndler present, my mother leading the
pack.

“You can'’t eat their food!” she said with as mudomh as I'd ever heard.
“Why not?” | asked.
“Because it's not clean.”

| was expressly forbidden to eat anything cookethieyMexicans. And this, of course,
made the tortillas taste even better. | got caaghtn when Pappy made a surprise
appearance at the barn to check on Isabel. Myrfatlo& me behind the tool shed and
whipped me with his belt. | laid off the tortillésr as long as | could.

But a new chef was with us, and | was eager to areadiguel’s food against Juan’s.
After lunch, when | was certain everyone was aslespeaked out the kitchen door and
walked nonchalantly toward the barn. It was a demgglittle excursion because Pappy
and Gran did not nap well, even when they were @estieal from the fields.

The Mexicans were sprawled in the shade of thehremtl of the barn, most of them
sleeping on the grass. Miguel knew | was comingabse we’d talked for a moment
earlier in the morning when we met to get our aoti@ighed. His haul was seventy
pounds, mine was fifteen.



He knelt over the coals of a small fire and warraddrtilla in a skillet. He flipped it, and
when it was brown on one side, he added a thirr lafysalsa-finely chopped tomatoes
and onions and peppers, all from our garden. &t edsitained jalapenos and chopped red
peppers that had never been grown in the statekainsas. These the Mexicans imported
themselves in their little bags.

A couple of the Mexicans were interested in thé flaat | wanted a tortilla. The rest of
them were working hard at their siestas. Cowboy neaghere to be seen. Standing at the
corner of the barn, with a full view of the houselany Chandler who might come
looking, | ate a tortilla. It was hot and spicy andssy. | couldn’t tell any difference
between Juan’s and Miguel’'s. They were both daligidMiguel asked if | wanted

another, and | could easily have eaten one. Budn'want to take their food. They were
all small and skinny and dirt-poor, and last yehew| got caught and the adults took
turns scolding me and heaping untold measuresashshupon me, Gran had been
creative enough to invent the sin of taking foamhirthe less fortunate. As Baptists, we
were never short on sins to haunt us.

| thanked him and crept back to the house and thietéront porch without waking a

single Spruill. | curled into the swing as if I'ééén napping all along. No one was stirring,
but | couldn’t sleep. A breeze came from nowhenel, ladaydreamed of a lazy afternoon
on the porch, no cotton to be picked, nothing tdodbmaybe fish in the St. Francis and
catch pop flies in the front yard.

The work almost killed me during the afternoon.e_at the day, | limped toward the

cotton trailer, lugging my harvest behind me, had ¢hirsty, soaked with sweat, my
fingers swollen from the tiny shallow puncturediagiéd by the burrs. | already had forty-
one pounds for the day. My quota was still fiftydd was certain | had at least ten

pounds in my sack. | was hoping my mother woulddmewhere near the scales because
she would insist that | be allowed to quit and gthte house. Both Pappy and my father
would send me back for more, quota or not.

Only those two were allowed to weigh the cottord dnhey happened to be deep in a
row somewhere, then you got a break while they edtkeir way back to the trailer. |
saw neither of them, and the idea of a nap flatleéore me.

The Spruills had gathered at the east end of #ilertyin the shade. They were sitting on
their bulky cotton sacks, resting and looking aitTwho, as far as | could tell, hadn’t
moved more than ten feet during the entire day.

| freed myself from the shoulder strap of my cotsack and walked to the end of the
trailer. “Howdy,” one of the Spruills said.

“How’s Trot?” | asked.



“Reckon he’ll be all right,” Mr. Spruill said. Theyere eating crackers and Vienna
sausages, a favorite pick-me-up in the fieldsirfgjthext to Trot was Tally, who
completely ignored me.

“You got anything to eat, boy?” Hank suddenly dede his liquid eyes flashing at me.
For a second | was too surprised to say anythirrg. Bpruill shook her head and studied
the ground.

“Do you?” he demanded, shifting his weight so thefaced me squarely.

“Uh, no,” I managed to say.

“You mean ‘No sir,” don’t you, boy?” he said angril

“Come on, Hank,” Tally said. The rest of the fanslgemed to withdraw. All heads were
lowered.

“No sir,” | said.

“No sir what?” His voice was sharper. It was obwdiank enjoyed picking fights.
They’d probably been through this many times.

“No sir,” | said again.

“You farm people are right uppity, you know that8urthink you're better than us hill
folk ‘cause you have this land and ‘cause you pmatouvork it. Ain’t that right, boy?”

“That’'s enough, Hank,” Mr. Spruill said, but he kad conviction. | suddenly hoped
Pappy or my father would appear. | was ready fes¢hpeople to leave our farm.

My throat constricted, and my lower lip began talsh | was hurt and embarrassed and
didn’t know what to say.

Hank wasn’t about to be quiet. He reclined on &ow| and with a nasty smile said,
“We're just one notch above them wetbacks, ain’t bay? Just hired labor. Just a bunch
of hillbillies who drink moonshine and marry oustgrs. Ain’t that right, boy?”

He paused for a split second as if he really wantedo respond. | was tempted to run
away, but | just stared at my boots. The rest ef3pruills may have felt sorry for me,
but none of them came to my rescue.

“We got a house nicer than yours, boy. You belignd? A lot nicer.”

“Quiet down, Hank,” Mrs. Spruill said.



“It's bigger, got a long front porch, got a tin fomithout tar patches, and you know what
else it's got? You ain’t gonna believe this, boyt bur house’s got paint on it. White
paint. You ever see paint, boy?”

With that, Bo and Dale, the two teenagers who yaredde a sound, began chuckling to
themselves, as if they wanted to appease Hank whtleffending Mrs. Spruill.

“Make him stop, Momma,” Tally said, and my humiigat was interrupted, if only for a
second.

| looked at Trot, and to my surprise he was restindnis elbows, his eyes as wide as I'd
ever seen them, absorbing this one-sided littléroatation. He seemed to be enjoying it.

Hank gave a goofy grin to Bo and Dale, and theghead even louder. Mr. Spruill also
looked amused now. Perhaps he'd been called allgilimce too often.

“Why don’t you sodbusters paint your houses?” Haa&med in my direction.

The word “sodbusters” hit their nerves. Bo and Bileok with laughter. Hank bellowed
at his own punch line. The entire bunch seemedhewerge of knee-slapping when Trot
said, with as much volume as he could muster, “8tdfank!”

His words were slurred slightly so that “Hank” camé “Hane,” but he was clearly
understood by the rest of them. They were startlad,their little joke came to an abrupt
end. Everyone looked at Trot, who was glaring atkaith as much disgust as possible.

| was on the verge of tears, so | turned and rahtpa trailer and along the field road
until I was safely out of their sight. Then | dudketo the cotton and waited for friendly
voices. | sat on the hot ground, surrounded bkstalur feet tall, and | cried, something
| really hated to do.

The trailers from the better farms had tarps tal hioé cotton and keep it from blowing
onto the roads leading to the gin. Our old tarp i firmly in place, securing the fruits
of our labor, ninety pounds of which had been pickg me over the past two days. No
Chandler had ever taken a load to the gin withstiying out like snow and littering the
road. Lots of other folks did, though, and partha picking season was watching the
weeds and ditches along Highway 135 slowly gromevhs the farmers hurried to the
gin with their harvest.

With the loaded cotton trailer dwarfing our pickigappy drove less than twenty miles
an hour on the way to town. And he didn’'t say amghWe were both digesting our
dinner. | was thinking about Hank and trying toideovhat to do. I'm sure Pappy was
worrying about the weather.



If I told him about Hank, | knew exactly what woutdppen. He’d march me down the
front yard to Spruillville, and we’d have an uglgrdrontation. Because Hank was
younger and bigger, Pappy would have in his hastitk of some sort, and he’d be very
happy to use it. He’d demand that Hank apologind,v@hen he refused, Pappy would
start the threats and insults. Hank would misjudigeopponent, and before long the stick
would come into play. Hank wouldn’t have a praydy. father would be forced to cover
the Chandler flanks with his twelve-gauge. The wonweuld be safe on the porch, but
my mother would once again be humiliated by Pappgischant for violence.

The Spruills would lick their wounds and pack upitlragged belongings. They’d move
down the road to another farm where they were reeadd appreciated, and we’d be left
short-handed.

I'd be expected to pick even more cotton.
So | didn’t say a word.

We drove slowly along Highway 135, stirring up ttaton on the right shoulder of the
road, watching the fields where an occasional gdiexicans was still working, racing
against the dark.

| decided | would simply avoid Hank and the resthaf Spruills until the picking was
over and they went back to the hills, back to thanderfully painted houses and their
moonshine and sister-marrying. And at some potstitathe winter when we sat around
the fire in the living room and told stories abthe harvest, | would finally serve up all
of Hank’s misdeeds. I'd have plenty of time to workmy stories, and would embellish
where | deemed appropriate. It was a Chandlertioadi

| had to be careful, though, when telling the padntouse story.

As we neared Black Oak, we passed the Clench tasme of Foy and Laverl Clench
and their eight children, all of whom, | was cemtawvere still in the fields. No one, not
even the Mexicans, worked harder than the Clendftesparents were notorious slave
drivers, but the children seemed to enjoy pickiagan and pursuing even the most
mundane chores around the farm. The hedge rowsa@tbe front yard were perfectly
manicured. Their fences were straight and neededpair. Their garden was huge and
its yield legendary. Even their old truck was cle@ne of the kids washed it every
Saturday.

And their house was painted, the first one on ighvay into town. White was the color,
with gray trim around the edges and corners. Thielpand front steps were dark green.

Soon all the houses were painted.

Our house had been built before the First War, dwn indoor plumbing and
electricity were unheard of. Its exterior was oryesix clapboards made of oak, probably



cut from the land we now farmed. With time and weathe boards had faded into a pale
brown, pretty much the same color as the othertatrses around Black Oak. Paint was
unnecessary. The boards were kept clean and inrgpadl, and besides paint cost
money.

But shortly after my parents were married, my motlerided the house needed an
upgrade. She went to work on my father, who wasoaisxto please his young wife. His
parents, though, were not. Pappy and Gran, witthalstubbornness that came from the
soil flatly refused to even consider painting tloei$e. The cost was the official reason.
This was relayed to my mother through my father figbt occurred-no words. Just a
tense period one winter when four adults lived small unpainted house and tried to be
cordial.

My mother vowed to herself that she would not r&isechildren on a farm. She would
one day have a house in a town or in a city, adeuth indoor plumbing and shrubs
around the porch, and with paint on the boards b@aywen bricks.

“Paint” was a sensitive word around the Chandlenfa

| counted eleven trailers ahead of us when weexdrat the gin. Another twenty or so
were empty and parked to one side. Those were otwé&almers with enough money to
have two. They could leave one to be ginned attmigfiile the other stayed in the fields.
My father desperately wanted a second trailer.

Pappy parked and walked to a group of farmers taadioy a trailer. | could tell by the
way they were standing that they were worried alsoutething.

For nine months the gin sat idle. It was a talgpbox-like structure, the biggest
building in the county. In early September it caméfe when the harvest began. At the
height of the picking season it ran all day andaght, stopping only on Saturday
evening and Sunday morning. Its compresses and rodlred with a noisy precision that
could be heard throughout Black Oak.

| saw the Montgomery twins throwing rocks at theed® beside the gin, and | joined
them. We compared stories about Mexicans and ieddabout how much cotton we’d
personally picked. It was dark, and the line oléra moved slowly.

“My pop says cotton prices are goin’ down,” Dan Ngomery said as he tossed a rock
into the darkness. “Says the cotton traders in Mesare pushin’ down prices ‘cause
there’s so much cotton.”

“It's a big crop,” | said. The Montgomery twins wiad to be farmers when they grew up.
| felt sorry for them.



When the rains flooded the land and wiped out the<s; the prices went up because the
traders in Memphis couldn’t get enough cotton. Betfarmers, of course, had nothing to
sell. And when the rains cooperated and the crage Wuge, the prices went down
because the traders in Memphis had too much coltm poor people who labored in the
fields didn’t make enough to pay their crop loans.

Good crops or bad crops, it didn't make any diffee

We talked baseball for a while. The Montgomerysrditiown a radio, so their
knowledge of the Cardinals was limited. Again,|t gorry for them.

When we left the gin, Pappy had nothing to say. whekles in his forehead were closer
together, and his chin was jutting out a bit, &oéw he’d heard bad news. | assumed it
had something to do with the price of cotton.

| said nothing as we left Black Oak. When the lggivere behind us, | laid my head on
the window opening so the wind would hit my lackeTir was hot and still, and |
wanted Pappy to drive faster so we could cool off.

| would listen more closely for the next few dalyd.give the adults time to whisper
among themselves, then I'd ask my mother what veasggon.

If it involved bad news about farming, she woul@®etually tell me.

Chapter 7

Saturday morning. At sunrise, with Mexicans on siae and the Spruills on the other,
we were in the trailer moving toward the field&ept close to my father, for fear that the
monster Hank might come after me again. | hatethallSpruills that morning, perhaps
with the exception of Trot, my lone defender. Tlgayored me. | hoped they were
ashamed of themselves.

| tried not to think about the Spruills as we movesbugh the fields. It was Saturday. A
magical day for all the poor souls who toiled taed. On the Chandler farm, we’d work
half a day, then head for town to join all the otfa@mers and their families who went
there.! to buy food and supplies, to mix and mirgjeng Main Street, to catch the gossip,
to escape for a few hours the drudgery of the ngiich. The Mexicans and the hill
people went, too. The men would gather in grougsont of the Tea Shoppe and the Co-
op and compare crops and tell stories about floblds.women would pack into Pop and
Pearl's and take forever buying a few grocerie® Kids were allowed to roam the
sidewalks on Main Street and its neighboring alleysl four o’clock, that wonderful

hour when the Dixie opened for the matinee.



When the trailer stopped, we hopped off and fowndcotton sacks. | was half asleep,
not paying attention to anything in particular, whbke sweetest voice said, “Good
mornin’, Luke.” It was Tally, just standing themmiéing at me. It was her way of saying
she was sorry for yesterday.

Because | was a Chandler, | was capable of debpatuness. | turned my back to her

and walked away. | told myself | hated all Spruillattacked the first row of cotton as if
| might just wipe out forty acres before lunch. &fa few minutes, though, | was tired. |
was lost in the stalks, in the dark, and | couildl ls¢ar her voice and see her smile.

She was only ten years older than | was.

The Saturday bath was a ritual | hated more thiaottaérs. It took place after lunch,
under the stern supervision of my mother. The aloglly big enough for me, was used
later in the day by each member of the family. disvkept in a remote corner of the back
porch, shielded from view by an old bedsheets.

First, | had to haul the water from the pump tolthek porch, where | filled the tub

about a third full. This took eight trips with adiket, and | was exhausted before the bath
began. Then | pulled the bedsheets across the pactBtripped naked with remarkable
speed. The water was very cold.

With a bar of store-bought soap and a washclotlorked furiously to remove dirt and
make bubbles and otherwise cloud the water so ntia@ncouldn’t see my privates when
she came to direct matters. She appeared firstliect my dirty clothes, then to bring me
a clean change. Then she went straight for theagatsieck. In her hands the washcloth
became a weapon. She scraped my tender skinhassbtl | collected working in the
fields offended her. Throughout the process, siiirmoed to marvel at how dirty | could
get.

When my neck was raw, she attacked my hair asvére filled with lice and gnats. She
poured cold water from the bucket over my headnseroff the soap. My humiliation
was complete when she finished scouring my armdesatemercifully, she left the
midsection for me.

The water was muddy when | hopped out-a week’siwairtdirt collected from the
Arkansas Delta. | pulled the plug and watchedefpsiarough the cracks of the porch as |
toweled off and stepped into my clean overallgltifresh and clean and five pounds
lighter, and | was ready for town.

Pappy decided that his truck would make only ometouBlack ()ak. That meant that
Gran and my mother would ride in the front with hamd my father and | would ride in



the back with all ten Mexicans. Getting packed mtoox didn’t bother the Mexicans at
all, but it sure irritated me.

As we drove away, | watched the Spruills as theycked down poles and unhitched
ropes and hurried about the business of freeing ¢heetruck so they could get to town.
Everyone was busy but Hank, who was eating songthithe shade.

To prevent the dust from boiling over the fenderd ehoking us in the back, Pappy
drove less than five miles per hour down our rd@dile it was thoughtful of him, it

didn’t help matters much. We were hot and suffacatirhe Saturday bath was a ritual in
rural Arkansas. In Mexico, apparently, it was not.

On Saturday, some farm families arrived in towmbwpn. Pappy thought it was sinful to
spend too much time enjoying Saturday, so we tawkime getting there. During the
winter, he even threatened to avoid town, excepttiorch on Sunday. My mother said
he once went a month without leaving the farm, thinglincluded a boycott of church
because the preacher had somehow offended himanit thke much to offend Pappy.
But we were lucky. A lot of sharecroppers never tleé farm. They didn’t have money
for groceries and didn’t have a car to get to totumd there were some renters like us
and landowners who seldom went to town. Mr. Cl@Baskly from Caraway hadn’t been
to town in fourteen years, according to Gran. Aechhdn’t been to church since before
the First War. I'd heard folks openly praying famhduring revivals.

| loved the traffic and the crowded sidewalks ameluncertainty of whom you might see
next. | liked the groups of Mexicans camped undieds trees, eating ice cream and
greeting their countrymen from other farms in ea@ibursts of Spanish. I liked the
crowds of strangers, hill people who would be gbefore long. Pappy told me once that
when he was in St. Louis before the First War,dhveere half a million other people
there and that he got lost just walking down aettre

That would never happen to me. When | walked ddwvenstreets in St. Louis, everybody
would know me.

| followed my mother and Gran to Pop and Pearl s The men went to the Co-op
because that's where all the farmers went on Sayuaiternoon. | could never determine
exactly what they did there, besides gripe abauptice of cotton and fret over the
weather.

Pearl was busy at the cash register. “Hi, Mrs. \&fatsl said when | could get close
enough. The store was packed with women and Mesican

“Well, hello, Luke,” she said as she winked at fitow’s the cotton?” she asked. It was
the same question you heard over and over.



“Pickin’ well,” | said, as if I'd hauled in a ton.

It took Gran and my mother an hour to buy five pasiof flour, two pounds of sugar,

two pounds of coffee, a bottle of vinegar, a poahthble salt, and two bars of soap. The
aisles were crowded with women more concerned s@tthing hello than with buying

food. They talked about their gardens and the vegathd church the next day, and about
who was definitely having a baby and who mightTieey prattled on about a funeral
here, a revival there, an upcoming wedding.

Not one word about the Cardinals.

My only chore in town was to haul the grocerieskiacthe truck. When this was
accomplished, | was free to roam Main Street amdlleys without being supervised. |
moved with the languid foot traffic toward the rfoend of Black Oak, past the Co-op,
past the drugstore and the hardware store andaaé&hoppe. Along the sidewalk, packs
of people stood gossiping, with no intention of nmgv Telephones were scarce, and
there were only a few televisions in the countySaturday was meant for catching up on
the latest news and events.

| found my friend Dewayne Pinter trying to convirtde mother that he should be free to
roam. Dewayne was a year older than | was butiistile second grade. His father let
him drive their tractor around the farm, and theated his status among all second
graders at the Black Oak School. The Pinters waygists and Cardinals fans, but for
some unknown reason, Pappy still didn’t like them.

“Good afternoon, Luke,” Mrs. Pinter said to me.
“Hello, Mrs. Pinter.”

“Where’s your mother?” she asked, looking behind me
“I think she’s still at the drugstore. I'm not sure

With that, Dewayne was able to tear himself awhlcbuld be trusted to walk the
streets alone, then so could he. As we walkedw§, Pinter was still barking
instructions. We went to the Dixie, where the olkiels were hanging out and waiting for
four o’clock. In my pocket | had a few coins-fivents for the matinee, five cents for a
Coca-Cola, three cents for popcorn. My mother hadrgme | he money as an advance
against what | would earn picking cotton. | wasuged to pay it back one day, but she
and | both knew it would never happen. If Pappgdrio collect it, he would have to step
around Mom.

Evidently Dewayne had had a better week with theoodhan | had. He had a pocket full
of dimes and couldn’t wait to show them off. Hignily also rented land, and they owned
twenty acres outright, a lot more than the Chasdler



A freckle-faced girl named Brenda lingered neartiysng to start a conversation with
Dewayne. She’d told all of her friends that she t@drio marry him. She was making his
life unbearable by following him around at churshadowing him every Saturday up and
down Main Street, and always asking if he wouldgiher at the movies.

Dewayne despised her. When a pack of Mexicans wdiikewe got lost in the middle of
them.

A fight erupted behind the Co-op, a popular spothe older boys to gather and trade
punches. It happened every Saturday, and nothaagrigied Black Oak like a good fight.
The crowd pushed its way through a wide alley nexhe Co-op, and in the rush | heard
someone say, “I'll bet it's a Sisco.”

My mother had warned me against watching fightsrzethe Co-op, but it wasn’t a strict
prohibition because | knew she wouldn’t be there pxbper female would dare to be
caught watching a fight. Dewayne and | snaked ay through the mob, anxious to see
some violence.

The Siscos were dirt-poor sharecroppers who lieed than a mile from town. They
were always around on Saturday. No one was surentemy kids were in the family, but
they could all fight. Their father was a drunk wieat them, and their mother had once
whipped a fully armed deputy who was trying to arteer husband. Broke his arm and
his nose. The deputy left town in disgrace. Thesidisco was in prison for killing a
man in Jonesboro.

The Sisco kids didn’t go to school or church, seanaged to avoid them. Sure enough,
when we got close and peeked through the spectétere was Jerry Sisco punching a
stranger in the face.

“Who's that?” | asked Dewayne. The crowd was yelliar each fighter to hurry up and
maim the other.

“Don’t know,” Dewayne said. “Probably a hillbilly.”

That made sense. With the county full of hill peopicking cotton, it was only logical
that the Siscos would start a fight with someone didn’t know them. The locals knew
better. The stranger’s face was puffy, and therge M@aod dripping from his nose. Jerry
Sisco ripped a sharp right to his teeth and knotkednan down.

A whole gang of Siscos and their ilk were in oneneo, laughing, and probably drinking.
They were shaggy and dirty with ragged clothesanid a few had shoes. Their
toughness was legendary. They were lean and hamgiryought with every dirty trick in
the hook. The year before, Billy Sisco had almatda Mexican in a fight behind the

gin.



On the other side of the makeshift arena was apgobtill people, all-yelling for their
man-“Doyle,” it turned out-to get up and do someghiDoyle was rubbing his chin when
he jumped up and made a charge. He managed toisdmedd into Jerry Sisco’s stomach,
sending both of them to the ground. This brougtheer from the hill people. The rest of
us wanted to cheer, too, but we didn’t want to upise Siscos. This was their game, and
they’d come after anybody.

The two fighters clutched and clawed and rollediacbin the dirt like wild animals, as
the yelling got louder. Doyle suddenly cocked bt hand and landed a perfect punch
in the middle of Jerry Sisco’s face, sending blegdrywhere. Jerry was still for a split
second, and we were all secretly hoping that perba®isco had met his match. Doyle
was about to land another punch when Billy Siscuoiity charged from the pack and
kicked Doyle square in the back. Doyle shrieked Bkwounded dog and rolled to the
ground, where both Siscos were immediately on kioking and pounding him.

Doyle was about to be slaughtered. Though therenwtigng fair about it, it was simply
the risk you ran if you fought a Sisco. The hilbpée were silent, and the locals watched
without taking a step forward.

Then the two Siscos dragged Doyle to his feet,vaitid all the patience of an executioner,
Jerry kicked him in the groin. Doyle screamed arapged to the ground. The Siscos
were delirious with laughter.

The Siscos were in the process of picking him ugragghen Mr. Hank Spruill, he of the
tree-trunk neck, stepped out from the crowd andénity hard, causing him to fall. Quick
as a cat, Billy Sisco threw a left jab that poppteohk in the jaw, but a curious thing
happened. The jab didn't phase Hank Spruill. Heddraround and grabbed Billy by his
hair and without any apparent effort spun him adband flung him into the grouping of
Siscos in the crowd. From the strewn pack camenaSisco, Bobby, aged no more than
sixteen, but just as mean as his brothers.

Three Siscos against Hank Spruill.

As Jerry was getting to his feet, Hank, with undedible speed, kicked him in the ribs so
hard that we heard cracking. Then Hank turned &ppbed Bobby with the back of his
hand, knocking him down, and kicked him in the lte&y this time Billy was making
another lunge, and Hank, like a circus strongmiétedithe much skinnier boy into the air
and flipped him into the side of the Co-op, wheeechashed loudly, rattling the boards
and windows, before falling to the pavement onhigiad. | couldn’t have tossed a
baseball any easier.

When Billy hit the ground, Hank took him by thedht and dragged him back into the
center of the arena, where Bobby was on all fairaggling to get to his feet. Jerry was
crumpled to one side, clutching his ribs and whirmae

Hank kicked Bobby between the legs. When the bdyyegk Hank let out a hideous laugh.



He then clutched Billy by the throat and beganilagiis face with the back of his right
hand. Blood was spurting everywhere; it coveretyBilface and was pouring down his
chest.

Finally, Hank released Billy and turned to the i&sthe Siscos. “Anybody want some
more!” he shouted. “Come on! Get you some!”

The other Siscos cowered behind one another wieie three heroes floundered in the
dirt.

The fight should’ve been over, but Hank had othang With delight and deliberation,
he kicked each of the three in their faces and $eatll they stopped moving and
groaning. The crowd began to disperse.

“Let’s go,” a man said from behind me. “You kidsndloneed to see this.” But | couldn’t
move.

Then Hank found a broken piece of an old two-by-fé¢ior a moment the crowd stopped
its exit to watch with morbid curiosity.

When Hank hit Jerry across the nose, someone iortived said, “Oh my God.”
Another voice in the mob said something about figdhe sheriff.

“Let’s get outta here,” an old farmer said, and¢h®@vd began leaving again, this time a
little quicker.

Hank still wasn't finished. His face was red withgar; his eyes flashed like a demon’s.
He kept pounding them until the old two-by-four Bado shatter into small pieces.

| didn’t see any of the other Spruills in the crowd the beating became a butchering,
everyone fled. No one in Black Oak wanted to tamgth the Siscos. And now nobody
wanted to face this madman from the hills.

When we were back on the sidewalk, those of us vkeén the fight were silent. It was
still happening. | wondered if Hank would beat thentil they were dead.

Neither Dewayne nor | said a word as we dartedujingche crowd and ran toward the
movie house.

The Saturday afternoon movie was a special timalfaf us farm kids. We didn’t have
televisions, and entertainment was considered Isirfu two hours we were transported
from the harshness of life in the cotton patch taraasy land where the good guys



always won. Through the movies we learned how craisi operated, how cops caught
them, how wars were fought and won, how history masle in the Wild West. It was
even through a movie that | learned the sad thdahthe South had, in fact, not won the
Civil War, contrary to what I'd been told both airhe and at school.

But this Saturday the Gene Autry western bored ye@and me. Every time there was
a fistfight on the screen, | thought of Hank Spraiid could see him still out there behind
the Co-op hammering the Siscos. Autry’s scuffleseasiame compared to the real-life
carnage we’d just witnessed. The movie was almest before | mustered the courage
to tell Dewayne.

“That big hillbilly we saw beat the Siscos?” | wheed. “He’s working on our farm.”
“You know him?” he whispered back, disbelieving.
“Yep. Know him real well.”

Dewayne was impressed and wanted to ask more gugshut the place was packed and
Mr. Starnes, the manager, enjoyed patrolling tekeaiwith his flashlight, just looking for
trouble. Any kid caught talking would be yankedhypthe ear and ejected. Also, Brenda
with the freckles had managed to get the seatttiireehind Dewayne, making us both
uncomfortable.

There were a few adults sprinkled throughout théience, but they were mostly town
people. Mr. Starnes made the Mexicans sit in theobg, but it didn’t seem to bother
them. Only a handful would waste money on a pictin@aw.

We rushed out at the end, and within minutes we=wehind the Co-op again, half-
expecting to see the bloody corpses of the Sisgs.RBut no one was there. There was
no evidence of any fight-no blood, no limbs, notsrad two-by-four.

Pappy held the opinion that people with self-resphould leave town on Saturday
before dark. Bad things happened on Saturday n@ther than the fights, though, I'd
never witnessed any true evil. I'd heard there vadeneking and dice games behind the
gin, and even more fights, but all that was keptafsight and was engaged in by very
few people. Still, Pappy was afraid we’'d somehovetetaminated.

Ricky was the hell-raiser of the Chandler familgdamy mother told me that he had the
reputation of staying in town too long on SaturdByere was an arrest somewhere in the
recent family history, but | could never get théadls. She said that Pappy and Ricky had
fought for years over what time they should ledv@muld remember several occasions
when we left without him. I'd cry because | wasestid never see him again, then
Sunday morning he would be sitting in the kitchenking coffee as if nothing had
happened. Ricky always came home.



We met at the truck, which was now surrounded l®eds of other vehicles parked
haphazardly around the Baptist church becauseathgefs were still rolling in. The
crowd was thicker along Main Street and seemeda tcomgregating near the school,
where fiddlers and banjo pickers sometimes brokema bluegrass sessions. | didn’t
want to leave, and in my opinion there was no htorget home.

Gran and my mother had some last-minute businegdeithe church, where most of the
women found something to do on the day before #i#&th. From the other side of the
truck, 1 overheard my dad and Pappy talking abdigha. Then | heard the name Sisco,
and | became very still. Miguel and some of the Mars arrived and wouldn’t stop
chattering in Spanish, so | missed any furtherigoss

A few minutes later, Stick Powers, one of Black @dlo deputies, walked over from

the street and said hello to Pappy and my fathek ®as supposed to have been a POW
in the war, and he walked with a limp, which hdroked was the result of abuse in a
German camp. Pappy said he’d never left Craigheaohty, never heard a shot fired in
anger.

“One of them Sisco boys is near ‘bout dead,” | Hdam say as | moved in closer. It was
almost dark now, and no one was watching me.

“Nothing wrong with that,” Pappy said.
“They say that hillbilly is working out at your a.”

“I didn't see the fight, Stick,” Pappy said, hisickitemper already rising. “You got a
name?”

“Hank something or other.”

“We got lots of somethings and others.”

“Mind if | ride out tomorrow and look around?” Stiasked.
“l can’t stop you.”

“No, you can’t.” Stick wheeled on his good leg aja/e the Mexicans a look as if they
were guilty as sin.

| eased around to the other side of the truck ar] $What was that all about?”

As usual, when it was something | was not supptsé&dow or hear, they simply
ignored me.

We rode home in the dark, the lights of Black Cadtirig behind us, the cool wind from
the road blowing our hair. At first, | wanted tdl tay father about the fight, but |



couldn’t do it in front of the Mexicans. Then | dged not to be a witness. | wouldn't tell
anybody since there was no way to win. Any involeatrwith the Siscos would make
my life dangerous, and | didn’t want the Spruibsget mad and leave. The picking had
hardly begun, and | was already tired of it. Andsinportant, | didn’t want Hank
Spruill angry with me or my father or Pappy.

Their old truck was not in our front yard when weawed home. They were still in town,
probably visiting with other hill people.

After supper, we took our places on the porch gp¥&ddled with his radio. The
Cardinals were at Philadelphia, playing under ifjlet$. Musial came to bat in the top of
the second, and | began to dream.

Chapter 8

We awoke at dawn Sunday to the crack of lightnimg) the rumble of low thunder. A
storm blew from the southwest, delaying sunrisd,asl lay in the darkness of Ricky’s
room, | again asked the great question of whyite on Sundays. Why not during the
week, so | wouldn’t be forced to pick cotton? Sundas already a day of rest.

My grandmother came for me and told me to sit @brch so we could watch the rain
together. She fixed my coffee, mixing it with phgmif milk and sugar, and we rocked
gently in the swing as the wind howled. The Spsuikere scurrying about, throwing
things in boxes, trying to find shelter away frameit leaking tents.

The rain fell in waves, as if trying to make up fao weeks of dry weather. A mist
swirled around the porch like a fog, and abovehesin roof sang under the torrents.

Gran carefully picked her moments to speak. Themewimes, usually once a week,
when she would take me for a walk, or meet me erptirch, just the two of us. Because
she’d been married to Pappy for thirty-five yeal®'d learned the art of silence. She
could walk or swing for long periods of time whgdaying little.

“How’s the coffee?” she asked, barely audible akibxeestorm.

“It's fine, Gran,” | said.

“What would you like for breakfast?”

“Biscuits.”

“Then I'll make us some biscuits.”



The Sunday routine was a little more relaxed. Weegally slept later, though the rain
had awakened us early today. And for breakfastkigpoed the usual eggs and ham and
somehow managed to survive on biscuits and molaskeskitchen work was a little
lighter. It was, after all, a day of rest.

The swing moved slowly back and forth, going novehés rusty chains squeaking softly
above us. Lightning popped across the road, sontevdrethe Jeter property.

“I had a dream about Ricky last night,” she said.

“A good dream?”

“Yes, very good. | dreamed the war suddenly endatithey forgot to tell us. And one
night we were sitting here on the porch, listertm¢he radio, and out there on the road
we saw a man running toward us. It was Ricky. He iméhis army uniform, and he
started yelling about the war being over.”

“I wish I could have a dream like that,” | said.

“I think the Lord’s telling us something.”

“Ricky’s coming home?”

“Yes. Maybe not right away, but the war’ll be owaon. We'll look up one day and see
him walking across the yard there.”

| looked at the yard. Puddles and streams werenbewj to form and run down toward
the Spruills. The grass was almost gone, and thd was blowing the first of the dead
leaves from our oaks.

“| pray for Ricky every night, Gran,” | said, quiggoud.
“I pray for him every hour,” she said, with a hoftmist in her eyes.

We rocked and watched the rain. My thoughts abatkyRwvere rarely of a soldier in
uniform, with a gun, under fire, hopping from oradesplace to another. Rather, my
memories were of my best friend, my uncle who wasentike a brother, a buddy with a
fishing pole or a baseball glove. He was only réeat an age that seemed both old and
young to me.

Before long my mother came to the door. The Sajubddéh was followed by the Sunday
scrubbing, a quick but brutal ritual in which myckeand ears were scraped by a woman
possessed. “We need to get ready,” she said. t @rdady feel the pain.



| followed Gran to the kitchen for more coffee. Pgpvas at the kitchen table, reading
the Bible and preparing his Sunday school lessonfdther was on the back porch,
watching the storm and gazing into the distandbetiver, no doubt beginning to worry
that floodwaters were coming.

The rains stopped long before we left for churde Toads were muddy, and Pappy
drove even slower than usual. We puttered alongetimes sliding in the ruts and
puddles of the old dirt road. My father and | war¢he back, holding tightly to the sides
of the bed, and my mother and Gran rode up frarerydody dressed in their best. The
sky had cleared, and now the sun was overheaadglteaking the wet ground so that
you could see the humidity drifting lazily above ttotton stalks.

“It's gonna be a hot one,” my father said, issuiing same forecast he uttered every day
from May through September.

When we reached the highway, we stood and leandideocab so the wind was in our
faces. It was much cooler that way. The fields weeant; not even the Mexicans were
allowed to work on the Sabbath. Every harvest sehsaught the same rumors of
heathen farmers sneaking around and picking cattoBunday, but | personally had
never witnessed such sinful behavior.

Most things were sinful in rural Arkansas, espégidlyou were a Baptist. And a great
part of our Sunday worship ritual was to be predditeby the Reverend Akers, a loud
and angry man who spent too much of his time camguup new sins. Of course, | didn’t
care for the preaching-most kids didn’t-but thesswnore to Sunday church than
worship. It was a time for visiting, and spreaditgyvs and gossip. It was a festive
gathering, with everyone in good spirits, or astgaretending to be. Whatever the
worries of the world-the coming floods, the wakKiarea, the fluctuating price of cotton-
they were all put aside during church.

The Lord didn’t intend for His people to worry, Gralways said, especially when we
were in His house. This forever struck me as oddabse she worried almost as much as

Pappy.

Other than the family and the farm, nothing wasgsortant to us as the Black Oak
Baptist Church. | knew every single person in dwrch, and they of course knew me. It
was a family, for better or worse. Everybody lowed another, or at least professed to,
and if one of our members was the slightest hithkn all manner of prayer and
Christian caring poured forth. A funeral was a wer§, almost holy event. The fall and
spring revivals were planned for months and greatlycipated. At least once a month
we had some form of dinner-on-the-grounds-a pothickic under the trees behind the
church-and these often lasted until late aftern®éaddings were important, especially
for the ladies, but they lacked the high dramauokfals and burials.



The church’s gravel parking lot was almost full whwee arrived. Most of the vehicles
were old farmers’ trucks like ours, all coveredhit fresh coat of mud. There were a few
sedans, and these were driven either by town fobydarmers who owned their land.
Down the street at the Methodist church, there i@ser trucks and more cars. As a
general rule, the merchants and schoolteacherpersthere. The Methodists thought
they were slightly superior, but as Baptists, wewmwe had the inside track to God.

| jumped from the truck and ran to find my friendi&ree of the older boys were tossing
a baseball behind the church, near the cemetedyl, la@aded in their direction.

“Luke,” someone whispered. It was Dewayne, hidmg¢he shade of an elm tree and
looking scared. “Over here.”

| walked to the tree.

“Have you heard?” he said. “Jerry Sisco died ety mornin’.

| felt as if I'd done something wrong, and | coutdhink of anything to say. Dewayne
just stared at me. Finally, | managed to respo8d?”

“So they're tryin’ to find people who saw what hamed.”
“Lot of folks saw it.”

“Yeah, but nobody wants to say anything. Everybedgared of the Siscos, and
everybody’s scared of your hillbilly.”

“Ain’t my hillbilly,” | said.

“Well, I'm scared of him anyway. Ain’t you?”
“Yep.”

“What're we gonna do?”

“Nothin’. We ain’t sayin’ a word, not now anyhow.”

We agreed that we would indeed do nothing. If weavs®nfronted, we would lie. And if
we lied, we would say an extra prayer.

The prayers were long and windy that Sunday morragwere the rumors and gossip of
what had happened to Jerry Sisco. News spreadlygiiekore Sunday school began.
Dewayne and | heard details about the fight thatewddn’t believe were being reported.
Hank grew larger by the moment. “Hands as big esuatry ham,” somebody said.
“Shoulders like a Brahma bull,” said somebody €lbkad to weigh three hundred
pounds.”



The men and older boys grouped near the fronteotturch, and Dewayne and | milled
around, just listening. | heard it described asuader, then a killing, and | wasn't clear
about the difference until | heard Mr. Snake Wileay, “Ain’'t no murder. Good folks
get murdered. White trash like the Siscos getdkille

The killing was the first in Black Oak since 194ihen some sharecroppers east of town
got drunk and had a family war. A teenage boy folinaself on the wrong end of a
shotgun, but no charges were filed. They fled dutire night, never to be heard from
again. No one could remember the last “real” murder

| was mesmerized by the gossip. We sat on the #teqpts of the church, looking down
the sidewalk toward Main Street, and heard meniaggand spouting off about what
should or shouldn’t be done.

Down the street, | could see the front of the Cpaopl for a moment | thought | could
see Jerry Sisco again, his face a mess, as Haokl $pubbed him to death.

| had watched a man get killed. Suddenly, | fedt tinge to sneak back into the sanctuary
and start praying. | knew | was guilty of something

We drifted into the church, where the girls and veornwvere also huddled and whispering
their versions of the tragedy. Among them, Jersy&dure was rising. Brenda, the
freckled girl with a crush on Dewayne, lived onlgaarter of a mile from the Siscos, and
since they were practically neighbors, she wasivegemore than her share of attention.
The women were definitely more sympathetic thamtiea.

Dewayne and | found the cookies in the fellowstap,tthen went to our little classrooms,
listening every step of the way.

Our Sunday school teacher, Miss Beverly Dill Coplefio taught at the high school in
Monette, started things off with a lengthy, andti@gjenerous, obituary for Jerry Sisco, a
poor boy from a poor family, a young man who nevaa a chance. Then she made us
hold hands and close our eyes while she lifted/bee to heaven and for a very long
time asked God to receive poor Jerry into His wanu eternal embrace. She made Jerry
sound like a Christian, and an innocent victim.

| glanced at Dewayne, who had one eye on me.

There was something odd about this. As Baptist&] tiveen taught from the cradle that
the only way you made it to heaven was by beliewngesus and trying to follow His
example in living a clean and moral Christian litevas a simple message, one that was
preached from the pulpit every Sunday morning aredyeSunday night, and every
revival preacher who passed through Black Oak tepgdhe message loud and clear. We
heard it at Sunday school, at Wednesday night psgr@ice, and at Vacation Bible



School. It was in our music, our devotionals, andlderature. It was straightforward,
unwavering, and without loopholes, compromise, ot room.

And anyone who did not accept Jesus and live as@dmilife simply went to hell. That's
where Jerry Sisco was, and we all knew it.

But Miss Cooley prayed on. She prayed for all tlee&s in this time of grief and loss,
and she prayed for our little town as it reacheidtotelp this family.

| couldn’t think of a single soul in Black Oak wkauld reach out to the Siscos.

It was a strange prayer, and when she finally ‘@aitkn,” | was completely bewildered.
Jerry Sisco had never been near a church, butGtistey prayed as if he were with God
at that very moment. If outlaws like the Siscosldauake it to heaven, the pressure was
off the rest of us.

Then she started on Jonah and the whale agairfpaadvhile we forgot about the
killing.

An hour later, during worship, | sat in my usuabtspn the same pew where the
Chandlers always sat, halfway back on the left,d)¢énveen Gran and my mother. The
pews were not marked or reserved, but everyone kvieave everybody else was
supposed to sit. In three more years, when | waag parents said | would be allowed
to sit with my friends, providing of course thatduld do so without misbehaving. This
promise had been extracted by me from both pargntsght as well have been twenty
years.

The windows were up, but the heavy air was not mgpvi he ladies fanned themselves
while the men sat still and sweated. By the timetBer Akers rose to preach, my shirt
was stuck to my back.

He was angry, as usual, and he began shouting eimo®diately. He attacked sin right
off the bat; sin had brought tragedy to Black C&ik. had brought death and destruction,
as it always had and always would. We sinners deamtkgambled and cursed and lied
and fought and killed and committed adultery beeams allowed ourselves to be
separated from God, and that's why a young man fsantown had lost his life. God
didn’t intend for us to kill one another.

| was confused again. | thought Jerry Sisco goshifrkilled because he’d finally met his
match. It had nothing to do with gambling and aehyltand most of the other sins Brother
Akers was so worked up over. And why was he yeliihgs? We were the good folks.
We were in church!



| seldom understood what Brother Akers was preacabout, and occasionally I'd hear
Gran mumble over Sunday dinner that she’d also hepelessly confused during one of
his sermons. Ricky had once told me he thougholthenan was half crazy.

The sins grew, one piling on top of the other umiy shoulders began to sag. | had yet to
lie about watching the fight, but | was alreadyibegg to feel the heat.

Then Brother Akers traced the history of murdegibeing with Cain slaying Abel, and
he walked us through the bloody path of biblicahege. Gran closed her eyes, and |
knew she was praying-she always was. Pappy wasgtra wall, probably thinking
about how a dead Sisco might affect his cotton.dibpmother seemed to be paying
attention, and mercifully | began to nod off.

When | awoke, my head was in Gran’s lap, but sba'ticare. When she was worried
about Ricky, she wanted me near her. The piananaasplaying, and the choir was
standing. It was time for the invitation. We stat sang five stanzas of “Just As |
Am,” and then the Reverend dismissed us.

Outside, the men gathered under a shade tree ameldsa long discussion about
something or other. Pappy was in the middle ofgsjrialking in a hushed voice, waving
his hands in an urgent manner. | knew better thayet close.

The women grouped in small clusters and gossipmtyahe front lawn, where the
children also played and the old folks said thaietvells. There was never any hurry to
leave church on Sundays. There was little to deate except eat lunch, take a nap, and
get ready for another week of picking cotton.

Slowly, we made our way to the parking lot. We sgodd-bye to our friends again, then
waved as we pulled away. Alone in the back of thekt with my father, | tried to muster

the courage to tell him about watching the fighteTmen at church had talked of nothing
else. | wasn’t sure how | figured into the plotf by instincts told me to confess it all to

my father and then hide behind him. But Dewayneldratl promised to keep quiet until

confronted, then we’d start squirming. | said nothas we drove home.

About a mile from our farm, where the gravel thidraad eventually surrendered to dirt,
the road met the St. Francis River, where a onesgwoden bridge crossed over. The
bridge had been built in the thirties as a WPAgxjso it was sturdy enough to
withstand the weight of tractors and loaded cottaiters. But the thick planks popped
and creaked every time we drove over, and if yoldal at the brown water directly
below, you'd swear the bridge was swaying.

We crept across, and on the other side we sawghellS. Bo and Dale were in the river,
shirtless, their pants rolled up to their kneefkg rocks. Trot was sitting on a thick
branch of driftwood, his feet dangling in the watdr. and Mrs. Spruill were hiding
under a shade tree, where food was spread on kelblan



Tally was also in the water, her legs bare up talighs, her long hair loose and falling
onto her shoulders. My heart pounded as | watclkedtibk the water, alone in her own
world.

Downriver, in a spot where few fish had ever besmmght, was Hank with a small cane
pole. His shirt was off, and his skin was alreathkgrom the sun. | wondered if he knew
that Jerry Sisco was dead. Probably not. He wanttidut soon enough, though.

We waved slowly at them. They froze as if they hadn caught trespassing, then they
smiled and nodded. But Tally never looked up. Nsitid Hank.

Chapter 9

Sunday lunch was always fried chicken, biscuits, gravy, and though the women
cooked as fast as they could, it still took an hoysrepare. We were famished by the
time we sat down to eat. | often thought, to mysékourse, that if Brother Akers didn’t
bark and ramble so long, we wouldn’t be nearlyasghny.

Pappy gave thanks. The food was passed aroundveamere just beginning to eat when
a car door slammed close to the house. We stomgigdyeand looked at one another.
Pappy stood silently and walked to the kitchen wimd“It's Stick Powers,” he said,
looking out, and my appetite vanished. The law dwaved, and nothing good was about
to happen.

Pappy met him at the back porch. We could hearyewverd.

“Good afternoon, Eli.”

“Stick. What can | do for you?”

“I guess you heard that Sisco boy died.”

“I heard,” Pappy said without the slightest hintsafiness.

“I need to talk to one of your hands.”

“It was just a fight, Stick. The usual Saturdaylfsloness that the Siscos have been doin’
for years. You never stopped ‘em. Now one of ‘etrolfimore’n he could chew.”

“| still gotta investigate.”

“You'll have to wait till after lunch. We just sdbwn. Some folks go to church.”



My mother cringed when Pappy said this. Gran slatigok her head.

“I been on duty,” Stick said.

According to the gossip, Stick had a bout with $iperit every four years, when it was
election time. Then for three and a half yearsitda'tfeel the need to worship. In Black
Oak, if you didn’t go to church, folks knew it. Vllad to have somebody to pray for
during revivals.

“You're welcome to sit on the porch,” Pappy salter returned to the kitchen table.
When he took his seat, the others began eating.dgaow had a knot in my throat the
size of a baseball, and the fried chicken simplybo’'t go down.

“Has he had lunch?” Gran whispered across the.table

Pappy shrugged as if he couldn’t have cared lesgad almost two-thirty. If Stick hadn’t
found something to eat by then, why should we wdrry

But Gran cared. She stood and pulled a plate frantabinet. As we watched, she
covered it with potatoes and gravy, sliced tomatescucumbers, two biscuits that she
carefully buttered, and a thigh and a breast. Hmerfilled a tall glass with iced tea and
took it to the back porch. Again, we heard everydvo

“Here, Stick,” she said. “Nobody misses a meal atbhere.”

“Thanks, Miss Ruth, but I've already ate.”

“Then eat again.”

“I really shouldn’t.”

We knew that by then Stick’s fleshy nostrils hadgtat a whiff of the chicken and the
biscuits.

“Thank you, Miss Ruth. This is mighty kind.”

We were not surprised when she returned empty-tthiitBppy was angry but managed
to hold his tongue. Stick was there to cause tmublinterfere with our farmhands,
which meant he was threatening our cotton. Why feet®

We ate in silence, which allowed me a few momemtsotiect my thoughts. Since |
didn’t want to act suspiciously, | forced the faatb my mouth and chewed as slowly as
possible.



| wasn’t sure what the truth was, nor could | digtiish right from wrong. The Siscos
were ganging up on the poor hillbilly when Hank wenhis rescue. There were three
Siscos, and Hank was alone. He had quickly stofiped, and the fight should’ve been
over. Why did he pick up that piece of wood? It wasy to assume the Siscos were
always wrong, but Hank had won the fight long befoe began clubbing them.

| thought about Dewayne and our secret pact. S}amcl ignorance were still the best
strategies, | decided.

We didn’t want Stick to hear us, so we said nothimgughout the entire meal. Pappy ate
slower than usual, because he wanted Stick tmditnait and stew, and maybe get mad
and leave. | doubted if the delay bothered Stidauld almost hear him licking his plate.

My father gazed at the table as he chewed, his seediingly off on the other side of the
world, probably Korea. Both my mother and Gran kakery sad, which was not
unusual after the verbal beating we received eamrkvirom Brother Akers. That's
another reason | always tried to sleep during éisens.

The women had much more sympathy for Jerry SisedhA hours passed, his death
became sadder. His meanness and other undesitaiteg were slowly forgotten. He
was, after all, a local boy, someone we knew, iy @am passing, and he’d met a terrible
end.

And his killer slept in our front yard.

We heard noises. The Spruills were back from ther ri

The inquest took place under our tallest pin obkua halfway between the front porch
and Camp Spruill. The men gathered first, Pappyrapdiather stretching and rubbing
their stomachs, and Stick looking particularly wietl. He carried a sizable belly, which
pulled his brown shirt at the buttons, and it whasgious that Stick did not spend his days
in the cotton fields. Pappy said he was lazy alsamel slept most of the time in his patrol
car, under a shade tree near Gurdy Stone’s hostaogl on the edge of town.

From the other end of the yard came the Spruill®fdhem, with Mr. Spruill leading the
pack and Trot bringing up the rear, twisting andfimg along in his now familiar gait. |
walked behind Gran and my mother, peeking betwieemtand trying to keep my
distance. Only the Mexicans were absent.

A loose huddle formed around Stick; the Spruiliselong on one side, the Chandlers
hanging around the other, though when it came dovith we were all on the same side.
| was not pleased to be allied with Hank Spruillf the cotton was more important than
anything else.



Pappy introduced Stick to Mr. Spruill, who awkwardhook Stick’s hand and then took
a few steps back. It looked like the Spruills wexpecting the worst, and | tried to
remember if any of them had witnessed the figher&ld been a large crowd and things
had happened so fast. Dewayne and | had been mesthby the bloodletting. |
couldn’t recall really noticing the faces of théet spectators.

Stick worked a blade of grass that was protrudioghfone corner of his mouth, and with
both thumbs hung in his pants pockets, he studiedhiti people. Hank leaned against
the pin oak, sneering at anybody who dared to &adkm.

“Had a big fight in town yesterday behind the Cq*@tick announced in the direction of
the Spruills. Mr. Spruill nodded but said nothi§ome local boys got into it with a fella
from the hills. One of ‘em, Jerry Sisco, died tiiernin’ in the hospital in Jonesboro.
Fractured skull.”

Every Spruill began fidgeting, except Hank, whordiegnove. They obviously had not
heard the latest on Jerry Sisco.

Stick spat and shifted his weight, and he seemedjtwy being the man in the middle,
the voice of authority with a badge and a gun. “And’m lookin’ around, askin’
questions, just tryin’ to find out who was involvéed

“Ain’t none of us,” Mr. Spruill said. “We’re peaadffolks.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes sir.”

“Did y’all go to town yesterday?”

“We did.”

Now that the lying had started, | peeked from betwihe two women for a better look at
the Spruills. They were clearly frightened. Bo &ale stood close together, their eyes
darting around. Tally studied the dirt at her bfaet, unwilling to look at us. Mr. and Mrs.
Spruill seemed to be looking for friendly facesoflof course, was in another world.
“You got a boy named Hank?” Stick asked.

“Maybe,” Mr. Spruill said.

“Don’t play games with me,” Stick growled with swgidanger. “I ask you a question,

you give me a straight answer. We got a jail omeldnesboro with lots of room. | can
take the whole family in for questions. You undanst?”



“I'm Hank Spruill'” came a thunderous voice. Hartkusted through the huddle and
stood within striking distance of Stick, who wasahwsmaller but managed to maintain
his cockiness.

Stick studied him for a second, then asked, “Did go to town yesterday?”

“I did.”

“Did you get in a fight behind the Co-op?”

“Nope. | stopped a fight.”

“Did you beat up the Sisco boys?”

“I don’t know their names. There was two of ‘em ti@aup a boy from the hills. |
stopped it.”

Hank’s face was smug. He showed no fear, and Iggngty admired him for the way he
confronted the law.

The deputy looked around the crowd, and his eymspsd with Pappy. Stick was hot on
the trail and quite proud of himself. With his targghe moved the blade of grass to the
other corner of his mouth, then looked up at Hagdira

“Did you use a stick of wood?”

“Didn’t need to.”

“Answer the question. Did you use a stick of wood?”

Without hesitating, Hank said, “Nope. They had a-twy-four.”

This, of course, conflicted with what someone élad reported to Stick. “I guess | better
take you in,” Stick said, but made no move fortlhedcuffs dangling from his belt.

Mr. Spruill took a step forward and said to Papiihe leaves, we leave, too. Right
now.”

Pappy was prepared for this. Hill people were névedheir ability to break camp and
disappear quickly, and none of us doubted Mr. 3pneant what he said. They would
be gone in an hour, back to Eureka Springs, batkeio mountains and their moonshine.
It would be virtually impossible to harvest eiglatyres of cotton with just the Mexicans
to help us. Every pound was crucial. Every hand.



“Slow down, Stick,” Pappy said. “Let’s talk abohig. You and | both know the Siscos
are good for no thin’. They fight often, and theyht dirty. Seems to me they picked on
the wrong fella.”

“l got a dead body, Eli. You understand?”

“Two against one sounds like self-defense to mehidbfair about two against one.”

“But look how big he is.”

“Like | said, the Siscos picked on the wrong feau and | both know they had it
comin’. Let the boy tell his story.”

“l ain’t no boy!” Hank snapped.

“Tell what happened,” Pappy said, stalling for tifbeag it out, and maybe Stick would
find some reason to leave and come back in a fexs. da

“Go ahead,” Stick said. “Let’s hear your story. Gatbws ain’t nobody else talkin’.”

Hank shrugged and said, “I walked up to the fighty these two little sodbusters beatin’
up on Doyle, and so | broke it up.”

“Who’s Doyle?” Stick asked.

“Boy from Hardy.”

“You know him?”

“Nope.”

“Then how do you know where he’s from?”
“Just do.”

“Damn it!” Stick said, then spat near Hank. “Nobddyws nothin’. Nobody saw nothin’.
Half the town was behind the Co-op, but nobody ksavdamned thing.”

“Sounds like two against one,” Pappy said agaimdAvatch your language. You're on
my property, and there’re ladies present.”

“Sorry,” Stick said, touching his hat and noddinghe direction of Mother and Gran.

“He was just breakin’ up a fight,” my father salnds first words.



“There’s more to it, Jesse. I've heard that afterfight was over, he picked up a piece of
wood and beat the boys. | figure that's when thél skas fractured. Two against one
ain’t fair, and | know it's the Siscos, but | aisire one of ‘em had to get killed.”

“I didn’t kill nobody,” Hank said. “I broke up adht. And there was three of ‘em, not
two.”

It was about time Hank set the record straighldedimed odd to me that Stick didn’t know
that three of the Siscos had been maimed. All ldettdva@lo was count the battered faces.
But they had probably been hauled off by their&ml hidden back home.

“Three?” Stick repeated in disbelief. The entiréhgaing seemed to freeze.

Pappy seized the moment. “Three against one, and’thno way you can take him in for
murder. No jury in this county’ll ever convict ifs three against one.”

For a moment Stick seemed to agree, but he wasalttdo concede. “That’s if he’s
tellin’ the truth. He’'ll need witnesses, and rigiow they’re few and far between.” Stick
turned to face Hank again and said, “Who were hiheet?”

“l didn’t ask their names, sir,” Hank said with fesat sarcasm. “We didn’t have a chance
to say howdy. Three against one takes up a lotte, tespecially if you're the one.”

Laughter would’ve upset Stick, and nobody wanteditothat risk. So we just lowered
our heads and grinned.

“Don’t get smart with me, boy!” Stick said, trying reassert himself. “Don’t suppose
you got any witnesses, do you?”

The humor vanished into a long period of silenagas hoping that maybe Bo or Dale
would step forward and claim to be a witness. StheeSpruills had just proved that they
would lie under pressure, it seemed sensible tthatsone of them would quickly verify
Hank’s version. But nobody moved, nobody spokéipped over a few inches and was
directly behind my mother.

Then | heard words that would change my life. Wiith air perfectly still, Hank said,
“Little Chandler saw it.”

Little Chandler almost wet his pants.
When | opened my eyes, everyone was staring abheeurse. Gran and my mother

looked particularly horrified. | felt guilty and d&ed guilty, and | knew in an instant that
every person there believed Hank. | was a witnégsieen the fight.



“Come here, Luke,” Pappy said, and | walked as l@s humanly possible to a spot in
the center. | glanced up at Hank, and his eyes gleming. He wore his usual smirk,
and his face told me that he knew | was caught.cfoed inched in as if surrounding me.
“Did you see the fight?” Pappy asked.

I’d been taught in Sunday school from the day lldovalk that lying would send you
straight to hell. No detours. No second chanceaidhit into the fiery pit, where Satan
was waiting with the likes of Hitler and Judas Isoand General Grant. Thou shalt not
bear false witness, which, of course, didn’t soaractly like a strict prohibition against
lying, but that was the way the Baptists interptateAnd I'd been whipped a couple of
times for telling little fibs. “Just tell the trutéind get it over with” was one of Gran’s
favorite sayings.

| said, “Yes sir.”

“What were you doin’ there?”

“I heard there was a fight, so | took off and watdht.” | wasn’t about to include
Dewayne, at least not until | had to.

Stick dropped to one knee so that his chubby faazaye-level with mine. “Tell me
what you saw,” he said. “And tell the truth.”

| glanced at my father, who was hovering over nyusther. And | looked at Pappy, who,
oddly, didn’t seem at all angry with me.

| sucked in air until my lungs were full, and I e at Tally, who was watching me very
closely. Then | looked at Stick’s flat nose andiiieck, puffy eyes, and | said, “Jerry
Sisco was fightin’ some man from the hills. TheilyBsisco jumped on him, too. They
were beatin’ him up pretty bad when Mr. Hank stepipeto help the man from the hills.”
“Right then, was it two against one, or two against?” Stick asked.

“Two against one.”

“What happened to the first hill boy?”

“I don’t know. He just left. | think he was hurtgity bad.”

“All right. Keep goin’. And tell the truth.”

“He’s tellin’ the truth!” Pappy snarled.

“Goon.”



| glanced around again to make sure Tally waswétiching. Not only was she studying
me closely, but now she had a pleasant little srfifleen, all of a sudden, Bobby Sisco
charged from the crowd and attacked Mr. Hank. i timee against one, just like Mr.
Hank said.”

Hank’s face did not relax. If anything, he lookedree with even more viciousness. He
was thinking ahead, and he wasn't finished with me.

“I guess that settles it,” Pappy said. “l ain’t lagvyer, but | could sway a jury if it's three
against one.”

Stick ignored him and leaned even closer to me.d\Wad the two-by-four?” he asked,
his eyes narrowing as if this were the most impurt¢aestion of all.

Hank suddenly exploded. “Tell him the truth, bol¥ shouted. “One of them Siscos
picked up that stick of wood, didn’t he?”

| could feel the stares of Gran and my mother leehie. And | knew Pappy wanted to
reach over and shake me by the neck and somehow tim@kight words come out.

In front of me, not too far away, Tally was pleaglinith her eyes. Bo and Dale, and even
Trot, were looking at me.

“Didn’t he, boy!” Hank barked again.

| met Stick’s gaze and began nodding, slowly at fia timid little lie delivered without a
word. And | kept nodding, and kept lying, and inrdpso, did more to harvest our cotton
than six months of good weather.

| was skirting around the edges of the fiery dep8atan was waiting, and | could feel
the heat. I'd run to the woods and pray for forgess as soon as | could. I'd ask God to
go easy on me. He’d given us the cotton; it wasous to protect it and gather the crops.

Stick slowly stood, but he kept staring at me, eygs locked together, because both of us
knew | was lying. Stick didn’t want to arrest HaBgruill, not then anyway. First, he'd
have to put the handcuffs on him, a task that cturd ugly. Second, he’'d upset all the
farmers.

My father grabbed me by the shoulder and shovebtlank toward the women. “You've
scared him to death, Stick,” he said with an awkitaugh, trying to break the tension
and get me out of there before | said somethinghgiro

“Is he a good boy?” Stick asked.

“He tells the truth,” my father said.



“Of course he tells the truth,” Pappy said withced dose of anger.
The truth had just been rewritten.

“I'm gonna keep askin’ around,” Stick said and begalking toward his car. “I might
be back later.”

He slammed the door of his old patrol car anddaftyard. We watched him drive away
until he was out of sight.

Chapter 10

Since we didn’t work on Sunday, the house becanalenas my parents and
grandparents busied themselves with the few ligbtes that were permitted. Naps were
attempted, then abandoned because of the heatsiGutally, when the moods were edgy,
my parents tossed me in the back of the pickupvandent for a long drive. There was
nothing to see-all the land was flat and coverati wotton. The views were the same as
those from our front porch. But it was importangtt away.

Not long after Stick left, | was marched into thegden and ordered to haul food. A road
trip was in the making. Two cardboard boxes wdtedfiwith vegetables. They were so
heavy that my father had to place them in the lmdi¢ke truck. As we drove off, the
Spruills were scattered across the front yard ioua stages of rest. | didn’t want to look
at them.

| sat in the back between the boxes of vegetallésvatched the dust boil from behind
the truck, forming gray clouds that rose quicklgldnung over the road in the heavy air
before slowly dissipating from the lack of wind.él'fain and the mud from the early
morning were long forgotten. Everything was hotiagéne wooden planks of the truck
bed, its rusted and unpainted frame, even theawdmpotatoes and tomatoes my mother
had just washed. It snowed twice a year in our glafrkansas, and | longed for a thick,
cold blanket of white across our winter fields,toatess and barren.

The dust finally stopped at the edge of the riaed we crept across the bridge. | stood to
see the water below, the thick brown stream barglying along the banks. There were
two cane poles in the back of the truck, and miyeiahad promised we’d fish for a while
after the food was delivered.

The Latchers were sharecroppers who lived no niane & mile from our house, but they
might as well have been in another county. Theirdawn shack was in a bend of the
river, with elms and willows touching the roof armtton growing almost to the front
porch. There was no grass around the house, jusg af dirt where a horde of little



Latchers played. | was secretly happy that thegdign the other side of the river.
Otherwise, | might have been expected to play wigm.

They farmed thirty acres and split the crop witl thwner of the land. Half of a little left
nothing, and the Latchers were dirt-poor. They haelectricity, no car or truck.
Occasionally, Mr. Latcher would walk to our house @ask Pappy for a ride on the next
trip to Black Oak.

The trail to their house was barely wide enougtotartruck, and when we rolled to a
stop, the porch was already filled with dirty Btflaces. | had once counted seven Latcher
kids, but an accurate total was impossible. It hasl to tell the boys from the girls; all
had shaggy hair, narrow faces with the same pake &jes, and they all wore raggedy
clothes.

Mrs. Latcher emerged from the decrepit porch, wjgier hands on her apron. She
managed to smile at my mother. “Hello, Mrs. Chantihe said in a soft voice. She was
barefoot, and her legs were as skinny as twigs.

“Nice to see you, Darla,” my mother said. My fatheisied himself at the back of the
truck, fiddling with the boxes, killing time whilihe ladies handled the chitchat. We did
not expect to see Mr. Latcher. Pride would prevemt from coming forward and
accepting food. Let the women take care of it.

As they talked about the harvest and how hot it, Wwasved away from the truck, under
the watchful eyes of all those kids. | walked te #ide of the house, where the tallest boy
was loafing in the shade, trying to ignore us. iisne was Percy, and he claimed to be
twelve, though | had my doubts. He didn’t look bigough to be twelve, but since the
Latchers didn’t go to school, it was impossibléump him together with boys his own
age. He was shirtless and barefoot, his skin alolankze from hours in the sun.

“Hi, Percy,” | said, but he did not respond. Shanppers were funny like that.
Sometimes they would speak, other times they jagé gyou a blank look, as if they
wanted you to leave them alone.

| studied their house, a square little box, anddevad once more how so many people
could live in such a tiny place. Our tool shed ahmsost as large. The windows were
open, and the torn remains of curtains hung Stilere were no screens to keep the flies
and mosquitoes out, and certainly no fans to plushair around.

| felt very sorry for them. Gran was fond of quatithe Scriptures: “Blessed are the poor
in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven, tdfThe poor will always be with you.”
But it seemed cruel for anyone to live in such d¢ors. They had no shoes. Their
clothes were so old and worn, they were embarrassgd to town. And because they
had no electricity, they couldn’t listen to the Giaals.



Percy had never owned a ball or a glove or a laat,never played catch with his dad,
had never dreamed of beating the Yankees. Intiad, probably never dreamed of
leaving the cotton patch. That thought was almestwhelming.

My father produced the first box of vegetables wimily mother called out its contents,
and the Latcher kids moved onto the front stepgeyalooking on but still keeping their
distance. Percy didn’t move; he stared at sometinirige fields, something neither he
nor | could see.

There was a girl in the house. Her name was Libbg,fifteen, the oldest of the brood,
and according to the latest rumors in Black Oak,\shs pregnant. The father had yet to
be named; in fact, the gossip currently held thatwas refusing to reveal to anyone,
including her parents, the name of the boy who’degoher pregnant.

Such gossip was more than Black Oak could stand.néas, a fist-fight, a case of
cancer, a car wreck, a new baby on the way frompeaple lawfully wed-all these
events kept the talk flying. A death followed bg@od funeral, and the town buzzed for
days. An arrest of even the lowliest of citizenswaa event to be dissected for weeks.
But a fifteen-year-old girl, even a sharecroppddsighter, having an illegitimate baby
was something so extraordinary that the town waglkedtself. Problem was, the
pregnancy had not been confirmed. Only rumoredceSihe Latchers never left the farm,
it was proving to be quite difficult to nail dowhe evidence. And since we lived closest
to them, it had apparently fallen upon my mothentestigate.

She had enlisted me to help with the verifying.'8lshared some of the gossip with me,
and because I'd been watching farm animals breddeproduce all my life, | knew the
basics. But | was still reluctant to get involvébhr was | completely certain why we had
to confirm the pregnancy. It had been talked akounuch that the entire town already
believed the poor girl was expecting. The big nysteas the identity of the father.
“They ain’t gonna pin it on me,” I'd heard Pappy sd the Co-op, and all the old men
roared with laughter.

“How’s the cotton?” | asked Percy. Just a couplecal farmers.

“Still out there,” he said, nodding at the fieleyich began just a few feet away. | turned
and stared at their cotton, which looked the sasnauas. | was paid $1.60 for every
hundred pounds | picked. Sharecropper children waig@ nothing.

Then | looked at the house again, at the windowistiaa curtains and the sagging boards,
and | stared into the backyard, where their wastghan the clothesline. | studied the
stretch of dirt that led past their outhouse torther, and there was no sign of Libby
Latcher. They probably had her locked in a roonthwir. Latcher guarding the door

with a shotgun. One day she’d have the baby, ar@heovould know it. Just another
Latcher running around naked.

“My sister ain’t here,” he said, still lost in thikstance. “That’s what you're lookin’ for.”



My mouth fell open, and my cheeks got very hot.|Albuld say was, “What?”
“She ain’t here. Now get back to your truck.”

My father hauled the rest of the food onto the ppend | walked away from Percy.
“Did you see her?” my mother whispered as we weagihg. | shook my head.

As we drove away, the Latchers were crawling ower around the two boxes as if they
hadn’t eaten in a week.

We'd return in a few days with another load of proglin a second attempt to confirm
the rumors. As long as they kept Libby hidden,lthtchers would be well fed.

The St. Francis River was fifty feet deep, accaydmmy father, and around the bottom
of the bridge pier there were channel catfish weighed sixty pounds and ate everything
that floated within reach. They were large, difghfscavengers that moved only when
food was nearby. Some lived for twenty years. Adeay to family legend, Ricky caught
one of the monsters when he was thirteen. It weidbey-four pounds, and when he slit
its belly with a cleaning knife, all sorts of debspilled onto the tailgate of Pappy’s truck:
a spark plug, a marble, lots of half-eaten minnang small fish, two pennies, and some
suspicious matter that was eventually determindzmbtbuman waste.

Gran never fried another catfish. Pappy gave ugr ifivod altogether.

With red worms as bait, | fished the shallow badessaround a sandbar for bream and
crappie, two small species that were plentiful aady to catch. | waded barefoot through
the warm, swirling waters and occasionally heardnmogher yell, “That’s far enough,
Luke!” The bank was lined with oaks and willowsdahe sun was behind them. My
parents sat in the shade, on one of the many doétiadies at the church made during
the winter, and shared a cantaloupe from our garden

They talked softly, almost in whispers, and | didry to listen, because it was one of the
few moments during the picking season when theyddoel alone. At night, after a day in
the fields, sleep came fast and hard, and | rdmedyd them talk in bed. They sometimes
sat on the porch in the darkness, waiting for tha&t o pass, but they weren't really alone.

The river scared me enough to keep me safe. | biaget learned to swim-l was waiting
for Ricky to come home. He had promised to teachhmeext summer, when | would
be eight. | stayed close to the bank, where themarely covered my feet.

Drownings were not uncommon, and all my life I'cahe colorful tales of grown men
caught in shifting sandbanks and being swept awalevwentire families watched in



horror. Calm waters could somehow turn violentutitoI'd never witnessed this myself.
The mother of all drownings supposedly took placthe St. Francis, though the exact
location varied according to the narrator. A srohlld was sitting innocently on a
sandbar when suddenly it shifted, and the child sumsounded by water and sinking fast.
An older sibling saw it happen and dashed intcsthigling waters, only to be met with a
fierce current that carried him away, too. Nexteaan older sibling heard the cries of
the first two, and she charged into the river aiad waist-deep before she remembered
she couldn’t swim. Undaunted, she bravely thrasimwedard, yelling at the younger two
to hold steady, she’d get there somehow. But thdlsa collapsed entirely, sort of like
an earthquake, and new currents went in all dvasti

The three children were drifting farther and fartaeiay from shore. The mother, who
may or may not have been pregnant, and who mayagmaot have been able to swim,
was fixing lunch under a shade tree when she hardcreams of her children. She
flung herself into the river, whereupon she, toaswoon in trouble.

The father was fishing off a bridge when he heaeddommotion, and rather than waste
time running to the shore and entering from thaiieg he simply jumped headlong into
the St. Francis and broke his neck.

The entire family perished. Some of the bodies vienad. Some were not. Some were
eaten by the channel cats, and the others were sweto sea, wherever the sea was.
There was no shortage of theories as to what fit@ppened to the bodies of this poor
family, which, oddly, had remained nameless throtinghdecades.

This story was repeated so that kids like myselfil@ppreciate the dangers of the river.
Ricky loved to scare me with it, but often got Wssions confused. My mother said it
was all fiction.

Even Brother Akers managed to weave it throughr@ae to illustrate how Satan was
always at work spreading misery and heartache drthenworld. | was awake and
listening very closely, and when he left out the paout the broken neck, | figured he
was exaggerating, too.

But | was determined not to drown. The fish wetebi small bream that | hooked and
threw back. | found a seat on a stump near a lagadrcaught one fish after another. It
was almost as much fun as playing baseball. Tleerafon passed slowly by, and | was
thankful for the solitude. Our farm was crowdedhistrangers. The fields were waiting
with the promise of backbreaking labor. I'd seanan get killed, and | had somehow
gotten myself in the middle of it.

The gentle rushing sound of the shallow water veashsng. Why couldn’t | just fish all
day? Sit by the river in the shade? Anything bukmiotton. | wasn’t going to be a farmer.
| didn’t need the practice.



“Luke,” came my father’s voice from down the bahkulled in the hook and worm, and
walked to where they were sitting.

“Yes sir,” | said.
“Sit down,” he said. “Let’s talk.”

| sat at the very edge of the quilt, as far froenthas possible. They didn’t appear to be
angry; in fact, my mother’s face was pleasant.

But my father’s voice was stern enough to worry fiféhy didn’t you tell us about the
fight?” he asked.

The fight that wouldn’t go away.

| wasn’t really surprised to hear the questionwéls scared, | guess.”

“Scared of what?”

“Scared of gettin’ caught behind the Co-op watclairfight.”

“Because | told you not to, right?” asked my mother

“Yes ma’am. And I'm sorry.”

Watching a fight was not a major act of disobedégrand all three of us knew it. What
were boys supposed to do on Saturday afternoon titeetown was packed and
excitement was high? She smiled because | said lsaay. | was trying to look as pitiful
as possible.

“I'm not too worried about you watchin’ a fight,”yrfather said.

“But secrets can get you in trouble. You shouldd toe what you saw.”

“I saw a fight. | didn’t know Jerry Sisco was goratia.”

My logic stopped him for a moment. Then he saidd“{pou tell Stick Powers the truth?”
“Yes sir.”

“Did one of the Siscos pick up the piece of woadtft Or was it Hank Spruill?”

If | told the truth, then | would be admitting tHatad lied in my earlier version. Tell the

truth or tell a lie, that was the question thatae/remained. | decided to try to blur
things a bit. “Well, to be honest, Dad, things hexpgd so fast. There were bodies fallin’



and flyin’ everywhere. Hank was just throwin’ thdseys around like little toys. And the
crowd was movin’ and hollerin’. Then | saw a stiokwood.” |

Surprisingly, this satisfied him. After all, | wasly seven years old,. and had been
caught up in a mob of spectators, all watchingraille brawl unfold behind the Co-op.
Who could blame me if | wasn’t sure about what lesqgal?

“Don’t talk to anyone about this, all right? Nosaul.”
“Yes sir.”

“Little boys who keep secrets from their parentsigi® big trouble,” my mother said.
“You can always tell us.”

“Yes ma’'am.”

“Now go fish some more,” my father said, and | back to my spot.

Chapter 11

The week began in the semidarkness of Monday mgriife met at the trailer for the
ride into the fields, a ride that grew shorter edak as the picking slowly moved away
from the river back toward the house.

Not a word was spoken. Before us were five endlags of overwhelming labor and
heat, followed by Saturday, which on Monday seeagethr away as Christmas.

| looked down from my perch on the tractor and prhfor the day when the Spruills
would leave our farm. They were grouped togettedazed and sleepy as | was. Trot
was not with them, nor would he be joining us ie tields. Late Sunday, Mr. Spruill had
asked Pappy if it would be all right if Trot hungpand the front yard all day. “The boy
can't take the heat,” Mr. Spruill said. Pappy didrdare what happened to Trot. He wasn’t
worth a nickel in the fields.

When the tractor stopped, we took our sacks arapdesared into the rows of cotton. Not
a word from anyone. An hour later, the sun wasrmakis. | thought of Trot, wasting the
day under the shade tree, napping when he felitlik@ doubt happy about the work he
was missing. He might have been a little off in lead, but right then he was the
smartest of all the Spruills.

Time stopped when we were picking cotton. The daggged on, each yielding ever so
slowly to the next.



Over supper on Thursday, Pappy announced, “We vibengoin’ to town Saturday.”

| felt like crying. It was harsh enough to labottle fields all week, but to do so without
the reward of popcorn and a movie was downrigh¢lcMvhat about my weekly Coca-
Cola?

A long silence followed. My mother watched me callgf She did not seem surprised,
and | got the impression that the adults had ayr&éad this discussion. Now they were
just going through the motions for my benefit.

| thought, What is there to lose? So | gritted st and said, “Why not?”
“Because | said so,” Pappy fired back at me, aktklw | was in dangerous territory.
| looked at my mother. There was a curious grifenface.

“You're not scared of the Siscos, are you?” | askeul | half-expected one of the men to
make a grab for me.

There was a moment of deathly silence. My fatheargd his throat and said, “It's best if
the Spruills stay out of town for a while. We'vesdussed it with Mr. Spruill, and we’'ve
agreed that we’ll all stay put Saturday. Even trexidans.”

“l ain’t afraid of nobody, son,” Pappy growled dowhe table. | refused to look at him.
“And don’t sass me,” he threw in for good measure.

My mother’s grin was still firmly in place, and heyes were twinkling. She was proud of
me.

“I'll need a couple of things from the store,” Graaid. “Some flour and sugar.”
“I'll run in,” Pappy said. “I'm sure the Mexicans$’heed some things, too.”

Later, they moved to the front porch for our ritoékitting, but | was too wounded to
join them. I lay on the floor of Ricky’s room, ihé darkness, listening to the Cardinals
through the open window and trying to ignore thi¢, sbow talk of the adults. | tried to
think of new ways to hate the Spruills, but | wasrs overwhelmed by the sheer volume
of their misdeeds. At some point in the early emgnl grew too still, and fell asleep on
the floor.

Lunch on Saturday was usually a happy time. The&kwaek was over. We were going
to town. If | could survive the Saturday scrubborgthe back porch, then life was indeed
wonderful, if only for a few hours.



But on this Saturday there was no excitement. “Wedrk till four,” Pappy said, as if he
was doing us a real favor. Big deal. We’d knockasffhour early. | wanted to ask him if
we were going to work on Sunday, too, but I'd samdugh on Thursday night. He was

ignoring me and | was ignoring him. This type otipng could go on for days.

So we went back to the fields instead of going lexB Oak. Even the Mexicans seemed
irritated by this. When the trailer stopped, wektoor sacks and slowly disappeared into
the cotton. | picked a little and stalled a lotdavhen things were safe, | found a spot and
went down for a nap. They could banish me from tavay could force me into the

fields, but they couldn’t make me work hard. | ththere were a lot of naps that
Saturday afternoon.

My mother found me, and we walked to the house,thestwo of us. She was not feeling
well, and she also knew the injustice that wasdaiflicted upon me. We gathered some
vegetables from the garden, but only a few thihgsffered through and survived the
dreaded bath. And when | was clean, | venturedtimtdront yard, where Trot was
spending his days guarding Camp Spruill. We hattlea what he did all day; no one
really cared. We were too busy and too tired toryvabout Trot. | found him sitting
behind the wheel of their truck, pretending he drging, making a strange sound with
his lips. He glanced at me and returned to hismlyiand sputtering.

When | heard the tractor coming, | went into thedey where | found my mother lying
on her bed, something she never did during the Tagre were voices around, tired
voices in the front, where the Spruills were unwmgd and in the rear, where the
Mexicans were dragging themselves to the barrd IrmRicky’s room for a while, a
baseball in one hand, a glove on the other, ahdught of Dewayne and the
Montgomery twins and the rest of my friends alisg in the Dixie watching the
Saturday feature and eating popcorn.

The door opened and Pappy appeared. “I'm goincp &d Pearl’s for a few things.
You wanna go?”

| shook my head no, without looking at him.
“I'll buy you a Coca-Cola,” he said.
“No thanks,” | said, still staring at the floor.

Eli Chandler wouldn’t beg for mercy in front of iaifig squad, and he wasn’t about to
plead with a seven-year-old. The door closed, aadrals later the truck engine started.

Wary of the front yard, | headed for the back. Nibarsilo, where the Spruills were
supposed to be camping, there was a grassy area Wwaseball could be played. It
wasn’t as long and wide as my field in the frontt ib was open enough and ran to the



edge of the cotton. | tossed pop flies as highamuld, and | stopped only after I'd
caught ten in a row.

Miguel appeared from nowhere. He watched me formata, and under the pressure of
an audience, | dropped three in a row. | tossedthenball, gently, because he had no
glove. He caught it effortlessly and snapped ikidaane. | bobbled it, dropped it, kicked
it, then grabbed it and threw it back to him, timse a little harder.

| had learned the previous year that a lot of Maxgcplayed baseball, and it was obvious
that Miguel knew the game. His hands were quicksaoft his throws sharper than mine.
We tossed the ball for a few minutes, then RicoReple and Luis joined us.

“You have a bat?” Miguel asked.
“Sure,” | said, and ran to the house to get it.

When | returned, Roberto and Pablo had joined thers, and the group was flinging my
baseball in all directions. “You bat,” Miguel saahd he took charge. He put a piece of
an old plank on the ground, ten feet in front & #ilo, and said, “Home plate.” The
others scattered throughout the infield. Pablshallow center, was at the edge of the
cotton. Rico squatted behind me, and | took mytmrsbn the right side of the plate.
Miguel performed a fierce windup, scared me foeeosd, then tossed a soft one that |
swung at mightily but missed.

| also missed the next three, then ripped a codje.Mexicans cheered and laughed
when | made contact, but said nothing when | didifter a few minutes of batting
practice, | gave the bat to Miguel and we swappadgs. | started him with fastballs, and
he didn’t appear to be intimidated. He hit linevés and hot grounders, some of which
were fielded cleanly by the Mexicans, while otheese simply retrieved. Most of them
had played before, but a couple had never evewtheobaseball.

The other four at the barn heard the commotiontheg wandered over. Cowboy was
shirtless, and his pants were rolled up to his &nkle seemed to be a foot taller than the
rest.

Luis hit next. He wasn't as experienced as Migaet] | had no trouble fooling him with
my change-up. Much to my delight, | noticed Talhdarrot sitting under an elm,
watching the fun.

Then my father strolled over.
The longer we played, the more animated the Mexsitetame. They hollered and

laughed at one another’s miscues. God only knewt thiey were saying about my
pitching.



“Let’s play a game,” my father said. Bo and Daléd barived, also shirtless and shoeless.
Miguel was consulted, and after a few minutes oftpig, it was decided that the
Mexicans would play the Arkansans. Rico would cdtetboth teams, and again | was
sent to the house, this time to fetch my fatheldsoatcher’'s mitt and my other ball.

When | returned the second time, Hank had appearédvas ready to play. | was not
happy about being on the same team with him, batthinly couldn’t say anything. Nor
was | certain where Trot would fit in. And Tally wa girl. What a disgrace: a girl for a
teammate. Still, the Mexicans had us outnumbered.

Another round of plotting, and it was somehow daiaed that we would bat first. “You
have little guys,” Miguel said with a smile. Morapks were laid around as bases. My
father and Miguel established the ground rulesctviarere quite creative for such a

misshapen field. The Mexicans scattered arounthdises, and we were ready to play.

To my surprise, Cowboy walked out to the mound laeglan warming up. He was lean
but strong, and when he threw the ball, the musnoléss chest and shoulders bulged and
creased. The sweat made his dark skin shine. “¢t@sl,” my father said softly. His
windup was smooth, his delivery seamless, his sel@émost nonchalant, but the
baseball shot from his fingers and popped into Rioatt. He threw harder and harder.
“He’s very good,” my father said, shaking his he@dat boy’s played a lot of baseball.”

“Girls first,” somebody said. Tally picked up thatkand walked to the plate. She was
shoeless, and wearing tight pants rolled up tdkhees and a loose shirt with its tail tied
in a knot. You could see her stomach. At first, dita’'t look at Cowboy, but he was
certainly staring at her. He moved a few feet talthe plate and tossed the first pitch
underhanded. She swung and missed, but it wasEmessive swing, at least for a girl.

Then their eyes met briefly. Cowboy was rubbinglibeeball, Tally was swinging the
bat, nine Mexicans were chattering like locusts.

The second pitch was even slower, and Tally made&ct The ball rolled by Pepe at
third, and we had our first base runner. “Bat, Lukey father said. | strolled to the plate
with all the confidence of Stan Musial, hoping tRatwboy wouldn’t throw the hard stuff
at me. He let Tally hit one, surely he’d do the edor me. | stood in the box, listening as
thousands of rabid Cardinal fans chanted my nanmgacked house, Harry Caray yelling
into the microphone-then | looked at Cowboy thfdgt away, and my heart stopped. He
wasn’'t smiling, nothing close. He held the basebél both hands and looked at me as
if he could saw my head off with a fastball.

What would Musial do? Swing the damned bat!
The first pitch was also underhanded, so | stdstedthing again. It was high, and |

didn’t swing, and the Mexican chorus had a lotay about that. The second pitch was
down the middle, and | swung for the fence, forldfefield wall, 350 feet away. | closed



my eyes and swung for the thirty thousand luckysouSportsman’s Park. | also swung
for Tally.

“Strike one!” my father yelled, a little too loutithought. “You're tryin’ to kill it, Luke,”
he said.

Of course | was. | tried to kill the third pitcloa, and when Rico threw it back, | was
faced with the horror of being down two strikesstiikeout was unthinkable. Tally had
just hit the ball nicely. She was on first baseians for me to put the ball in play so she
could advance. We were playing on my field, with ba}l and bat. All of those people
were watching.

| stepped away from the plate and was stricken thighterror of striking out. The bat was
suddenly heavier. My heart was pounding, my mouwdhk dry. | looked at my father for
help, and he said, “Let’s go, Luke. Hit the balllboked at Cowboy, and his nasty smile
was even nastier. | did not know if | was readyvidwiat he was going to throw.

| stutter-stepped back to the plate, gritted myhtesnd tried to think of Musial, but my
only thoughts were of defeat, and | swung at a géw pitch. When | missed for the
third time, there was total silence. | droppedtibg picked it up, and heard nothing as |
walked back to my team, my lip quivering, alreadyidg myself not to cry. | couldn’t
look at Tally, and | sure couldn’t look at my fathe

| wanted to run into the house and lock the doors.

Trot was next, and he held the bat with his rigiridhjust under the label. His left arm
hung limp, as always, and we were a little embagdat the sight of this poor kid trying
to swing. But he was smiling and happy to be plgyand that was more important than
anything else at the moment. He hacked at thetfust and | began to think the
Mexicans would beat us by twenty runs. Somehowdghohe hit the third pitch, a gentle
looping fly that landed behind second base, wheleaat four Mexicans managed to
miss it. Tally flew around second and made it todthwhile Trot shuffled down to first.

My humiliation, already enormous, grew even grealeot on first, Tally on third, only
one out.

Bo was next, and because he was a large teenatpenawisible handicaps, Cowboy
stepped back and threw from a full windup. Histfptich was not too fast, but poor Bo
was already shaking by the time the ball crossedehplate. He swung after Rico caught
it, and Hank roared with laughter. Bo told him busup; Hank made some response, and
| thought we might have a Spruill family brawl imettop of the first inning.

The second pitch was a little faster. Bo’s swing \adittle slower. “Make him throw it
underhand!” Bo yelled at us, trying to laugh it.off



“What a sissy,” Hank said. Mr. and Mrs. Spruill Hathed the spectators, and Bo
glanced at them.

| expected the third pitch to be even faster; sbbBb. Cowboy instead threw a change-up,
and Bo swung long before the ball arrived.

“He’s mighty good,” my father said of Cowboy.

“I'm hittin’ next,” Hank announced, stepping in fibof Dale, who didn’t argue. “I'll
show you boys how it's done.”

The bat looked like a toothpick as Hank hacked@amapped with his practice swings, as
if he might hit the ball across the river. Cowbofjist pitch was a fastball away, and
Hank didn’t swing. It popped into Rico’s glove, atié Mexicans erupted in another
burst of Spanish jeering.

“Throw the ball over the plate!” Hank yelled aslbeked at us for approval. | was
hoping Cowboy would drill a fastball into his ear.

The second pitch was much harder. Hank swung asskethi Cowboy caught the ball
from Rico, and glanced over at third, where TalBswvaiting and watching.

Then Cowboy threw a curve, a pitch that went shiaigr Hank’s head, but as he ducked
and dropped the bat, the baseball broke and fejically through the strike zone. The
Mexicans roared with laughter. “Strike!” Miguel Yedl from second base.

“Ain’t no strike!” Hank yelled, his face red.
“No umpires,” my father said. “It's not a strikelass he swings at it.”

Fine with Cowboy. He had another curve in his aakdbhat first appeared quite harmless,
a slow fat pitch headed toward the center of thgepHank reached back for a massive
swing. The ball, however, broke down and away anthbed before Rico blocked it.
Hank hit nothing but air. He lost his balance agltldcross the plate, and when the
Spanish chorus exploded again, | thought he miggatlaall of them. He stood up,
squinted at Cowboy and mumbled something, themmedthis position at the plate.

Two outs, two strikes, two on. Cowboy finished roffiwith a fast-ball. Hank speared
the bat into the ground when he finishing flailaigthe pitch.

“Don’t throw the bat!” my father said loudly. “Ifgu can’t be a sport, then don't play.”
We were walking onto the field as the Mexicans ieakoff.

Hank gave my father a look of disgust, but he saithing. For some reason it was
determined that | would pitch. “Throw the first ing, Luke,” my father said. | didn’t
want to. | was no match for Cowboy. We were aboulid embarrassed at our own game.



Hank was at first, Bo at second, Dale at thirdlylatas in left-center, hands on hips, and
Trot was in right field looking for four-leaf clove What a defense! With my pitching
we needed to put all of our fielders as far awaynfhome plate as possible.

Miguel sent Roberto to the plate first, and | waeghis was deliberate, because the poor
guy had never seen a baseball. He hit a lazy papatpmy father caught at shortstop.
Pepe hit a fly ball that my father caught behincbsel base. Two up, two outs, | was on a
roll, but my luck was about to run out. The seristieks lined up, one after the other, and
hit baseballs all over our farm. | tried fastbatlsrveballs, change-ups, it didn’t matter.
They scored runs by the truckload, and had a déligime doing it. | was miserable
because | was getting shelled, but it was also engus watch the Mexicans dance and
celebrate as the rout hit full stride.

My mother and Gran were sitting under a tree, watgthe spectacle with Mr. and Mrs.
Spruill. Everyone was accounted for except Papjy was still in town.

When they’d scored about ten runs, my father cdlled and walked to the mound.
“You had enough?” he asked.

What a ridiculous question. “I suppose,” | said.
“Take a break,” he said.

“I can pitch,” Hank yelled from first base. My fathhesitated for a second, then tossed
him the ball. | wanted to go to right field, outtlviTrot, where there wasn’'t much
happening, but my coach said, “Go to first.”

| knew from experience that Hank Spruill had renabitk quickness. He had taken down
the three Siscos in a matter of seconds. So ineageat surprise to see him throw a
baseball as if he’d been throwing one for yearsldd&ed confident taking his windup
and catching the ball from Rico. He threw threeerfastballs by Luis, and the first inning
massacre was over. Miguel informed my father they thad scored eleven runs. It
seemed like fifty.

Cowboy returned to the mound and took up wherefi®ff. Dale went down on strikes,
and my father stepped to the plate. He anticipatidtball, got one, and ripped it hard, a
long fly ball that curved foul and landed deepha totton patch. Pablo went to search
for it while we used my other ball. Under no ciratances would we leave the game
until both baseballs were accounted for.

The second pitch was a hard curve, and my fatkeees buckled before he read the
pitch. “That was a strike,” he said, shaking hiadhen wonder. “It was also a major
league curveball,” he said just loud enough to éxrdh but to no one in particular.



He flied to shallow center, where Miguel cradled ball with both hands, and the team
from Arkansas was about to get shut out againy&atblled to the plate. Cowboy
stopped his scowling and walked halfway in. Heédss couple underhanded, trying to
hit her bat, and she finally hit a slow roller &cend, where two Mexicans fought over it
long enough for the runner to be safe.

| was next. “Choke up a little,” my father saidddmdid. | would’ve done anything.

Cowboy tossed one even slower, a lazy looping ptiehl smacked to center field. The
Mexicans went wild. Everyone cheered. | was aliéinbarrassed by all the fuss, but it
sure beat striking out. The pressure was off; niyreuas a Cardinal was back on track.

Trot swung at the first three and missed themyalitdeast a foot. “Four strikes,” Miguel
said, and the rules were changed again. When y@é&dng by eleven runs in the second
inning, you can afford to be generous. Trot chopguettie pitch, and the ball rolled back
to Cowboy, who just for the fun of it threw to tthin a vain effort to catch Tally. She

was safe; the bases were loaded. The Mexicanstuyarg to give us runs. Bo walked to
the plate, but Cowboy did not retreat to the mouihellobbed one underhanded, and Bo
hit a scorching ground ball to short, where Pabtaykd to avoid it. Tally scored, and |
moved to third.

Hank picked up the bat and ripped a few practicagsv With the bases loaded, he was
thinking of only one thing-a grand slam. Cowboy le#lder plans. He stepped back and
stopped smiling. Hank hovered over the plate, sgadiown the pitcher, daring him to
throw something he could hit.

The infield noise died for a moment; the Mexicarept forward, on their toes, anxious

to take part in this encounter. The first pitch \addistering fastball that crossed the plate
a fraction of a second after Cowboy released inkH#ver thought about swinging; he
never had the chance. He backed away from the atetesseemed to concede that he was
overmatched. | glanced at my father, who was sloghis head. How hard could Cowboy
throw?

Then he threw a fat curve, one that looked tempiurgoroke out of the strike zone.
Hank ripped but never got close. Then a hard cumwe,that went straight at his head and,
at the last second, dipped across the plate. Héageswas blood-red.

Another fastball that Hank lunged at. Two strikesses loaded, two outs. Without the
slightest hint of a smile, Cowboy decided to pldittke. He threw a slow curve that
broke outside, then a harder one that made Hark dien another slow one that he
almost chopped at. | got the impression that Cowdmad wrap a baseball around
Hank’s head if he wanted. The defense was chagtegain, at full volume.

Strike three was a knuckleball that floated uphtoplate and looked slow enough for me
to hit. But it wobbled and dipped. Hank took a ntygéwing, missed by a foot, and again
landed in the dirt. He screamed a nasty word arelthe bat near my father.



“Watch your language,” my father said, picking tip bat.
Hank mumbled something else and dusted himselfff.half of the inning was over.

Miguel walked to the plate in the bottom of the@®t: Hank’s first pitch went straight
for his head, almost hitting it. The ball bouncéfitioe silo and rolled to a stop near third
base. The Mexicans were silent. The second pitchevan harder, and two feet inside.
Again, Miguel hit the dirt, and his teammates begambling.

“Stop the foolishness!” my father said loudly framortstop. “Just throw strikes.”

Hank offered him his customary sneer. He threwbilleover the plate, and Miguel
slapped it to right field, where Trot was playingfehse with his back to home plate,
staring at the distant tree line of the St. FraRiiger. Tally raced after the ball and
stopped when she reached the edge of the cottground rule triple.

The next pitch was the last of the game. Cowboytwadbatter. Hank reached back for
all the juice he could find, and he hurled a faiheectly at Cowboy. He ducked but
didn’t move back fast enough, and the ball hit opare in the ribs with the sickening
sound of a melon landing on bricks. Cowboy emitiegliick scream, but just as quickly
he threw my bat like a tomahawk, end over end walitthe speed he could muster. It
didn’t land where it should have-between Hank’sseyestead, it bounced at his feet and
ricocheted off his shins. He screamed an obscanityinstantly charged like a crazed
bull.

Others charged, too. My father from shortstop. $pruill from beside the silo. Some of
the Mexicans. Me, | didn’t move. | held my groundiest base, too horrified to take a
step. Everyone seemed to be yelling and runningutdwome plate.

Cowboy retreated not a step. He stood perfectlyfetia second, his brown skin wet, his
long arms taut and ready, and his teeth showingeWhe bull was a few feet away,
Cowboy’s hands moved quickly around his pocketsakdife appeared. He jerked it,
and a very long switchblade popped free-shinytajisg steel, no doubt very sharp. It
snapped when it sprang open, a sharp click thauldvhear for years to come.

He held it high for all to see, and Hank skidded &top.
“Put it down!” he yelled from five feet away.

With his left hand, Cowboy made a slight, beckommgtion, as if to say, Come on, big
boy. Come and get it.

The knife shocked everyone, and for a few secdmeletwas silence. No one moved.
The only sound was heavy breathing. Hank was gfatnhe blade, which seemed to
grow. There was no doubt in anyone’s mind that Gowad used it before, knew how
to use it well, and would happily behead Hank itdak another step closer.



Then my father, holding the bat, stepped betweenvtio, and Miguel appeared beside
Cowboy.

“Put it down,” Hank said again. “Fight like a man.”

“Shut up!” my father said, waving the bat aroundbath of them. “Ain’t nobody
fightin’.”

Mr. Spruill grabbed Hank’s arm and said, “Let’s ¢§ignk.”

My father looked at Miguel and said, “Get him backhe barn.”

Slowly, the other Mexicans grouped around Cowbay sort of shoved him away. He
finally turned and began walking, the switchblatiéery much in view. Hank, of
course, wouldn’'t budge. He stood and watched theiddes leave, as if by doing so he
was claiming victory.

“I'm gonna kill that boy,” he said.

“You've killed enough,” my father said. “Now leav&nd stay away from the barn.”
“Let’'s go,” Mr. Spruill said again, and the othérsat, Tally, Bo, and Dale-began to drift
toward the front yard. When the Mexicans were duight, Hank stomped away. “I'm

gonna kill him,” he mumbled, just loud enough foy father to hear.

| collected the baseballs, the gloves, and thedwat hurried after my parents and Gran.

Chapter 12

Later that afternoon, Tally found me in the backlydt was the first time I'd seen her
walk around the farm, though as the days passe®phuills showed more interest in
exploring the area.

She was carrying a small bag. She was barefodtdnithanged into the same tight dress
she’d been wearing the first time I'd seen her.

“Will you do me a favor, Luke?” she asked everwseetly. My cheeks turned red. | had
no idea what favor she wanted, but there was nbtdshe’d get it from me.

“What?” | asked, trying to be difficult.



“Your grandma told my mom that there’s a creek elbg where we can bathe. Do you
know where it is?”

“Yeah. Siler's Creek. ‘Bout a half a mile that walsaid, pointing to the north.
“Are there any snakes?”

| laughed like snakes shouldn’t bother anyone. “Majust a little water snake or two.
No cottonmouths.”

“And the water’s clear, not muddy?”
“Should be clear. It hasn’t rained since Sunday.”

She looked around to make sure no one was listethieg she said, “Will you go with
me?”

My heart stopped, and my mouth was suddenly dryhyW | managed to ask.
She grinned again and rolled her eyes away.
“I don’t know,” she cooed. “To make sure nobodyssee.”

She could've said, “Because | don’t know wheredtezk is,” or “To make sure there are
no snakes.” Or something, anything that had nottordp with seeing her bathe.

But she didn't.

“Are you scared?” | asked.

“Maybe a little.”

We took the field road until the house and barnenart of sight, then turned onto a
narrow path we used for spring planting. Once weevedone, she began to talk. | had no
idea what to say, and | was relieved that she kmawto handle the situation.

“I'm real sorry ‘bout Hank,” she said. “He’s alwagausin’ trouble.”

“Did you see the fight?” | asked.

“Which one?”

“The one in town.”

“No. Was it awful?”



“Yeah, pretty bad. He beat those boys so bad. lde‘em long after the fight was over.”

She stopped, then | stopped, too. She walked tbose, both of us breathing heavily.
“Tell me the truth, Luke. Did he pick up that stidist?”

Looking at her beautiful brown eyes, | almost séitgs.” But in a flash something
caught me. | thought I'd better play it safe. Hesyafter all, her brother, and in the midst
of one of the many Spruill fights, she might tethreverything | said. Blood’s thicker
than water, Ricky always said. | didn’t want Hamkgng after me.

“It happened real fast,” | said, and started walkiff. She caught up immediately and
said nothing for a few minutes.

“Do you think they’ll arrest him?” she asked.

“I don’t know.”

“What does your grandpa think?”

“Hell if I know.” | thought | might impress her hysing some of Ricky’s words.
“Luke, your language!” she said, quite unimpressed.

“Sorry.” We walked on. “Has he ever killed anybdagfore?” | asked.

“Not that | know of,” she said.

“He went up North once,” she continued as we apgred the creek. “And there was
some trouble. But we never knew what happened.”

| was certain there was trouble wherever Hank went.

Siler’'s Creek ran along the northern boundary affatm, where it snaked its way into
the St. Francis, at a point you could almost ses fthe bridge. Heavy trees lined both
sides, so in the summer it was usually a cool plassvim and bathe. It would dry up,
though, and quickly, and more often than not, threasn’t much water.

| led her down the bank to a gravel bar, wherenthter was deepest. “This is the best
spot,” | said.

“How deep is it?” she asked, looking around.
The water was clear. “ ‘Bout here,” | said, touchaspot not far below my chin.

“There’s nobody around here, right?” She seemeitirzebvous.



“No. Everybody’s back at the farm.”

“You go back up by the trail and look out for m&ag?”
“Okay,” | said, without moving.

“Go on, Luke,” she said, placing her bag on thekban
“Okay,” | said, and started away.

“And, Luke, no peeking, okay?”

| felt as if I'd just been caught. | waved her aff if the thought hadn’t crossed my mind.
“Of course not,” | said.

| crawled up the bank and found a spot a few fbeva the ground, on the limb of an
elm. Perched there, | could almost see the tomuobarn.

“Luke!” she called.
“Yes!”

“Is everything clear?”
“Yep!”

| heard water splash but kept my eyes to the sédtbr a minute or two, | slowly turned
around and looked down the creek. | couldn’t seedred | was somewhat relieved. The
gravel bar was just around a slight bend, andrdestand limbs were thick.

Another minute passed, and | began to feel usé\assne knew we were here, so no one
would be trying to sneak up on her. How often wdubéve the chance to see a pretty
girl bathing? | could recall no specific prohibitiérom the church or the Scriptures,
though | knew it was wrong. But maybe it wasn’titdy sinful.

Because it involved mischief, | thought of Rickyh#{ would he do in a situation like
this?

| climbed down from the elm and sneaked throughdseand brush until | was above the
gravel bar, then | slowly crawled through the bigshe

Her dress and underclothes were hung over a brdiadlly.was deep in the water, her
head covered with white lather as she gently wakkeedhair. | was sweating, but not
breathing. Lying on my stomach in the grass, peetinough two big limbs, | was
invisible to her. The trees were moving more thams.



She was humming, just a pretty girl bathing inee&r; enjoying the cool water. She
wasn’t looking around in fear; she trusted me.

She dipped her head under the water, rinsing eusthmpoo, sending the lather away in
the slight current. Then she stood and reached bar of soap. Her back was to me, and
| saw her rear end, all of it. She was wearing imgthwhich was exactly what | wore
during my weekly baths, and it was what | expecBad.confirming it sent a shudder
throughout my body. Instinctively, | raised my hebhduess for a closer look, then
ducked again when | regained my senses.

If she caught me, she’d tell her father, who’d eyl father, who’d beat me until |
couldn’t walk. My mother would scold me for a we€kan wouldn’t speak to me, she’'d
be so hurt. Pappy would give me a tongue-lashingpbly for the benefit of the others.
I'd be ruined.

In water up to her waist, she bathed her arms bhadtcwhich | could see from the side. |
had never seen a woman’s breasts before, and tetbiflany seven-year-old boy in
Craighead County had. Maybe some kid had stumlped his mother, but | was certain
no boy my age had ever had this view.

For some reason, | thought of Ricky again, andcked idea came from nowhere.
Having seen most of her privates, | now wanteceteyverything. If | yelled “Snake!” at
the top of my voice, she would scream in horroe $ould forget the soap and the
washcloth and the nudity and all that, and she veoamper for dry land. She would go
for her clothes, but for a few glorious secondsuld see it all.

| swallowed hard, tried to clear my throat, butlimad how dry my mouth was. With my
heart racing away, | hesitated, and in doing smksha valuable lesson in patience.

To wash her legs, Tally stepped closer to the b&hk.rose from the creek until the
water covered nothing but her feet. Slowly, with #oap and cloth she bent and stretched
and caressed her legs and buttocks and stomache®ty pounded at the ground.

She rinsed by splashing water over her body. Andnnghe was finished, and still
standing in ankle-deep water, wonderfully nakedlyTtarned and stared directly at the
spot where | happened to be hiding.

| dropped my head and burrowed even deeper intwéfeels. | waited for her to yell
something, but she did not. This sin was unfordealbwas now certain.

| inched backward, very slowly, not making a sowndtjl | was near the edge of the
cotton. Then | crawled furiously along the treeeland resumed my position near the trail,
as if nothing had happened. | tried to look bordwml heard her coming.

Her hair was wet; she’d changed dresses. “Thankse I she said.



“Uh, sure,” | managed to say.

“I| feel so much better.”

So do |, I thought.

We walked slowly back toward the house. Nothing sead at first, but when we were
halfway home she asked, “You saw me, didn’t yolkd2i Her voice was light and
playful, and | didn’t want to lie.

“Yes,” | said.

“That’s okay. I'm not mad.”

“You're not?”

“No. | guess it's only natural, you know, for bayslook at girls.”

It certainly seemed natural. | could think of nathto say.

She continued, “If you'll go with me to the credletnext time, and be my lookout, then
you can do it again.”

“Do what again?”

“Watch me.”

“Okay,” | said, a little too quickly.

“But you can't tell anybody.”

“l won't.”

Over supper, | picked at my food and tried to behaw if nothing had happened. It was
difficult eating, though, with my stomach still tung flips. | could see Tally just as
clearly as if we were still at the creek.

I'd done a terrible thing. And | couldn’t wait t@dt again.

“What're you thinkin’ ‘bout, Luke?” Gran asked.

“Nothin’ much,” | said, jolted back into reality.

“Come on,” Pappy said. “Something’s on your mind.”

Inspiration hit fast. “That switchblade,” | said.



All four adults shook their heads in disapproval.
“Think pleasant thoughts,” Gran said.

Don’t worry, | thought to myself. Don’t worry.

Chapter 13

For the second Sunday in a row, death dominateavorship. Mrs. Letha Haley

Dockery was a large, loud woman whose husbanddfaldr many years earlier and fled
to California. Not surprisingly, there were a fewnmors of what he did once he arrived
there, and the favorite, which I'd heard a few wneas that he had taken up with a
younger woman of another race-possibly Chineseigholike a lot of gossip around
Black Oak, it couldn’t be confirmed. Who'd ever bee California?

Mrs. Dockery had raised two sons, neither of wh@a teceived much distinction but
who had the good sense to leave the cotton patobw@s in Memphis; the other out
West, wherever, exactly, that was.

She had other family scattered around northeasgtansas, and in particular there was
a distant cousin who lived in Paragould, twentyesmiway. Very distant, according to
Pappy, who didn’t like Mrs. Dockery at all. Thisusin in Paragould had a son who was
also fighting in Korea.

When Ricky was mentioned in prayer in our churchyacomfortable event that
happened all the time, Mrs. Dockery was quick tapudorward and remind the
congregation that she, too, had family in the \#e’d corner Gran and would whisper
gravely about the burden of waiting for news frdra front. Pappy talked to no one
about the war, and he had rebuked Mrs. Dockery afte of her early attempts to
commiserate with him. As a family, we simply triedignore what was happening in
Korea, at least in public.

Months earlier, during one of her frequent playssigmpathy, someone had asked Mrs.
Dockery if she had a photo of her nephew.

As a church, we’d been praying for him so much, eslooay wanted to see him. She’d
been humiliated when she couldn’t produce one.

When he was first shipped off, his name had bemmyiNance, and he was a nephew of
her fourth cousin-her “very close cousin.” As tharyprogressed, he became Timmy
Nance, and he also became not just a nephew,drriiane cousin himself, something of



the second or third degree. We couldn’t keep #ight. Though she preferred the name
Timmy, occasionally Jimmy would sneak back into ¢baversation.

Whatever his real name, he’d been killed. We hdadews in church that Sunday
before we could get out of the truck.

They had her in the fellowship hall, surroundeddslies from her Sunday school class,
all of them bawling and carrying on. | watched frardistance while Gran and my
mother waited in line to comfort her, and | trugftfsorry for Mrs. Dockery. However
thick or thin the kinship, the woman was in gregray.

Details were discussed in whispers: He'd been nigia jeep for his commander when
they hit a land mine. The body wouldn’t be hometfeo months, or maybe never. He
was twenty years old and had a young wife at hampen Kennett, Missouri.

While all this conversation was going on, the RendrAkers entered the room and sat
beside Mrs. Dockery. He held her hand, and theygardong and hard and silently. The
entire church was there, watching her, waitingfferasympathies.

After a few minutes, | saw Pappy ease out of thar.do

So this is what it will look like, | thought, if eworst fears come true: From the other
side of the world, they will send the news thathe#ead. Then friends will gather around
us, and everybody will cry.

My throat suddenly ached and my eyes were beginoimgoisten. | said to myself, “This
cannot happen to us. Ricky doesn’t drive a jeep thare, and if he did, he’d have better
sense than to run over a \ land mine. Surely, ¢t@ising home.”

| wasn’t about to get caught crying, so | sneakeidod the building just in time to see
Pappy get in his truck, where | joined him. Weasad stared through the windshield for a
long time; then without a word, he started the ragand we left.

We drove past the gin. Though it was silent on @&yndornings, every farmer secretly
wanted it roaring at full throttle. It operated famly three months out of the year.

We left town with no particular destination in mjrat least | couldn’t determine one. We
stayed on the back roads, graveled and dusty hathaws of cotton just a few feet off
the shoulders.

His first words were, “That’s where the Siscos livde nodded to his left, unwilling to
take a hand off the wheel. In the distance, justlpavisible over the acres of cotton
stalks, was a typical sharecropper’s house. Thedus roof sagged, the porch sloped,
the yard was dirt, and the cotton grew almost éodlbthesline. | didn’t see anyone
moving around, and that was a relief. Knowing Papgymight get the sudden urge to
pull up in the front yard and start a brawl.



We kept going slowly through the endlessly flataotfields. | was skipping Sunday
school, an almost unbelievable treat. My motherldiwtlike it, but she wouldn’t argue
with Pappy. It was my mother who had told me treaahd Gran reached out for me
when they were most worried about Ricky.

He spotted something, and we slowed almost toa Stdat’s the Embry place,” he said,
nodding again. “You see them Mexicans?” | stretcéwed strained and finally saw them,
four or five straw hats deep in the sea of whiemding low as if they had heard us and
were hiding.

“They’re pickin’ on Sunday?” | said.

“Yep.”

We gained speed, and finally, they were out oftsighat’re you gonna do?” | asked,
as if the law were being broken.

“Nothin’. That's Embry’s business.”

Mr. Embry was a member of our church. | couldn’agme him allowing his fields to be
worked on the Sabbath. “Reckon he knows about i&®ked.

“Maybe he doesn’t. | guess it'd be easy for the Mams to sneak out there after he left
for church.” Pappy said this without much conviatio

“But they can’t weigh their own cotton,” | said,aRappy actually smiled.
“No, | guess not,” he said. So it was determined Mr. Embry allowed his Mexicans to
pick on Sunday. There were rumors of this evey it | couldn’t imagine a fine

deacon like Mr. Embry taking part in such a low. $iwas shocked; Pappy was not.

Those poor Mexicans. Haul ‘em like cattle, work ‘éke dogs, and their one day of rest
was taken away while the owner hid in church.

“Let’'s keep quiet about this,” Pappy said, smug ttedd confirmed a rumor.

More secrets.

We heard the congregation singing as we walkedriee church. I'd never been on
the outside when | wasn’t supposed to be. “Ten temlate,” Pappy mumbled to himself
as he opened the door. They were standing anchgingind we were able to slide into
our seats without much commotion. | glanced at amgpts, but they were ignoring me.



When the song was over, we sat down, and | founsethgitting snugly between my
grandparents. Ricky might be in danger, but | waxddainly be protected.

The Reverend Akers knew better than to touch orstigects of war and death. He
began by delivering the solemn news about Timmyddanews everyone had already
heard. Mrs. Dockery had been taken home to recdeals were being planned by her
Sunday school class. It was time, he said, focthach to close ranks and comfort one
of its own.

It would be Mrs. Dockery’s finest hour, and welalew it.

If he dwelt on war, he’d have to deal with Pappyewlthe service was over, so he stuck
to his prepared message. We Baptists took grede prisending missionaries all over the
world, and the entire denomination was in the nadufla great campaign to raise money
for their support. That's what Brother Akers tallaabut-giving more money so we

could send more of our people to places like Ind@ea, Africa, and China. Jesus taught
that we should love all people, regardless of t#ferences. And it was up to us as
Baptists to convert the rest of the world.

| decided | wouldn’t give an extra dime.

I'd been taught to tithe one tenth of my earniragg] | did so grudgingly. It was there in
the Scriptures, though, and hard to argue with.@Bather Akers was asking for
something above and beyond, something optionalhanalas flat out of luck as far as |
was concerned. None of my money was going to Kdieasure the rest of the
Chandlers felt the same way. Probably the entiteath

He was subdued that morning. He was preachingwandad charity, not sin and death,
and | don’t think his heart was in it. With thingsieter than usual, | began to nod off.

After the service, we were in no mood for smaktdlhe adults went straight to the truck,
and we left in a hurry. On the edge of town, mphéatasked, “Where did you and Pappy
go?”

“Just drivin’ around,” | said.

“Whereto?”

| pointed to the east and said, “Over there. Noehezally. | think he just wanted to get
away from church.” He nodded as if he wished h&dewith us.

As we were finishing Sunday dinner, there wasghsknock at the back door. My father
was the closest to it, so he stepped onto the bat and found Miguel and Cowboy.



“Mother, you're needed,” he said, and Gran huroatlof the kitchen. The rest of us
followed.

Cowboy'’s shirt was off; the left side of his chests swollen and looked awful. He could
barely raise his left arm, and when Gran made tont,dhe grimaced. | felt sorry for him.
There was a small flesh wound where the basebdlstrack. “I can count the seams,”
Gran said.

My mother brought a pan of water and a cloth. Aftéew minutes, Pappy and my father
grew bored and left. I'm sure they were worryingathow an injured Mexican might
affect production.

Gran was happiest when she was playing doctorCameboy got the full treatment.
After she dressed the wound, she made him lie ®@adick porch, his head on a pillow
from our sofa.

“He’s got to be still,” she said to Miguel.

“How much pain?” she asked.

“Not much,” Cowboy said, shaking his head. His Estgbkurprised us.

“I wonder if | should give him a painkiller,” sheused in the direction of my mother.
Gran’s painkillers were worse than any broken bane, | gave Cowboy a horrified look.
He read me perfectly and said, “No, no medicinéé $ut ice from the kitchen into a
small burlap bag and gently placed it on his swotlbs. “Hold it there,” she said,
putting his left arm over the bag. When the icectead him, his entire body went rigid,
but he relaxed as the numbness set in. Within slscavater was running down his skin
and dripping onto the porch. He closed his eyeshaedthed deeply.

“Thank you,” Miguel said.

“Gracias,” | said, and Miguel smiled at me.

We left them there, and gathered on the front péocha glass of iced tea.

“His ribs are broken,” Gran said to Pappy, who washe porch swing, digesting his
dinner. He really didn’t want to say anything, hfter a few seconds of silence he
grunted and said, “That’s too bad.”

“He needs to see a doctor.”

“What's a doctor gonna do?”

“Maybe there’s internal bleeding.”



“Maybe there ain’t.”

“It could be dangerous.”

“If he was bleedin’ inside, he’d be dead by nowwdmn't he?”
“Sure he would,” my father added.

Two things were happening here. First and forentbstmen were terrified of having to
pay a doctor. Second, and almost as significaniy, bad fought in the trenches. They had
seen stray body parts, mangled corpses, men withslmissing, and they had no
patience with the small stuff. Routine cuts andhksewere hazards of life. Tough it out.

Gran knew she would not prevalil. “If he dies, ibi our fault.”

“He ain’t gonna die, Ruth,” Pappy said. “And evéhe does, it won't be our fault.
Hank’s the one who broke his ribs.”

My mother left and went inside. She was not feelirgdl again, and | was beginning to
worry about her. Talk shifted to the cotton, anelft the porch.

| crept around back, where Miguel was sitting rastffom Cowboy. Both appeared to be
sleeping. | sneaked into the house and went tokatieeny mother. She was lying on her
bed, her eyes open. “Are you okay, Mom?” | asked.

“Yes, of course, Luke. Don’t worry about me.”

She would've said that no matter how bad shelfédaned on the edge of her bed for a
few moments, and when | was ready to leave, | S#iol)'re sure you're okay?”

She patted my arm and said, “I'm fine, Luke.”

| went to Ricky’s room to get my glove and baseldibuel was gone when | walked
quietly out of the kitchen. Cowboy was sitting twe edge of the porch, his feet hanging
off the boards, his left arm pressing the ice goviunds. He still scared me, but in his
present condition | doubted if he would do any harm

| swallowed hard and held out my baseball, the sameethat had broken his ribs. “How
do you throw that curve?” | asked him. His unkiadéd relaxed, then he almost smiled.
“Here,” he said, and pointed to the grass nextégporch. | hopped down, and stood next
to his knees.

Cowboy gripped the baseball with his first two fmg directly on the seams. “Like this,”
he said. It was the same way Pappy had taught me.



“And then you snap,” he said, twisting his wristteat his fingers were under the ball
when it was released. It was nothing new. | toeklhll and did exactly as he said.

He watched me without a word. That hint of a smiés gone, and | got the impression
he was in a lot of pain.

“Thanks,” | said. He barely nodded.

Then my eyes caught the tip of his switchbladerpdihg from a hole in the right front
pocket of his work pants. | couldn’t help but statét. | looked at him, and then we both
looked down at the weapon. Slowly, he removedhe handle was dark green and
smooth, with carvings on it. He held it up for noesee, then he pressed the switch, and
the blade sprang forth. It snapped, and | jerkexkba

“Where’'d you get that?” | asked. A dumb questi@awhich he offered no answer.

“Do it again,” | said.

In a flash, he pressed the blade against hisdédjng it back into the handle, then waved
it near my face as he snapped the blade out again.

“Can | do it?” | asked.

No, he shook his head firmly.

“You ever stuck anybody with it?”

He drew it closer to himself and gave me a nasii.ltMany men,” he said.

I'd seen enough. | backed away, then trotted assito, where | could be alone. | threw

pop flies to myself for an hour, hoping desperatkbt Tally would happen by on her
way to the creek again.

Chapter 14

We gathered in silence at the tractor early Mondayning. | wanted so badly to sneak
back into the house and into Ricky’s bed and sfeedays. No cotton, no Hank Spruill,
nothing to make life unpleasant. “We can rest ewhnter,” Gran was fond of saying,
and it was true. Once the cotton was picked andig¢lds plowed under, our little farm
hibernated through the cold months.



But in the middle of September, cold weather wdstant dream. Pappy and Mr. Spruill
and Miguel huddled near the tractor and spoke stlynehile the rest of us tried to listen.
The Mexicans were waiting in a group not far awaylan was devised whereby they
would start with the cotton near the barn, so ttmyld simply walk to the fields. We
Arkansans would work a little farther away, and ¢bé&on trailer would act as a dividing
line between the two groups. Distance was needisdeba Hank and Cowboy, otherwise
there would be another killing.

“I don’t want any more trouble,” | heard Pappy sByeryone knew the switchblade
would never leave Cowboy’s pocket, and we doulitetitlank, dumb as he was, would
be stupid enough to attack him again. Over breakfias morning Pappy had ventured
the guess that Cowboy wasn’t the only armed MexiCare reckless move by Hank, and
there might be switchblades flying everywhere. Ttad been shared with Mr. Spruill,
who had assured Pappy that there would be no mmrblé. But by then no one believed
that Mr. Spruill, or anybody else, could controlrtia

It had rained late last night, but there was noeraf it in the fields; the cotton was dry,
the soil almost dusty. But the rain had been sgdPappy and my father as an ominous
warning of the inevitable flooding, and there wasaaxiousness about the two that was
contagious.

Our crops were nearly perfect, and we had jusivanfiere weeks to gather them before
the skies opened. When the tractor stopped neaoth@n trailer, we quickly grabbed our
sacks and disappeared among the stalks. ThereoNasghing or singing from the
Spruills, not a sound from the Mexicans in theathse. And no napping on my patrt. |
picked as fast as | could.

The sun rose quickly and cooked the dew from this lod cotton. The thick air clung to
my skin and soaked my overalls, and sweat drippmd fny chin. One slight advantage
in being so small was that most of the stalks wadter than me; | was partially shaded.

Two days of heavy picking, and the cotton trail@sviull. Pappy took it to town; always
Pappy, never my father. Like my mother and (he gard was one of those chores that
had been designated long before | came along. ewscted to ride with him,
something | always enjoyed because it meant dadripwn, if only to the gin.

After a quick dinner, we took the truck to the dieind hitched up the cotton trailer. Then
we climbed along its edges and secured the tatipasamo bolls would blow away. It
seemed a crime to waste a single ounce of sometrefdyworked so hard to gather.

As we drove back to the house, | saw the Mexicaérial the barn, grouped tightly,
slowly eating their tortillas. My father was at tto®l shed, patching an inner tube for a
front tire on the John Deere. The women were wastlishes. Pappy abruptly stopped
the truck. “Stay here,” he said to me. “I'll behmigoack.” He’'d forgotten something.



When he returned from the house, he was carrymgwelve-gauge shotgun, which he
slid under the seat without a word.

“We goin’ huntin’?” | asked, knowing full well thdtwould not get an answer.

The Sisco affair had not been discussed over dioinen the front porch. | think the
adults had agreed to leave the subject aloneastt iile my presence. But the shotgun
suggested an abundance of possibilities.

| immediately thought of a gunfight, Gene Autrylstyat the gin. The good guys, the
farmers, of course, on one side, blasting awayendhiicking behind and between their
cotton trailers; the bad guys, the Siscos and themds, on the other side returning fire.
Freshly picked cotton flying through the air as titaglers took one hit after another.
Windows crashing. Trucks exploding. By the timeawessed the river, there were
casualties all over the gin lot.

“You gonna shoot somebody?” | asked, in an efimfotce Pappy to say something.
“Tend to your own business,” he said gruffly ashdted gears.

Perhaps he had a score to settle with some offgrstial. This brought to mind one of
the favorite Chandler stories. When Pappy was nyocimger, he, like all farmers,
worked the fields with a team of mules. This wasgl®efore tractors, and all farming
was done by man and animal. A ne’er-do-well neighfaoned Woolbright saw Pappy in
the fields one day, and evidently Pappy was haaibgd day with the mules. According
to Woolbright, Pappy was beating the poor beastsitaieir heads with a large stick. As
Woolbright later told the story at the Tea Shopgped said, “If I'd had a wet burlap sack,
I’d’'ve taught Eli Chandler a thing or two.” Wordtéred back, and Pappy heard what
Woolbright said. A few days later, after a long bay in the fields, Pappy took a burlap
sack, put it in a bucket of water, and skippingnein walked three miles to Woolbright’s
house. Or five miles or ten miles, depending on Wappened to be telling the story.

Once there, he called on Woolbright to come outsatte things. Woolbright was just
finishing dinner, and he may or may not have haduseful of kids. Anyway,
Woolbright walked to the screen door, looked ot ims front yard, and decided things
were safer inside.

Pappy yelled at him repeatedly to come on out. &4eyour burlap sack, Woolbright!”
he yelled. “Now come on out and finish the job.”

Woolbright retreated deeper into his house, andwtwas evident he wasn’t coming
out, Pappy threw the wet burlap sack through theescdoor. Then he walked three or
five or ten miles back home and went to bed, witlthaner.



I’d heard the story enough to believe it was tiEen my mother believed it. Eli
Chandler had been a hot-tempered brawler in hiag@udays, and at the age of sixty he
still had a short fuse.

But he wouldn't kill anybody, unless it was in sdifense. And he preferred to use his
fists or less menacing weapons like burlap sacke.gun was traveling with us just in
case. The Siscos were crazy people.

The gin was roaring when we arrived. A long lindraflers waited ahead of us, and |
knew we’d be there for hours. It was dark when Rapmed off the engine and tapped
his fingers on the wheel. The Cardinals were plgyand | was anxious to get home.

Before getting out of the truck, Pappy surveyedtthgers and the trucks and tractors,
and he watched the farmhands and gin workers gotabeir business. He was looking
for trouble, and seeing none, he finally said| ‘4 check in. You wait here.”

| watched him shuffle across the gravel and stap@bup of men outside the office. He
stayed there awhile, talking and listening. Anotipeup was congregated near a trailer
in the line ahead of us, young men smoking andngl&and waiting. Though the gin was
the center of activity, things moved slowly.

| caught a glimpse of a figure as it appeared fsomewhere behind our truck. “Howdy,
Luke,” the voice said, giving me a start. Whenrkgs around, | saw the friendly face of
Jackie Moon, an older boy from north of town.

“Hi, Jackie,” | said, very relieved. For a splitead | thought one of the Siscos had
started the ambush. He leaned on the front fendbrhis back to the gin, and produced a
cigarette, one that he’d already rolled. “Y’all h@&om Ricky?” he asked.

| watched the cigarette. “Not lately,” | said. “Vget a letter a couple of weeks ago.”
“How'’s he doin’?”

“Fine, | guess.”

He scraped a match on the side of our truck anbditigarette. He was tall and skinny
and had been a basketball star at Monette Highddébioas long as | could remember.
He and Ricky had played together, until Ricky gmight smoking behind the school.
The coach, a veteran who'd lost a leg in the wawnnioed Ricky from the team. Pappy
had stomped around the Chandler farm for a weaaténing to kill his younger son.
Ricky told me privately that he was tired of basleditanyway. He wanted to play
football, but Monette couldn’t have a team becafsmtton picking.

“I might be goin’ over there,” Jackie said.

“To Korea?”



“Yep.”

| wanted to ask why he thought he was needed ie&oks much as | hated picking
cotton, | would much rather do it than get shot\athat about basketball?” | asked.
There was a rumor that Arkansas State was regguitickie.

“I'm quittin’ school,” he said, and blew a cloudtinthe air.

“Why?”

“I'm tired of it. Been goin’ for twelve years alrdg, on and off.

That's more ‘an anybody else in my family. | figuhee learned enough.”

Kids quit school all the time in our county. Rickied several times, and Pappy had
become indifferent. Gran, on the other hand, lammthe law, and he finally graduated.

“Lot of boys gettin’ shot over there,” he said,rstg into the distance.

That was not something | wanted to hear, so | saiting. He finished his cigarette and
thrust his hands deep into his pockets. “They’leteéhat you saw that Sisco fight,” he
said, again without looking at me.

| figured that somehow the fight would get discusdaring this trip to town. |
remembered my father’s stern warning not to distiussncident with anyone.

But | could trust Jackie. He and Ricky had growrtagether.

“Lots of folks saw it,” | said.

“Yeah, but ain’t nobody talkin’. Hillbillies ain’sayin’ a word ‘cause it's one of their own.
Locals ain't talkin’ ‘cause Eli’s told everybody shut up. That's what they’re tellin’,

anyway.”

| believed him. I didn’t doubt for a second thait Ehandler had used the Baptist brethren
to circle the wagons, at least until the cotton imas

“What about the Siscos?” | asked.
“Ain’t nobody seen ‘em. They’re layin’ low. Had thieneral last Friday. Siscos dug the
grave themselves; buried him out behind the Betheich. Stick’s watchin’ ‘em real

close.”

There was another long gap in the conversatioheagih howled behind us. He rolled
another cigarette, lit it, and finally said, “I sawu there, at the fight.”



| felt like I'd been caught committing a crime. Altould think to say was, “So.”

“I saw you with the little Pinter boy. And when tHallbilly picked up that piece of wood,
| looked at the two of you and thought to myselip$e boys don’t need to see this. * And
| was right.”

“l wish | hadn’t seen it.”

“I wish I hadn’t, either,” he said, and dischargedeat circle of smoke.

| looked toward the gin to make sure Pappy wado&e He was still inside somewhere,
in the small office where the gin owner kept thpgravork. Other trailers had arrived and
were parked behind us. “Have you talked to Stidk&Sked.

“Nope. Don't plan to. You?”

“Yeah, he came out to the house.”

“Did he talk to the hillbilly?”

“Yeah.”

“So Stick knows his name?”

“l guess.”

“Why didn’t he arrest him?”

“I'm not sure. | told him it was three against dne.

He grunted and spat into the weeds. “It was thgaenat one all right, but nobody had to
get killed. | don't like the Siscos, nobody doest be didn’'t have to beat ‘em like that.”

| didn’t say anything. He drew on the cigarette Bedan talking, the smoke pouring out
of his mouth and nose.

“His face was blood-red and his eyes were glovang all ‘a sudden he stopped and just
looked down at ‘em, as if a ghost grabbed him aaderhim quit. Then he backed away
and straightened up, and looked at ‘em again s@nifebody else had done it. Then he
walked away, back onto Main Street, and all theo8iscos and their people ran up and
got the boys. They borrowed Roe Duncan’s pickupteded ‘em home. Jerry never
woke up. Roe his self drove Jerry to the hospitahe middle of the night, but Roe said
he was already dead. Fractured skull. Lucky therdiho didn’t die. He beat ‘em just as
bad as he beat Jerry. Ain’'t never seen nothin’itike



“Me neither.”

“I'd skip the fights for a while if | was you. Yote too young.”

“Don’t worry.” | looked at the gin and saw Pappiiére comes Pappy,” | said.

He dropped the cigarette and stepped on it. “Difi'anybody what | said, all right?”
“Sure.”

“I don’t want to get involved with that hillbilly.”

“l won't say a word.”

“Tell Ricky | said hello. Tell him to hold ‘em offll | get there.”

“I will, Jackie.” He disappeared as quietly as lagl lsome.

More secrets to keep.

Pappy unhitched the trailer and got behind the WHéée ain’t waitin’ three hours,” he
mumbled, and started the engine. He drove away fhengin and left town. At some
point late in the night, a gin worker would hitclsraall tractor to our trailer and pull it
forward. The cotton would be sucked into the gimd an hour later two perfect bales
would emerge. They would be weighed, and then sesnpbuld be cut from each and set
aside for the cotton buyer to evaluate. After bfastk Pappy would return to the gin to

get our trailer.

He would examine the bales and the samples, amgbhle find something else to worry
about.

The next day a letter arrived from Ricky. Gran ftdging on the kitchen table when we

came through the back door, our feet dragging amdbacks aching. I'd picked seventy-
eight pounds of cotton that day, an all-time redorch seven-year-old, though records

were impossible to monitor because so much lyingtwe. Especially among kids. Both
Pappy and my father were now picking five hundrednuls every day.

Gran was humming and smiling, so we knew the I&itel good news. She snatched it up
and read it aloud to us. By then she had it meradriz

Dear Mom and Dad and Jesse and Kathleen and Luke:



| hope all is well at home. | never thought I'd sithe cotton picking, but | sure wish |
was home right now. | miss everythingthe farm,ftiel chicken, the Cardinals. Can you
believe the Dodgers will take the pennant? Makesiale

Anyway, I'm doing fine over here. Things are quMte’re not on the front anymore. My
unit is about five miles back, and we’re catchiqpgom some sleep. We’re warm and
rested and eating good, and right now nobody istag at us and we’re not shooting at
anybody.

| really think I'll be home soon. It seems likerts are slowing down a little. We hear
some rumors about peace talks and such, so wetvaugdingers crossed.

| got your last batch of letters, and they meaot ad me. So keep writing. Luke, your
letter was a tad short, so write me a longer one.

Gotta run. Love to all, Ricky—

We passed it around and read it again and aga&n,@nan placed it in a cigar box next to
the radio. All of Ricky’s letters were there, anavas not uncommon to walk through the
kitchen at night and catch Pappy or Gran rereattiem.

The new letter made us forget about our stiff meselnd burned skin, and we all ate in a
hurry so we could sit around the table and writRittky.

Using my Big Chief writing tablet and a pencilpld him all about Jerry Sisco and Hank
Spruill, and | spared no detail. Blood, splinteveabd, Stick Powers, everything. | didn’t
know how to spell a lot (if the words, so | simglyessed. If anyone would forgive me
for misspelling, it was Ricky. Since | didn’t wathiem to know that | was spreading
gossip all the way to Korea, | covered my tablebest | could.

Five letters were written at the same time, anddure five versions of the same events
were described to Ricky. The adults told funnyist®as we wrote. It was a happy
moment in the midst of the harvest. Pappy turnetherradio, and we got the Cardinals
as our letters grew longer and longer.

Sitting around the kitchen table, laughing andiwgitand listening to the game, there was
not a single doubt that Ricky would soon be home.

He said he would be.

Chapter 15



Thursday afternoon, my mother found me in the §e&ldd said that | was needed in the
garden. | happily unstrapped my picking sack afidie other laborers lost in the cotton.
We walked to the house, both of us relieved thatwtbrkday was over.

“We need to visit the Latchers,” she said alongwhg. “| worry about them so. They
might be hungry, you know.”

The Latchers had a garden, though not much oflafeubted if anyone was going
hungry. They certainly didn’'t have a crumb to sparg starvation was unheard of in
Craighead County. Even the poorest of the sharperspmanaged to grow tomatoes and
cucumbers. Every farm family had a few chickensnigyeggs.

But my mother was determined to see Libby so tmatrtmors could be confirmed or
denied.

As we entered our garden, | realized what my motrees doing. If we hurried, and made
it to the Latchers’ before quitting time, then fherents and all those kids would be in the
fields. Libby, if she was in fact pregnant, woulel langing around the house, most likely
alone. She would have no choice but to come outandpt our vegetables. We could
blindside her, nail her with Christian goodnessleheer protectors were away. It was a
brilliant plan.

Under the strict supervision of my mother, | begaiking tomatoes, cucumbers, peas,
butter beans, corn-almost everything in the gartieat that small red tomato there,
Luke, to your right,” she said. “No, no, those peas wait.” And, “No, that cucumber
isn't quite ready.”

Though she often gathered the produce herselfpi&ierred to oversee matters. A
balance to the garden could be maintained if shé&ldaep her distance, survey the
entire plot, and with the eye of an artist, dinegt efforts, or my father’s, in removing the
food from the vines.

| hated the garden, but at that moment | hatedi¢tds even more. Anything was better
than picking cotton.

As | reached for an ear of corn, | saw somethirtgvéen the stalks that stopped me cold.
Beyond the garden was a small, shaded strip ofgtas narrow to play catch on, and
thus good for nothing. Next to it was the east wabur house, the side away from any
traffic. On the west side was the kitchen door,gaking place for our truck, the
footpaths that led to the barn, the outbuildingsl e fields. Everything happened on
the west side; nothing on the cast.

At the corner, facing the garden and out of vievewdryone, someone had painted a
portion of the bottom board. Painted it white. Tast of the house was the same pale
brown it had always been, the same drab colordyfsalirdy oak planks.



“What is it, Luke?” my mother asked. She was newex hurry in the garden, because it
was her sanctuary, but today she was planning &@ustmand time was crucial.

“I don’'t know,” | said, still frozen.

She stepped beside me and peered through thea&stat bordered and secluded her
garden, and when her eyes settled upon the paiwotd, she, too, stood still.

The paint was thick at the corner, but thinnechadibbard ran toward the rear of the
house. It was obviously a work in progress. Somewse painting our house.

“It's Trot,” she said softly, a smile forming atetltorners of her mouth.

| hadn’t thought of him, hadn’t yet had time to saer a culprit, but it immediately
became clear that he was the painter. Who elsel @oloé? Who else loitered around the
front yard all day with nothing to do while the re$ us slaved in the fields? Who else
would work at such a pitiful pace? Who else wowddense enough to paint another
man’s house without permission?

And it had been Trot who'd yelled at Hank to stofuring me about our little unpainted,
sodbuster house. Trot had come to my rescue.

But where would Trot get the money to buy paint? Arhy would he do it in the first
place? Oh, there were dozens of questions.

She took a step back, then left the garden. Iigdhb her to the corner of the house,
where we examined the paint. We could smell itehand it appeared to be sticky. She
surveyed the front yard. Trot was nowhere to ba.see

“What're we gonna do?” | asked.

“Nothing, at least not now.”

“You gonna tell anybody?”

“I'll talk to your father about it. In the meantimiet’s keep it a secret.”

“You told me secrets were bad for boys.”

“They’re bad when you keep them from your parents.”

We filled two straw baskets with vegetables andlémbthem into the truck. My mother
drove about once a month. She could certainly aReppy’s truck, but she could not

relax behind the wheel. She gripped it fiercelynped the clutch and brakes, then turned
the key. We jerked and lurched in reverse, and éuaghed as the old truck slowly got



turned around. As we left, | saw Trot lying undeg Spruill truck, watching us from
behind a rear tire.

The frolicking stopped minutes later when we gaheriver. “Hang on, Luke,” she said
as she shifted into low and leaned over the wiegleyes wild with fear. Hang on to
what? It was a one-lane bridge with no guardr#ilshe drove off, then we’d both drown.
“You can do it, Mom,” | said without much convictio

“Of course | can,” she said. I'd crossed the bridggh her before, and it was always an
adventure. We crept over it, both afraid to loabywd. We didn’t breathe until we hit dirt
on the other side.

“Good job, Mom,” | said.

“Nothin’ to it,” she said, finally exhaling.

At first | couldn’t see any Latchers in the fieldhsit as we approached the house, | saw a
cluster of straw hats deep in the cotton, at thera of their crop. | couldn't tell if they
heard us, but they did not stop picking. We pardede to the front porch as the dust
settled around the truck. Before we could get blus. Latcher was coming down the
front steps, wiping her hands nervously on a ragpofie sort. She seemed to be talking to
herself and appeared very worried.

“Hello, Mrs. Chandler,” she said, looking off. Ivex knew why she didn’t use my
mother’s first name. She was older and had at Bashore children.

“Hello, Darla. We’ve brought some vegetables.”

The two women were facing each other. “I'm so glad're here,” Mrs. Latcher said, her
voice very anxious.

“What's the matter?”

Mrs. Latcher glanced at me, but only for a sec6hdeed you -help. It's Libby. | think
she’s about to have a baby.”

“A baby?” my mother said, as if she hadn't a clue.
“Yes. | think she’s in labor.”
“Then let’s call the doctor.”

“Oh no. We can’t do that. No one can know aboud.tNio one. It has to be kept quiet.”



| had moved to the rear of the truck, and | wasichang down a bit so Mrs. Latcher
couldn’t see me. That way, | figured she’d talk emmxd@@omething big was about to happen,
and | didn’t want to miss any of it.

“We're so ashamed,” she said, her voice crackiggpe‘won't tell us who the father is,
and right now | don’t care. | just want the babyti here.”

“But you need a doctor.”

“No ma’am. Nobody can know about this. If the doeatomes, then the whole county’ll
know. You gotta keep it quiet, Mrs. Chandler. Can promise me?”

The poor woman was practically crying. She was eledp to keep a secret that had been
the talk of Black Oak for months.

“Let me see her,” my mother said without answethgquestion, and the women started
for the house. “Luke, you stay here at the truskg said over her shoulder.

As soon as they disappeared inside, | walked arthmtiouse and peeked into the first
window | saw. It was a tiny living room with oldirty mattresses on the floor. At the
next window, | heard their voices. | froze anddistd. The fields were behind me.

“Libby, this is Mrs. Chandler,” Mrs. Latcher wasygay. “She’s here to help you.”

Libby whimpered something | couldn’t understande Skemed to be in great pain. Then
| heard her say, “I'm so sorry.”

“It's gonna be okay,” my mother said. “When did tabor start?”
“About an hour ago,” Mrs. Latcher replied.

“I'm so scared, Mama,” Libby said, much louder. Keice was pure terror. Both ladies
tried to calm her.

Now that | was no longer a novice on the subjedenfale anatomy, | was quite anxious
to have a look at a pregnant girl. But she soundedalose to the window, and if | got
caught peeking in, my father would beat me for akvé\n unauthorized view of a
woman in labor was undoubtedly a sin of the gréategnitude. | might even be stricken
blind on the spot.

But | couldn’t help myself. | crouched and slinkedt under the windowsill. | removed
my straw hat and was easing upward when a headyoldirt landed less than two feet
from my head. It crashed onto the side of the heuea boom, rattling the rickety
boards and scaring the women to the point of matiegn yell. Bits of dirt splattered and
hit the side of my face. | hit the ground and rdl&vay from the window. Then |
scrambled to my feet and looked at the fields.



Percy Latcher was not far away, standing betweertws of cotton, holding another
clod of dirt with one hand, and pointing at me wattother.

“It's your boy,” a voice said.
| looked at the window and got a glimpse of Mrstdber's head. One more look at Percy,
and | raced like a scalded dog back to the pickjymped into the front seat, rolled up

the window, and waited for my mother.

Percy disappeared into the fields. It would betogttime soon, and | wanted to leave
before the rest of the Latchers drifted in.

A couple of toddlers appeared on the porch, botheh naked, a boy and a girl, and |
wondered what they thought of their big sister hgwet another one. They just stared at
me.

My mother came out in a hurry, Mrs. Latcher on Ineegls, talking rapidly as they walked
to the truck.

“I'll get Ruth,” my mother said, meaning Gran.

“Please do, and hurry,” Mrs. Latcher said.

“Ruth’s done this many times.”

“Please get her. And please don't tell anyone. @arrust you, Mrs. Chandler?”
My mother was opening the door, trying to get iesithf course you can.”
“We're so ashamed,” Mrs. Latcher said, wiping tedPéease don't tell anyone.”

“It's goin’ to be all right, Darla,” my mother saiturning the key. “I'll be back in half an
hour.”

We lunged into reverse, and after a few bolts aopiss we were turned around and
leaving the Latcher place. She was driving muctefaand this kept her attention,
mostly.

“Did you see Libby Latcher?” she finally asked.

“No ma’am,” | said quickly and firmly. | knew theugstion was coming, and | was ready
with the truth.

“Are you sure?”



“Yes ma’am.”

“What were you doin’ beside the house?”

“I was just walkin’ around when Percy threw a didd at me. That's what hit the house.
It wasn’t my fault, it was Percy’s.” My words wefast and sure, and | know she wanted

to believe me. More important matters were on hiedm

We stopped at the bridge. She shifted into lowd helr breath, and again said, “Hang on,
Luke.”

Gran was in the backyard, at the pump drying heg tnd hands and about to start
supper. | had to run to keep up with my mother.

“We have to go to the Latchers’,” she said. “Thialtig in labor, and her mother wants
you to deliver it.”

“Oh, dear,” Gran said, her weary eyes suddenlyahith adventure. “So she’s really
pregnant.”

“Very much so. She’s been in labor for over an tiour

| was listening hard and thoroughly enjoying mydlwement, when suddenly and for no
apparent reason, both women turned and stared.dt.oie2, go to the house,” my
mother said rather sternly, and began pointingf, lagidn’'t know where the house was.
“What'd | do?” | asked, wounded.

“Just go,” she said, and | began to slink away.ulrg would get me nowhere. They
resumed their conversation in hushed tones, araklavthe back porch when my mother
called to me.

“Luke, run to the fields and get your father! Weadenim!”

“And hurry!” Gran said. She was thrilled with theoppect of doctoring on a real patient.
| didn’t want to go back to the fields, and | wowkl argued but for the fact that Libby
Latcher was having a baby at that very momentid, $¥es ma’am,” and sprinted past
them.

My father and Pappy were at the trailer, weighiatjan for the last time that day. It was

almost five, and the Spruills had gathered withrtheavy sacks. The Mexicans were
nowhere to be seen.



| managed to pull my father aside and explain thigon. He said something to Pappy,
and we trotted back to the house. Gran was gathstipplies-rubbing alcohol, towels,
painkillers, bottles of nasty remedies that woulskenLibby forget about child birthing.
She was arranging her arsenal on the kitchen tabte| had never seen her move so fast.

“Get cleaned up!” she said sharply to my fatherot¥l drive us there. It might take
some time.” | could tell he was less than excitedud getting dragged into this, but he
wasn’t about to argue with his mother.

“I'll get cleaned up, too,” | said.

“You're not going anywhere,” my mother said to riée was at the kitchen sink, slicing
a tomato. Pappy and | would get leftovers for supipeaddition to the usual platter of
cucumbers and tomatoes.

They left in a rush, my father driving, my motheedged between him and Gran, the
three of them off to rescue Libby. | stood on ttenf porch and watched them speed
away, a cloud of dust boiling behind the truck Lihstopped at the river. | really wanted
to go.

Supper would be beans and cold biscuits. Pappyl heftevers. He thought the women
should’ve prepared supper before tending to theHaas, but then, he was opposed to
sending them food in the first place.

“Don’t know why both women had to go,” he mumbledhe sat down. “They’re as
curious as cats, aren’t they, Luke? They can't teaget over there, and see that pregnant
girl.”

“Yes sir,” | said.

He blessed the food with a quick prayer, and werasdence.

“Who are the Cardinals playin’?” he asked.

“Reds.”

“You wanna listen to it?”

“Sure.” We listened to the game every night. Whse evas there to do?

We cleared the table and placed our dirty dishelsarsink. Pappy would never consider
washing them; that was work for the women. Afterkdave sat on the porch in our usual
positions and waited for Harry Caray and the CaidinThe air was heavy and still

dreadfully hot.

“How long does it take to have a baby?” | asked.



“Depends,” Pappy said from his swing. That wasalkaid, and after waiting long
enough, | asked, “Depends on what?”

“Oh, lots of things. Some babies pop right outeoshitake days.”

“How long did | take?”

He thought for a moment. “Don’t guess | remembestbabies usually take longer.”
“Were you around?”

“Nope. | was on a tractor.” The arrival of babieasmnot a subject Pappy cared to dwell
on, and the conversation lagged.

| saw Tally ease away from the front yard and disap into the darkness. The Spruills
were settling in; their cooking fire was just about.

The Reds scored four runs in the top of the firatrig. Pappy got so upset he went to bed.
| turned off the radio and sat on the porch, waighor Tally. Before long, | heard Pappy
snoring.

Chapter 16

| was determined to sit on the front steps and feaimy parents and Gran to return from
the Latchers’. | could almost see the scene owettihe women in the back room with
Libby, the men sitting outside with all those chdd, as far away from the birthing as
possible. Their house was just across the rivearfanat all, and | was missing it.

Fatigue was hitting hard, and | almost fell aslégpmp Spruill was still and dark, but |
hadn’t seen Tally come back yet.

| tiptoed through the house, heard Pappy in a desgp, and went to the back porch. | sat
on the edge with my legs hanging off. The fieldgdel the barn and the silo were a soft
gray when the moon broke through the scatteredisloDtherwise, they were hidden in
black. | saw her walking alone on the main fielddpjust as moonlight swept the land

for a second. She was in no hurry. Then everythiag black again. There was not a
sound for a long time, until she stepped on a tveigr the house.

“Tally,” | whispered as loudly as | could.

After a long pause, she answered, “Is that you gtk



“Over here,” | said. “On the porch.”

She was barefoot and made no sound when she wallkedi're you doin’ out here,
Luke?” she said, standing in front of me.

“Where’'ve you been?” | asked.

“Just takin’ a walk.”

“Why are you takin’ a walk?”

“I don’t know. Sometimes | have to get away from fagnily.”

That certainly made sense to me. She sat besiamniee porch, pulled her skirt up past
her knees, and began swinging her legs.

“Sometimes | want to just run away from them,” shéd, very softly. “You ever want to
run away, Luke?”

“Not really. I'm only seven. But I'm not gonna livreere for the rest of my life.”
“Where you gonna live?”

“St. Louis.”

“Why St. Louis?”

“That’s where the Cardinals play.”

“And you're gonna be a Cardinal?”

“Sure am.”

“You're a smart boy, Luke. Only a fool would wanpiak cotton for the rest of his life.
Me, | wanna go up North, too, up where it's coall &inere’s lots of snow.”

“Where?”

“I'm not sure. Montreal, maybe.”
“Where's that?”

“Canada.”

“Do they have baseball?”



“I don’t think so.”
“Then forget it.”

“No, it's beautiful. We studied it in school, indbory. It was settled by the French, and
that's what everybody speaks.”

“Do you speak French?”

“No, but | can learn.”

“It's easy. | can already speak Spanish. Juan tamghast year.”
“‘Really?”

“gjp

“Say something else.”

“Buenos dias. Por favor. Adios. Gracias. Senor. Gesta?”

“Wow.”

“See, | told you it was easy. How far away is Meatf”

“I'm not sure. A long way, | think. That’s one reasl wanna go there.”

A light suddenly came on in Pappy’s bedroom. Itdeross the far end of the porch and
startled us. “Be quiet,” | whispered.

“Who is it?” she whispered back, ducking as if btdlwere about to come our way.
“That’s just Pappy getting some water. He’s up dadn all night long.” Pappy went to
the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. | watdhiedthrough the screen door. He drank
two glasses of water, then stomped back to hisdosaand turned off the light. When
things were dark and silent again, she said, “Véhyei up all night?”

“He worries a lot. Ricky’s fightin’ in Korea.”

“Who’s Ricky?”

“My uncle. He’s nineteen.”

She pondered this for a moment, then said, “Isute™



“I don’t know. Don't really think about that. Heray best buddy, and | wish he’d come
home.”

We thought about Ricky for a moment as our feegtihoff the porch and the night
passed.

“Say, Luke, the pickup left before dinner. Wher#’'do?”
“Over to the Latchers’.”

“Who are they?”

“Some sharecroppers just across the river.”

“Why’d they go over there?”

“I can't tell you.”

“Why not?”

“*‘Cause it's a secret.”

“What kinda secret?”

“Big one.”

“Come on, Luke. We already have secrets, don’'t we?”
“l guess.”

“I haven't told anybody that you watched me at¢heek, have 1?”
“l guess not.”

“And if | did, you'd get in big trouble, wouldn’tgu?”

“I reckon | would.”

“So there. | can keep a secret, you can keep atséww what’s goin’ on over at the
Latchers™?”

“You promise you won't tell.”

“| promise.”



The whole town already knew Libby was pregnant. WWbes the use in pretending it was
a secret anyway? “Well, there’s this girl, Libbyttlaer, and she’s havin’ a baby. Right
now.”

“How old is she?”

“Fifteen.”

“Gosh.”

“And they're tryin’ to keep it quiet. They wouldndall a real doctor ‘cause then
everybody would know about it. So they asked Goacoime over and birth the baby.”

“Why are they keepin’ it quiet?”
“ *Cause she ain’'t married.”
“No kiddin’. Who's the daddy?”
“She ain’t sayin’.”
“Nobody knows?”
“Nobody but Libby.”

“Do you know her?”

“I've seen her before, but there’s a bunch of Latshl know her brother Percy. He says
he’s twelve, but I'm not so sure. Hard to tell ‘sautthey don’t go to school.”

“Do you know how girls get pregnant?”

“I reckon not.”

“Then I'd better not tell you.”

That was fine with me. Ricky had tried once to taliout girls, but it was sickening.

Her feet swung faster as she digested this wonldgofisip. “The river ain’t far,” she said.
“‘Bout a mile.”

“How far on the other side do they live?”

“Just a little ways down a dirt trail.”



“You ever see a baby birthed, Luke?”
“Nope. Seen cows and dogs but not a real baby.”
“Me neither.”

She dropped to her feet, grabbed my hand, and gamkeoff the porch. Her strength
was surprising. “Let’s go, Luke. Let's go see wivatcan see.” She was dragging me
before | could think of anything to say.

“You're crazy, Tally,” | protested, trying to stdyer.

“No, Luke,” she whispered. “It's an adventure, jliseé down at the creek the other day.
You liked that, didn’t you?”

“Sure did.”
“Then trust me.”
“What if we get caught?”

“How we gonna get caught? Everybody’s sound askeepnd here. Your grandpa just
woke up and didn’t think about lookin’ in on youoi@e on, don’'t be a chicken.”

| suddenly realized | would’ve followed Tally anye#e.

We crept behind the trees, through the ruts wherdrtick should've been, along the
short drive, staying as far away from the Sprugpossible. We could hear snoring and
the heavy breathing of weary people asleep at\ldstmade it to the road without a
sound. Tally was quick and agile, and she cut tindbe night. We turned toward the
river, and the moon broke free and lit our pathe ®he-lane road was barely wide
enough for two trucks to squeeze past each othdrcatton grew close to its edges. With
no moon we had to watch our steps, but with thet hge could look up and see ahead.
We were both barefoot. There was just enough giavible road to keep our steps short
and quick, but the soles of our feet were likeldaher of my baseball glove.

| was scared but determined not to show it. Shmeddo have no fear-no fear of getting
caught, no fear of the darkness, no fear of sngalkmon a house where a baby was
being born. At times Tally was aloof, almost moauhd dark, and seemed as old as my
mother. Then she could be a kid who laughed wherpiyed baseball, liked being
looked at when she bathed, took long walks in tim,dand most important, enjoyed the
company of a seven-year-old.

We stopped in the center of the bridge and casefotiked over its side at the water
below. | told her about the channel catfish dowareéh about how big they were and the
trash they fed on, and about the forty-four-pound that Ricky had caught. She held my



hand as we crossed to the other side, a gentlesguene of affection and not
safeguarding.

The trail to the Latchers’ was much darker. We gldwonsiderably because we were
trying to see the house while staying on the t&ince they had no electricity, there were
no lights, nothing but blackness in their bendhef tiver.

She heard something and stopped cold. Voicesnalffe distance. We stepped to the
edge of their cotton and waited patiently for theom | pointed here and there and gave
her my best guess as to the location of their holise voices were of children, no doubt
the Latcher brood.

The moon finally cooperated, and we got a lookatlandscape. The dark shadow of the
house was the same distance as our barn was baokiporch, about 350 feet, same as
home plate is from the outfield wall in SportsmaRak. Most great distances in my life
were measured by that wall. Pappy’s truck was mhikéhe front.

“We’d better go around this way,” she said calnaly if she’d led many such raids. We
sank into the cotton and followed one row and tweother as we silently moved in a
great semicircle through their crops. In most pdatieeir cotton was almost as tall as |
was. When we came to a gap where the stalks werenh stopped and studied the
terrain. There was a faint light in the back rodnthe house, the room where they kept
Libby. When we were directly east of it, we begatting across rows of cotton, very
quietly moving toward the house.

The chances of someone seeing us were slim. Weniwesgected, of course, and they
were thinking of other matters. And the crops wrek and dark at night; a kid could
crawl on hands and knees through the stalks witbeeit being seen.

My partner in crime moved deftly, as ably as angieo I'd seen in the movies. She kept
her eyes on the house and carefully brushed thes staide, always clearing a path for
me. Not a word was spoken. We took our time, slaadyancing on the side of the house.
The cotton grew close to the narrow dirt yard, atheén we were ten rows away, we
settled in a spot and surveyed the situation.

We could hear the Latcher kids gathered near amkupi which was parked as far away
from the front porch as possible. My father and Matcher sat on the tailgate, talking

softly. The children were quiet, and then theytalked at once. Everyone seemed to be
waiting, and after a few minutes | got the impresghey’d been waiting for a long time.

Before us was the window, and from our hiding plaeewere closer to the action than
the rest of the Latchers and my father. And we weyaderfully hidden from everything;
a searchlight from the roof of the house couldh@ote spotted us.



There was a candle on a table of some sort justaribe window. The women moved
around, and judging from the shadows that rosefe@hd figured there were several
candles in the room. The light was dim, the shadosasy.

“Let’'s move forward,” Tally whispered. By then weleen there for five minutes, and
though | was frightened, | didn’t think we wouldez\get caught.

We advanced ten feet, and then nestled down irhansafe place.

“This is close enough,” | said.

“Maybe.”

The light from the room fell to the ground outsidé&e window had no screen, no
curtains. As we waited, my heart slowed, and myathiag returned to normal. My eyes
focused on the surroundings, and | began to heasdbnds of the night-the crickets’
chorus, the bullfrogs croaking down by the rivee murmuring of the deep voices of the

men in the distance.

My mother and Gran and Mrs. Latcher also talkedery low voices. We could hear, but
we couldn’t understand.

When all was quiet and still, Libby screamed inrag@and | nearly jumped out of my
skin. Her pained voice echoed through the fieldd, lavas sure she had died. Silence
engulfed the pickup. Even the crickets seemeddo fetr a second.

“What happened?” | asked.

“A labor contraction,” Tally said, without takinggheyes off the window.

“What's that?”

She shrugged. “Just part of it. It'll get worse.”

“That poor girl.”

“She asked for it.”

“What do you mean?” | asked.

“Never mind,” she said.

Things were quiet for a few minutes, then we héaloby crying. Her mother and Gran
tried to console her. “I'm so sorry,” Libby saidenand over.

“It's gonna be all right,” her mother said.



“Nobody’ll know about it,” Gran said. It was obvisly a lie, but maybe it provided a
little relief for Libby.

“You're gonna have a beautiful baby,” my mothedsai

A stray Latcher wandered over, one of the mid-saeels, and sneaked its way close to
the window, the same way I'd crept upon it jusew hours earlier, just moments before
Percy nearly maimed me with the dirt clod. He a-tlouldn’t tell the difference-began
snooping and was getting an eyeful when an olddingi barked at the end of the house,
“Lloyd, get away from that window.”

Lloyd immediately withdrew and scurried away in ttegkness. His trespass was
promptly reported to Mr. Latcher, and a vicious-teipping ensued somewhere nearby.
Mr. Latcher used a stick of some variety. He keyirsg, “Next time I'll get me a bigger
stick!” Lloyd thought the current one was more tleamough. His screams probably could
be heard at the bridge.

When the mauling was over, Mr. Latcher boomedolt tyou kids to stay close, and to
stay away from the house!”

We could not see this episode, nor did we haviotget the full effect.

But | was more horrified thinking about the sewedahd duration of the beating I'd get if
my father knew where | was at that moment. | suderanted to leave.

“How long does it take to have a baby?” | whispeiedally. If she was weary, she
didn’'t show it. She rested on her knees, frozenglges never leaving the window.

“Depends. First one always takes longer.”

“How long does the seventh one take?”

“I don’t know. By then they just drop out, | gue¥gho’s had seven?”

“Libby’s mom. Seven or eight. | think she drops @ngear.”

| was about to doze off when the next contractibnAgain it rattled the house and led

first to weeping and then to soothing words ingfteeroom. Then things leveled off once
more, and | realized this might go on for a lomgeti

When | couldn’t keep my eyes open any longer, lecbup on the warm soil between the
two rows of cotton. “Don’t you think we oughta leg/ | whispered.



“No,” she said firmly, without moving.
“Wake me up if anything happens,” | said.

Tally readjusted herself. She sat on her rear aveked her legs, and gently placed my
head in her lap. She rubbed my shoulder and my. hetdin’t want to go to sleep, but |
just couldn’t help it.

When | awoke, | was at first lost in a strange @wplying in a field, in total blackness. |
didn’t move. The ground around me wasn’'t warm amgnand my feet were cold. |
opened my eyes and stared above, terrified urgélized there was cotton standing over
me. | heard urgent voices nearby. Someone saitib$l,i and | was jolted back to reality.
| reached for Tally, but she was gone.

| rose from the ground and peered through the goftbe scene hadn’'t changed. The
window was still open, the candles still burningt my mother and Gran and Mrs.
Latcher were very busy.

“Tally! | whispered urgently, too loud, | thougHhtut | was more scared than ever.
“Shhhhh!” came the reply. “Over here.”

| could barely see the back of her head, two rawsant and over to the right. She had,
of course, angled for a better view. | knifed thgbuhe stalks and was soon at her side.

Home plate is sixty feet from the pitcher’'s mouwée were much closer to the window
than that. Only two rows of cotton stood betweeans the edge of their side yard.
Ducking low and looking up through the stalks, ulcbfinally see the shadowy sweating
faces of my mother and grandmother and Mrs. LatcHesy were staring down, looking
at Libby, of course, and we could not see her.nshsure | wanted to at this point, but
my buddy certainly did.

The women were reaching and shoving and urgingdhpush and breathe and push and
breathe, all the while assuring her that thingsevggring to be fine. Things didn’t sound
fine. The poor girl was bawling and grunting, ogoaally yelling-high piercing shrieks
that were hardly muffled by the walls of the rod#er anguished voice carried deep
through the still night, and | wondered what htldibrothers and sisters thought of it all.

When Libby wasn’t grunting and crying, she was sgylI’'m sorry. I'm so sorry.” It
went on and on, time after time, a mindless chamhfa suffering girl.

“It's okay, sweetie,” her mother replied a thousdintes.
“Can’t they do something?” | whispered.

“Nope, not a thing. The baby comes when it wants to



| wanted to ask Tally just exactly how she knewraah about childbirthing, but | held
my tongue. It was none of my business, and shedyaaibably tell me so.

Suddenly, things were quiet and still inside themmo The Chandler women backed away,
then Mrs. Latcher leaned down with a glass of watidaby was silent.

“What's the matter?” | asked.

“Nothing.”

The break in the action gave me time to think deothings, namely getting caught. I'd
seen enough. This adventure had run its courshy. Aad likened it to the trip to Siler’s
Creek, but it paled in comparison with that liglecapade. We’d been gone for hours.
What if Pappy stumbled into Ricky’s room to checkmoe? What if one of the Spruills
woke up and started looking for Tally? What if naghfer got bored with it all and went
home?

The beating I'd get would hurt for days, if in fdcurvived it. | was beginning to panic
when Libby started heaving loudly again, while W@men implored her to breathe and
push.

“There it is!” my mother said, and a frenzy follogvas the women hovered frantically
over their patient.

“Keep pushin’!” Gran said loudly.
Libby groaned even more. She was exhausted, lbedasttithe end was in sight.
“Don’t give up, sweetie,” her mother said. “Donivg up.”

Tally and | were perfectly still, mesmerized by ttrama. She took my hand and
squeezed it tightly. Her jaws were clenched, hesayide with wonder.

“It's comin’” my mother said, and for a brief momiethings were quiet. Then we heard
the cry of a newborn, a quick gurgling protest, amtew Latcher had arrived.

“It's a boy,” Gran said, and she lifted up the tinjant, still covered in blood and
afterbirth.

“It's a boy,” Mrs. Latcher repeated.
There was no response from Libby.

I'd seen more than | bargained for. “Let’s go,’ald trying to pull away, but Tally
wasn’t moving.



Gran and my mother continued working on Libby witles. Latcher cleaned the baby,
who was furious about something and crying loutouldn’t help but think of how sad
it would be to become a Latcher, to be born intd #mall, dirty house with a pack of
other kids.

A few minutes passed, and Percy appeared at traowir'Can we see the baby?” he
asked, almost afraid to look in.

“In a minute,” Mrs. Latcher replied.

They gathered at the window, the entire collectbhatchers, including the father, who
was now a grandfather, and waited to see the Q@dimy were just in front of us, halfway
between home and the mound, it seemed, and | stdppathing for fear they would
hear us. But they weren’t thinking about intruddisey were looking at the open
window, all still with wonder.

Mrs. Latcher brought the infant over and leanedmsw he could meet his family. He
reminded me of my baseball glove; he was almodbds and wrapped in a towel. He
was quiet for the moment and appeared unimpresgbdhe mob watching him.

“How’s Libby?” one of them asked.
“She’s fine,” Mrs. Latcher said.
“Can we see her?”

“No, not right now. She’s very tired.” She withdréle baby, and the other Latchers
retreated slowly to the front of the house. | caubd see my father, but | knew he was
hiding somewhere near his truck. Hard cash couté@ntice him to look at an
illegitimate newborn.

For a few minutes, the women seemed as busy aslthegn just before the birth, but
then they slowly finished their work.

My trance wore off, and | realized that we werergl way from home. “We gotta go,
Tally!” | whispered urgently. She was ready andlldwed her as we backtracked,
cutting our way through the stalks until we wereagirom the house, then turning south
and running with the rows of cotton. We stoppeddbour bearings. The light from the
window could not be seen. The moon had disappe@irexte were no shapes or shadows
from the Latcher place. Total darkness.

We turned west, again stepping across the rowsnguhrough the stalks, pushing them
aside so they wouldn’t scrape our faces. The rowle@, and we found the trail leading

to the main road. My feet hurt, and my legs achetlwe couldn’t waste time. We ran to
the bridge. Tally wanted to watch the waters smiylbelow, but | made her keep going.



“Let’s walk,” she said, on our side of the bridged for a moment we stopped running.
We walked in silence, both of us trying to catchn oreath. Fatigue was quickly gaining
on us; the adventure had been worth it, but we wayeng the price. We were
approaching our farm when there was a rumblingrizebs. Headlights! On the bridge!
In terror, we bolted into high gear. Tally coulds#&aoutrun me, which would’ve been
humiliating except that | didn’t have time for sh@nand she held back a step so she
wouldn’t lose me.

| knew my father would not drive fast, not at nigbm our dirt road, with Gran and my
mother with him, but the headlights were still gaghon us. When we were close to our
house, we jumped the shallow ditch and ran alofigjéh The engine was getting louder.

“I'll wait here, Luke,” she said, stopping near theége of our yard. The truck was almost
upon us. “You run to the back porch and sneakKlirwait till they go inside. Hurry.”

| kept running, and darted around the back corh#étehouse just as the truck pulled
into the yard. | crept into the kitchen withoutausd, then to Ricky’s room, where |
grabbed a pillow and curled up on the floor, nexte window. | was too dirty and wet
to get into bed, and | prayed they’d be too tiedheck on me.

They made little noise as they entered the kitcfibey whispered as they removed their
shoes and boots. A ray of light slanted into mymo@heir shadows moved through it,
but no one looked in on little Luke. Within minuti®y were in bed, and the house was
quiet. | planned to wait a bit, then slip into thiechen and wash my face and hands with
a cloth. Afterward I'd crawl into the bed and sldegever. If they heard me moving
about, I'd simply say that they had awakened mennthey got home.

Formulating this plan was the last thing | rememiefore falling fast asleep.

Chapter 17

| don’t know how long | slept, but it felt like onminutes. Pappy was kneeling over me,
asking me why | was on the floor. | tried to ansviert nothing worked. | was paralyzed
from fatigue.

“It's just me and you,” he said. “The rest of ‘ensleepin’ in.” His voice was dripping
with contempt.

Still unable to think or speak, | followed him teetkitchen, where the coffee was ready.
We ate cold biscuits and sorghum in silence. Papipgourse, was irritated because he



expected a full breakfast. And he was furious bsedbran and my parents were sleeping
instead of preparing for the fields.

“That Latcher girl had a baby last night,” he sauing his mouth. That Latcher girl and
her new baby were interfering with our cotton, and breakfast, and Pappy could barely
control his temper.

“She did?” | said, trying to appear surprised.

“Yeah, but they still ain’t found the daddy.”

“They haven't?”

“No. They wanna keep it quiet, okay, so don’t saything about it.”

“Yes sir.”

“Hurry up. We gotta go.”

“What time did they get in?”

“Around three.”

He left and started the tractor. | placed the dishehe sink and looked in on my parents.
They were deathly still; the only sounds were &lbreathing. | wanted to shake off my
boots, crawl into bed with them, and sleep for akvénstead, | dragged myself outside.
The sun was just breaking over the trees to thie kethe distance, | could see the
silhouettes of the Mexicans walking into the fields

The Spruills were trudging over from the front yardlly was nowhere to be seen. |
asked Bo, and he said she was feeling bad. Mayhbpset stomach. Pappy heard this,
and his frustration jumped up another notch. Anogheker in bed instead of in the fields.

All I could think was: Why hadn’t | thought of apset stomach?

We rode a quarter of a mile to a spot where thifbllicotton trailer was parked, rising
like a monument amid the flat fields and callingoask for another day of misery. We
slowly took our sacks and began picking. | waitedRappy to move down his row, then
| moved far away from him, and far away from theusfs.

| worked hard for an hour or so. The cotton was avet soft to the touch, and the sun
was not yet overhead. | was not motivated by mandgar; rather, | wanted a soft place
to sleep. When | was so deep in the fields no onkddind me, and there was enough
cotton in my sack to make a nice little mattressf the ground.



My father arrived mid-morning, and out of eightyes of cotton, just happened to select
the row next to mine. “Luke!” he said angrily asstembled upon me. He was too
startled to scold me, and by the time | came teenses, | was complaining of an upset
stomach, a headache, and for good measure | thréve ifact that | had not slept much
the night before.

“Why not?” he asked, hovering over me.

“I was waitin’ on y’all to get home.” There was alement of truth in this.

“And why were you waitin’ on us?”

“I wanted to know about Libby.”

“Well, she had a baby. What else do you wanna kiiow?

“Pappy told me.” I slowly got to my feet and triemlappear as sick as possible.
“Go to the house,” he said, and | left without areko

Chinese and North Korean troops ambushed an Anmecizavoy near Pyongyang,
killing at least eighty and taking many prisonéis. Edward R. Murrow opened his
nightly news with the story, and Gran started prgyAs always, she was seated across
the kitchen table from me. My mother was leaninghankitchen sink, and she, too,
stopped everything and closed her eyes. | heargyRaqugh on the back porch. He was
also listening.

Peace talks had been abandoned again, and thes€hweee moving more troops into
Korea. Mr. Murrow said that a truce, once so clossy seemed impossible. His words
were a little heavier that night, or maybe we wast more exhausted than usual. He
broke for a commercial, then returned with a stdygut an earthquake.

Gran and my mother were moving slowly around thehidn when Pappy entered. He
tousled my hair as if things were just fine. “Wisafor supper?” he asked.

“Pork chops,” my mother answered.

Then my father drifted in, and we took our plade$er Pappy blessed the food, all of us
prayed for Ricky. There was practically no convaosg everyone was thinking about
Korea, but nobody wanted to mention it.

My mother was talking about a project her Sunddnpestclass was pondering, when |
heard the faint squeaking of the screen door otherack porch. No one heard the
noise but me. There was no wind, nothing to shbeedbor one way or the other. |
stopped eating.



“What is it, Luke?” Gran asked.

“I thought | heard somethin’,” | said.

Everyone looked at the door. Nothing. They resussgthg.

Then Percy Latcher stepped into the kitchen, anffewe. He took two steps through the
door and stopped, as if he were lost. He was batredovered with dirt from head to foot,
and his eyes were red, as if he’d been crying éarr$y He looked at us; we looked at him.
Pappy started to stand up and deal with the sitnatisaid, “It's Percy Latcher.”

Pappy remained in his seat, holding a knife irrigist hand. Percy’s eyes were glazed,
and when he breathed, a low moaning sound cantedsrif he were trying to suppress a
rage. Or maybe he was wounded, or somebody adrest/er was hurt and he’d raced to
our house for help.

“What is it, boy?” Pappy barked at him. “It's commoourtesy to knock before you
come in.”

Percy fixed his unflinching eyes upon Pappy and,s&icky done it.”

“Ricky done what?” Pappy asked, his voice suddenfier, already in retreat.
“Ricky done it.”

“Ricky done what?” Pappy repeated.

“That baby’s his,” Percy said. “It's Ricky’s.”

“Shut up, boy!” Pappy snapped at him and clutclededge of the table as if he might
bolt for the door to whip the poor kid.

“She didn’t wanna do it, but he talked her intd Rercy said, staring at me instead of
Pappy. “Then he went off to the war.”

“Is that what she’s tellin’?” Pappy asked angrily.

“Don’t yell, Eli,” Gran said. “He’s just a boy.” @n took a deep breath, and seemed to be
the first to at least consider the possibility thla¢ had delivered her own grandchild.

“That’s what she’s tellin’,” Percy said. “And ittsue.”
“Luke, go to your room and shut the door,” my fatbaid, jolting me out of a trance.

“No,” my mother said before | could move. “Thisexdfs all of us. He can stay.”



“He shouldn’t hear this.”

“He’s already heard it.”

“He should stay,” Gran said, siding with my mothed settling the matter. They were
assuming | wanted to stay. What | really wanteddat that moment was to run outside,
find Tally, and go for a long walk-away from heazy family, away from Ricky and
Korea, away from Percy Latcher. But | didn’t move.

“Did your parents send you over here?” my moth&eds

“No ma’am. They don’t know where | am. The babyedrall day. Libby’s gone crazy,
talkin’ ‘bout jumpin’ off the bridge, killin’ herdg stuff like that, and she told me what
Ricky done to her.”

“Did she tell your parents?”

“Yes ma’am. Everybody knows now.”

“You mean everybody in your family knows.”

“Yes ma’am. We ain’t told nobody else.”

“Don’t,” Pappy grunted. He was settling back inte bhair, his shoulders beginning to
sag, defeat sinking in rapidly. If Libby Latcheaicthed Ricky was the father, then
everyone would believe her. He wasn’'t home to dif@mself. And in a swearing
contest, Libby would likely have more supportemrtiiRicky, given his reputation as a
hell-raiser.

“Have you had supper, son?” Gran asked.

“No ma’am.”

“Are you hungry?”

“Yes ma’am.”

The table was covered with food that would notdaehed. We Chandlers certainly had
just lost our appetites. Pappy shoved back frontahke and said, “He can have mine.”
He bounced to his feet, left the kitchen, and werthe front porch. My father followed

him without a word.

“Sit here, son,” Gran said, indicating Pappy’s chai



They fixed him a plate of food and a glass of svieat He sat down and ate slowly. Gran
drifted to the front porch, leaving me and my mottoesit with Percy. He did not speak
unless he was spoken to.

After a lengthy discussion on the front porch, atimgy Percy and | missed because we
were banished to the back porch, Pappy and myrfaihded the boy up and took him
home. | sat in the swing with Gran as they drovaygyust as it was getting dark. My
mother was shelling butter beans.

“Will Pappy talk to Mr. Latcher?” | asked.

“I'm sure he will,” my mother said.

“What will they talk about?” | was full of questisrbecause | assumed | now had the
right to know everything.

“Oh, I'm sure they'll talk about the baby,” Granaga‘And Ricky and Libby.”

“Will they fight?”

“No. They'll reach an agreement.”

“What kind of agreement?”

“Everybody’ll agree not to talk about the baby, andeep Ricky’s name out of it.”
“That includes you, Luke,” my mother said. “Thisaiglark secret.”

“l ain’t tellin’ nobody,” | said, with convictionThe thought of folks knowing that the
Chandlers and the Latchers were somehow relatetibdme.

“Did Ricky really do that?” | asked.

“Of course not,” Gran said. “The Latchers are mostworthy people. They’re not good
Christians; that’s how the girl got pregnant. Thigyfobably want some money out of
the deal.”

“Money?”

“We don’t know what they want,” my mother said.

“Do you think he did it, Mom?”

She hesitated for a second before saying, sofilg,™



“I don’t think he did, either,” | said, making inanimous. | would defend Ricky forever,
and if anybody mentioned the Latcher baby, ther&deady to fight.

But Ricky was the likeliest suspect, and we allviie The Latchers rarely left their farm.
There was a Jeter boy about two miles away, butd\cer seen him anywhere near the
river. Nobody lived close to the Latchers but ugskRR had been the nearest tomcat.

Church business suddenly became important, angdheen talked about it nonstop. |
had many more questions about the Latcher babyl,dmutldn’t sneak in a word. | finally
gave up and went to the kitchen to listen to thedi@als game.

| sorely wanted to be in the back of our pickupraaethe Latchers’, eavesdropping on
the men as they handled the situation.

Long after I'd been sent to bed, | lay awake, figiptsleep because the air was alive with
voices. When my grandparents talked in bed, | cbelat their soft, low sounds creeping
down the narrow hallway. | couldn’t understand ady@nd they tried their best to make
sure no one heard them. But at times, when theg werried or when they were
thinking about Ricky, they were forced to talk latenight. Lying in his bed, listening to
their muted utterances, | knew things were serious.

My parents retreated to the front porch, where gayon the steps, waiting for a breeze
and a break from the relentless heat. At first tbispered, but their burdens were too
heavy, and their words could not be suppressedai@ehat | was asleep, they talked
louder than they normally would have.

| slipped out of bed and slid across the floor Bkenake. At the window, | glanced out
and saw them in their familiar spot, backs to mievafeet away.

| absorbed every sound. Things had not gone wélleaLatchers’. Libby had been
somewhere in the back of the house with the babyp, evied nonstop. All the Latchers
seemed frayed and worn out by the crying. Mr. Latekas angry with Percy for coming
to our house, but he was even angrier when hedalkeut Libby. She was telling that
she didn’t want to fool around with Ricky, but hede her anyway. Pappy denied this
was the case, but he had nothing to stand on. Kiedleverything, and said he doubted
if Ricky had ever met Libby.

But they had witnesses. Mr. Latcher himself saat tin two occasions, just after
Christmas, Ricky pulled up in their front yard iagpy’s pickup and took Libby for a
ride. They drove to Monette, where Ricky boughtdeoda.



My father speculated that if that really did happden Ricky chose Monette because
fewer people would know him there. He’'d never bense Black Oak with the daughter
of a sharecropper.

“She’s a beautiful girl,” my mother said.

The next witness was a boy of no more than tenLsliicher summoned him from the
pack huddled around the front steps. His testimeay that he’d seen Pappy’s truck
parked at the end of a field row, next to a thickit sneaked up on the truck, and got
close enough to see Ricky and Libby kissing. He keguiet because he was scared, and
had come forth with the story only a few hoursiearl

The Chandlers, of course, had no witnesses. Osiderof the river, there’d been no hint
of a budding romance. Ricky certainly would noté&amid anyone. Pappy would’ve hit
him.

Mr. Latcher said he suspected all along that Rigkg the father, but Libby had denied it.
And in truth, there were a couple of other boys \@lsmown an interest in her. But now
she was telling everything-that Ricky had forcem$®lf on her, that she didn’'t want the
baby.

“Do they want us to take it?” my mother asked.

| almost groaned in pain.

“No, | don’t think so,” my father said. “What's atier baby around their house?”

My mother thought the baby deserved a good homefalther said it was out of the
guestion until Ricky said it was his child. Notdik, knowing Ricky.

“Did you see the baby?” my mother asked.

“NO_”

“He’s the spittin’ image of Ricky,” she said.

My one recollection of the newest Latcher was tia small object that reminded me, at
the time, of my baseball glove. He barely lookethan. But my mother and Gran spent
hours analyzing the faces of people to determine fatiored whom, and where the eyes
came from, and the nose and hair. They’'d look bidsaat church and say, “Oh, he’s
definitely a Chisenhall.” Or, “Look at those eygst ‘em from his grandmother.”

They all looked like little dolls to me.

“So you think he’s a Chandler?” my father said.



“No doubt about it.”

Chapter 18

It was Saturday again, but Saturday without thebusxcitement of going to town. |

knew we were going because we had never skippe®aturdays in a row. Gran needed
groceries, especially flour and coffee, and my raptieeded to go to the drugstore. My
father hadn’t been to the Co-op in two weeks. hiilave a vote in the matter, but my
mother knew how important the Saturday matineetaaise proper development of a
child, especially a farm kid with little contacttwithe rest of the world. Yes, we were
going to town, but without the usual enthusiasm.

A new horror was upon us, one that was far mogifening than all this business about
Hank Spruill. What if somebody heard what the Latshwere telling? It took just one
person, one whisper at one end of Main Streettfagdossip would roar through the
town like a wildfire. The ladies in Pop and Peawsuld drop their baskets and cover
their mouths in disbelief. The old farmers hangangund the Co-op would smirk and say,
“I'm not surprised.” The older kids from church wdypoint at me as if | were somehow
the guilty one. The town would seize the rumorfaswere the gospel truth, and
Chandler blood would be forever tainted.

So | didn’t want to go to town. | wanted to stayrfeand play baseball and maybe go for
a walk with Tally.

Little was said over breakfast. We were still vempdued, and | think this was because
we all knew the truth. Ricky had left behind aditmemory. | wondered to myself if he
knew about Libby and the baby, but | wasn’t aboutring up the subject. I'd ask my
mother later.

“Carnival’s in town,” Pappy said. Suddenly the degs better. My fork froze in midair.
“What time are we goin’?” | asked.

“The same. Just after lunch,” Pappy said.

“How late can we stay?”

“We’ll see about that,” he said.

The carnival was a wandering band of gypsies witiny accents who lived in Florida

during the winter and hit the small farming townghe fall, when the harvest was in full
swing and folks had money in their pockets. Theyallg arrived abruptly on a Thursday



and then set up on the baseball field without pgsian, and stayed through the weekend.
Nothing excited Black Oak like the carnival.

A different one came to town each year. One haelggphant and a giant loggerhead
turtle. One had no animals at all but specialireddd humans-tumbling midgets, the girl
with six fingers, the man with an extra leg. Butcarnivals had a Ferris wheel, a merry-
go-round, and two or three other rides that squetakel rattled and generally terrified all
the mothers. The Slinger had been such a rideck cf swings on chains that went
faster and faster until the riders were flying platdao the ground and screaming and
begging to stop. A couple of years earlier in Mé&eh chain had snapped, and a little
girl had been flung across the midway and intoside of a trailer. The next week the
Slinger was in Black Oak, with new chains, and $diked up to ride it.

There were booths where you threw rings and dadsshot pellet pistols to win prizes.
Some carnivals had fortune-tellers, others hadghobths, still others had magicians.
They were all loud and colorful and filled with éement. Word would spread quickly
through the county, and people would flock in, and few hours Black Oak would be
packed. | was desperate to go.

Perhaps, | thought, the excitement of the carnixalld suppress any curiosity about
Libby Latcher. | choked down my biscuits and ratsaie.

“The carnival’s in town,” | whispered to Tally wheve met at the tractor for the ride to
the fields.

“Y’all goin’?” she asked.

“Of course. Nobody misses the carnival.”

“I know a secret,” she whispered, her eyes dadugyind.
“What is it?”

“Somethin’ | heard last night.”

“Where’'d you hear it?”

“By the front porch.”

| didn’t like the way she was stringing me alon@/lat is it?”

She leaned even closer. “ ‘Bout Ricky and that hatqirl. Guess you got a new
cousin.” Her words were cruel, and her eyes loakedn. This was not the Tally | knew.

“What were you doin’ out there?” | asked.



“None of your business.”

Pappy came from the house and walked to the trddfou’d better not tell,” | said
through clenched teeth.

“We keep our secrets, remember?” she said, mowiray a
“Yeah.”

| ate lunch quickly, then hurried about the tasketting myself scrubbed and bathed.
My mother knew | was anxious to get to town, sowhsted no time with her scouring.

All ten Mexicans piled into the back of the trucklwme and my father, and we pulled
away from our farm. Cowboy had picked cotton alewevith broken ribs, a fact that had
not gone unnoticed by Pappy and my father. Theyiradinnim greatly. “They’re tough
people,” Pappy had said.

The Spruills were scurrying about, trying to catish Tally had spread the word about the
carnival, and even Trot seemed to be moving wphr@ose.

When we crossed the river, | looked long and hasdrdthe field road that led to the
Latchers’ place, but their little shack was noihlis. | glanced at my father. He was
looking, too, his eyes hard, almost angry. How ddhbse people have intruded into our
lives?

We crept along the gravel road, and soon the Lafatlds were behind us. By the time
we stopped at the highway, | was once again dregaofithe carnival.

Our driver, of course, would never get in a huvkiith the truck so loaded with people, |
doubted if it would do thirty-seven, and Pappy &ty didn’t push it. It took an hour, it
seemed.

Stick’s patrol car was parked by the Baptist chufiaglaffic on Main was already slow,

the sidewalks brimming with activity. We parkeddahe Mexicans scattered. Stick
appeared from under a shade tree and walked stfaighs. Gran and my mother headed
for the stores. | hung back with the men, certhat serious matters were about to be
discussed.

“Howdy, Eli. Jesse,” Stick said, his hat tilteddioe side, a blade of grass in the corner of
his mouth.

“Afternoon, Stick,” Pappy said. My father just n@atd They had not come to town to
spend time with Stick, and their irritation wastjuader the surface.

“I'm thinkin’ ‘bout arrestin’ that Spruill boy,” hesaid.



“I don’t care what you do,” Pappy shot back, higamnrising fast. “Just wait till the
cotton’s in.”

“Surely you can wait a month,” my father said.
Stick chewed on the grass, spat, and said, “| ssg@po.”

“He’s a good worker,” my father said. “And ther@kenty of cotton. You take him now,
and we’ll lose six field hands. You know how th@s®ple are.”

“I suppose | could wait,” Stick said again. He sedmnxious to reach a compromise. “I
been talkin’ to a lot of people, and | ain’t soesyour boy here is tellin’ the truth.” He
gave me a long look as he said this, and | kickeste.

“Leave him out of it, Stick,” my father said. “Hejgst a kid.”

“He’s seven years old!” Pappy snapped. “Why doot yind you some real witnesses.”
Stick’s shoulders drew back as if he'd been hit.

“Here’s the deal,” Pappy said. “You leave Hank alomtil the cotton’s in, then I'll drive
to town and let you know we’re finished with himt #hat point, | don’t care what you do
with him.”

“That'll work,” Stick said.

“But | still think you ain’t got a case. It was #® against one, Stick, and no jury will
convict.”

“We’ll see,” Stick said smugly. He walked away, mhios in his pockets, with just enough
of a swagger to annoy us.

“Can | go to the carnival?” | asked.

“Of course you can,” Pappy said.

“How much money do you have?” my father asked.
“Four dollars.”

“How much you gonna spend?”

“Four dollars.”

“I think two’s enough.”



“How’bout three?”
“Make it two-fifty, okay?”

“Yes sir.” | ran from the church, along the sidekyalarting between people, and was
soon at the baseball field, which was across teetstrom the Co-op, the Dixie theater,
and the pool hall. The carnival covered it allnfrthe backstop to the outfield fence. The
Ferris wheel stood in the middle, surrounded bysthnaller rides, the booths, and the
midway. Shrill music rattled from the loudspeakensthe merry-go-round and the
carousel. Long lines of people were already waitirgpuld smell popcorn and corn dogs
and something frying in grease.

| found the trailer with the cotton candy. It caslime, but | would’ve paid much more
for it. Dewayne saw me at the midway as | was watzBome older boys shoot air guns
at little ducks that swam in a pool. They nevettlmdm, and this was because, according
to Pappy, the gun sights were crooked.

Candied apples were also a dime. We bought oneapigd took our time inspecting the
carnival. There was a witch in a long black dréssck hair, black everything, and for
twenty-five cents she could tell your future. Aklayed old lady could do the same thing,
for the same price, with tarot cards. A flamboyauain with a microphone could guess
your age or your weight for a dime. If he didn’t gethin three years or ten pounds you
won a prize. The midway had the usual collectiogarhes-softballs thrown at milk jugs,
basketballs aimed at rims that were too small sdatrballoons, hoops over bottlenecks.

We strolled through the carnival, savoring the e@ad excitement. A crowd was
gathering at the far end, near the backstop, andrifted over. A large sign proclaimed
the presence of “Samson, the World's Greatest \idre®irect from Egypt,” and under it
was a square mat with padded poles in the cormersages around it. Samson was not
in the ring, but his appearance was only moments/aaccording to Delilah, a tall,
shapely woman with the microphone. Her costumealedeall of her legs and most of
her chest, and | was certain that never beforesbaduch skin been exposed in public in
Black Oak. She explained, to a silent crowd mostlgnen, that the rules were simple.
Samson paid ten-to-one to any person who couldistdye ring with him for one minute.
“Only sixty seconds!” she yelled. “And the money@urs!” Her accent was strange
enough to convince us that they were indeed froothen land. I'd never seen anybody
from Egypt, though | knew from Sunday school thatdeés had had some adventures
there.

She paraded back and forth in front of the ringes following her every move. “On
his current tour, Samson has won three hundredmasaio a row,” she said, tauntingly.
“In fact, the last time Samson lost was in Russtaen it took three men to beat him, and
they had to cheat to do it.”



Music started blaring from a lone speaker hangimghe sign. “And now, ladies and
gentlemen!” she shouted above the music, “I preeybu, the one, the only, the
greatest wrestler in the world, the incredible Samis

| held my breath.

He bounded from behind a curtain and jumped inéarithg amid tepid applause. Why
should we clap for him? He was there to whip us. lidiir was the first thing | noticed. It
was black and wavy and fell to his shoulders likeoenan’s. I'd seen illustrations of Old
Testament stories where the men had such haithautvas five thousand years ago. He
was a giant of a man, with a thick body and ridgfasiuscles clumped around his
shoulders and down his chest. His arms were coweitdblack hair and looked strong
enough to lift buildings. So that we might get thk benefit of his physique, Samson
wasn’t wearing a shirt. Even after we’'d spent mernththe fields, his skin was much
darker than ours, and now | was really convinced fie was from parts unknown. He
had fought Russians!

He strutted around the ring in step with the musieling his arms and flexing his
mammoth muscles. He performed like this until weithessed all he had, which was
more than enough, in my opinion.

“Who'’s first?” Delilah yelled into the microphone ¢he music died. “Two-dollar
minimum!”

The crowd was suddenly still. Only a fool wouldwtranto that ring.

“l ain’t scared,” somebody yelled, and we watchedisbelief as a young man I'd never
seen before stepped forward and handed two dodiddelilah. She took the money and
said, “Ten-to-one. Stay in the ring for sixty sedsnand you’ll win twenty dollars.” She
shoved the microphone at the young man and saitiat\&/your name?”

“Parley.”

“Good luck, Parley.”

He climbed into the ring as if he had no fear ainSan, who’d been watching without
the slightest hint of worry. Delilah took a maléatd struck a bell on the side of the ring.
“Sixty seconds!” she said.

Parley moved around a bit, then retreated to aet@s Samson took a step in his
direction. Both men studied each other, Samsonihgottown with contempt, Parley

looking up with anticipation.

“Forty-five seconds!” she called out.



Samson moved closer, and Parley darted to the sitheiof the ring. Being much smaller,
he was also much quicker, and apparently was ubagtrategy of flight. Samson
stalked him; Parley kept darting.

“Thirty seconds!”

The ring was not big enough to run much, and Sarhadrcaught his share of scared
rabbits. He tripped Parley during one of his sgriand when he picked him up, he
wrapped an arm tightly around the boy’s head ambea headlock.

“Oh, looks like the Guillotine!” Delilah gushed, thia little too much drama. “Twenty
seconds!”

Samson twisted his prey and grimaced with sadidéiasure, while poor Parley flailed at
his side.

“Ten seconds!”

Samson whirled and then flung Parley across tlge Before Farley could get up, the
World’s Greatest Wrestler grabbed him by the fofted him in the air, held him over
the ropes, and with two seconds to go, droppeddithe ground for the victory.

“Wow, that was close, Samson!” Delilah said inte thicrophone.

Parley was in a daze, but he walked away in oneea&d seemed to be proud of himself.
He had proved his manhood, had shown no fear, adaddme within two seconds of
winning twenty bucks. The next volunteer was likesva stranger, a bulky young man
named Claude, who paid three dollars for a chamedrt thirty. He weighed twice as
much as Parley but was much slower, and withirsegronds Samson had nailed him

with a Flying Dropkick and wrapped him into a PedtaVith ten seconds to go, he
hoisted Claude over his head, and in a magnifidespiay of strength, walked to the edge
of the ring and tossed him.

Claude, too, walked away proudly. It was appareat Samson, despite his theatrics and
menacing demeanor, was a good sport and wouldamot Anyone. And since most
young men wanted to have some contact with Delddme soon formed at her side.

It was quite a spectacle, and Dewayne and | sat fong time watching Samson dispose
of one victim after another with all the moves is repertoire. The Boston Crab, the
Scissors, the Piledriver, the Jackhammer, the BBidg. Delilah merely had to mention
one of the maneuvers in her microphone and Samsafdwuickly demonstrate it.

After an hour, Samson was soaked with sweat andiedea break, so Dewayne and |
scooted off to ride the Ferris wheel twice. We wagbating whether to get another
helping of cotton candy when we heard some young talking about the girlie show.



“She takes off everything!” one of them said asad¢ked by, and we forgot about the
cotton candy. We followed them to the end of thdwy, where the gypsies’ trailers
were parked. Behind the trailers was a small tesit had obviously been erected so that
no one would see it. A few men smoked and waited,they all had a guilty look about
them. There was music coming from the tent.

Some carnivals had girlie shows. Ricky, not sumpgly, had been seen leaving one the
year before, and this had caused quite an upraasrihouse. He wouldn’'t have been
caught if Mr. Ross Lee Hart had not also been calgh Hart was a steward in the
Methodist church, a farmer who owned his land, amgit citizen who was married to a
woman with a big mouth. She went searching for lait@ on a Saturday night, in the
midst of the carnival, and happened to see himngahe forbidden tent. She wailed at
the sight of her wayward husband; he ducked bethiadrailers. She gave chase, yelling
and threatening, and Black Oak had a new story.

Mrs. Hart, for some reason, told everyone whathusband had done, and the poor man
was an outcast for many months. She also letknlogvn that leaving the tent right
behind him was Ricky Chandler. We suffered in siierNever go to a girlie show in
your hometown was the unwritten rule. Drive to Mibe®r Lake City or Caraway, but
don’t do it in Black Oak.

Dewayne and | didn’t recognize any of the men hag@iround the girlie tent. We circled
through the trailers and flanked in from the opf®side, but a large dog had been
chained to the ground, guarding against PeepingsTitea us. We retreated and decided
to wait for darkness.

As four o’clock approached, we had to make a pautdgisiongo to the matinee, or stay
at the carnival. We were leaning toward the picglvew when Delilah appeared at the
wrestling ring. She had changed costumes, and axasaaring a two-piece red outfit
that revealed even more. The crowd flocked to &red, before long Samson was once
again hurling farm boys and hillbillies and evencagasional Mexican out of the ring.

His only challenge came at dark. Mr. Horsefly Walkad a deaf and dumb son who
weighed three hundred pounds. We called him Gnaitput of disrespect or cruelty-
he’d just always been called that. Horsefly pufiue dollars, and Grunt slowly climbed
into the ring.

“He’s a big one, Samson,” Delilah purred into thi&en

Samson knew it might take a bit longer to shovedhrundred pounds out of the ring, so
he attacked immediately. He went in low with a @si& Take-Down, a move designed to
slap both ankles together and cause the opponentlapse. Grunt fell all right, but he
fell on Samson, who couldn’t help but groan in p&ome of the crowd yelled, too, and
began cheering on Grunt, who, of course, couldeérta thing. Both men rolled and
kicked around the ring until Grunt pinned Samsarafgecond.



“Forty seconds!” Delilah said, the clock runningchwslower with Samson flat on his
back. He kicked a few times, to no avail, then expptl the Jersey Flip, a quick move in
which his feet swung up and caught Grunt by the,gben rolled him backward. Samson
sprang to his feet as Delilah narrated the moveslyfg Dropkick stunned Grunt.

“Fifteen seconds!” she said, the clock once agaming quickly. Grunt charged like a
mad bull, and both men went down again. The cromeeoed again. Horsefly was
hopping around the outside of the ring, deliriolisey grappled for a while, then Delilah
said, “Ten seconds.”

There were some boos directed at the timekeepers@atwisted and yanked Grunt’'s
arm behind his back, grabbed a foot, and slid tdw poy across the ring and through the
ropes. He landed at his father’s feet. Horseflyegkl“You cheatin’ sonofabitch!”

Samson took offense to this language and motiomeHdrsefly to enter the ring himself.
Horsefly took a step forward and Samson spreadojpes. Delilah, who’'d obviously
seen such threats many times, said, “I wouldnth@a if | were you. He hurts people
when he’s angry.”

By then Horsefly was looking for a reason to haklground. Samson looked ten feet tall
standing at the edge of the ring, sneering dowmséfty bent down to check on Grunt,
who was rubbing his shoulder and appeared to libeowerge of tears. Samson laughed
at them as they walked away, then to taunt us,rbf#gaing his biceps as he strolled
around the ring. A few in the crowd hissed at hamgl that was exactly what he wanted.

He handled a few more challengers, then Delilalbanced that her man had to eat
dinner. They'd be back in an hour for their finghdbition.

It was now dark. The air was filled with the soufishe carnival; the excited screams of
kids on the rides, the whoops and hollers of theneis at the booths on the midway, the
music shrieking forth from a dozen assorted spe&aladirplaying different tunes, the
constant jabbering of the barkers as they entickd to part with their money to view

the world’s largest turtle or to win another priaed, above all, the overwhelming
electricity of the crowd. People were so thick yowldn't stir ‘em with a stick, as Gran
liked to say. Mobs crowded around the booths, watchnd cheering. Long lines snaked
around the rides. Packs of Mexicans moved slowbuglstaring in amazement, but for
the most part, hanging on to their money. | haceneeen so many people in one place.

| found my parents near the street, drinking lendenand watching the spectacle from a
safe distance. Pappy and Gran were already atuble ready to leave but willing to wait.
The carnival came only once a year.

“How much money you got?” my father asked.

“‘Bout a dollar,” | said.



“That Ferris wheel doesn’t look safe, Luke,” my &t said.
“I've been on it twice. It's okay.”

“I'll give you another dollar if you won't ride i&gain.”

“It's a deal.”

She handed me a dollar bill. We agreed that | wehktk back in an hour or so. | found
Dewayne again, and we decided it was time to inyat the girlie show. We darted
through the throng along the midway and slowed tieagypsies’ trailers. It was much
darker back there. In front of the tent were sone@ smoking cigarettes, and in the door
was a young woman in a skimpy costume swinginchigs and dancing in a naughty
way.

As Baptists, we knew that all manner of dancing wn@tsonly inherently evil but
downright sinful. It was right up there with drimij and cussing on the list of major
transgressions.

The dancer was not as attractive as Delilah, rdsde reveal as much or move as
gracefully. Of course, Delilah had years of expareeand had traveled the world.

We sneaked along the shadows, advancing slowlyaistrange voice from nowhere
said, “That’s far enough. You boys get outta hevée froze and looked around, and
about that time we heard a familiar voice yell frbehind us, “Repent, ye workers of
iniquity! Repent!”

It was the Reverend Akers, standing tall with hisl&in one hand while a long, crooked
finger pointed out from the fist of the other.

“You brood of vipers!” he yelled at the top of hisgs.

| don’t know if the young lady stopped dancingfahe men scattered. | didn’t bother to
look. Dewayne and I hit the ground on all fours aralvled like hunted prey through the
maze of trailers and trucks until we saw light betw two of the booths on the midway.
We emerged and got lost in the crowd.

“You think he saw us?” Dewayne asked when we wafe. s
“I don’t know. | doubt it.”

We circled around and wandered back to a safergaotthe gypsies’ trailers. Brother
Akers was in fine form. He’d moved to within thiriget of the tent and was casting out
demons at the top of his voice. And he was havirtgass. The dancer was gone, as were
the men who’d been hanging around smoking. Helddilhe show, although | suspected
they were all inside, hunkering down and waiting laiut.



But Delilah was back, wearing yet another costum&as made of leopard skin and
barely covered the essentials, and | knew Broth@ré&would have something to say
about it the next morning. He loved the carnivaldaese it gave him so much material for
the pulpit.

A regular mob crowded around the wrestling ringykiag at Delilah and waiting for
Samson. Again, she introduced him with the linexlvaéready heard. He finally jumped
into the ring, and he, too, had chosen leopard Jkght shorts, no shirt, shiny black
leather boots. He strutted and posed and trieétagto boo him.

My friend Jackie Moon crawled into the ring firahd like most victims, engaged the
strategy of dodging. He darted around effectivelytiventy seconds until Samson had
had enough. A Guillotine, then a Turkish Roll-Dowas, Delilah explained, and Jackie
was on the grass not far from where | was standilegaughed. “That wasn’t so bad.”

Samson wasn’t about to hurt anybody; it would hharsnbusiness. But as his final
exhibition wore on, he became much cockier ancegedit us constantly, “Is there a man
among you?” His accent was of some exotic varigtyyoice was deep and frightening.
“Are there no watrriors in Black Oak, Arkansas?”

| wished | were seven feet tall. Then I'd hop uerthand attack oI’ Samson while the
crowd went wild. I'd whip him good, send him flyingnd become the biggest hero in
Black Oak. But, for now, | could only boo him.

Hank Spruill entered the picture. He walked aldmgedge of the ring between bouts,
and stopped long enough to get Samson’s atterflom crowd was silent as the two
glared at each other. Samson walked to the edtfeaing and said, “Come on in, little
one.”

Hank, of course, just sneered. Then he walked twvBelilah and took money from his
pocket.

“Ooh la la, Samson,” she said, taking his cash.éfity-five dollars!”

Everyone seemed to be mumbling in disbelief. “Twefnte bucks!” said a man from
behind. “That’s a week’s work.”

“Yeah, but he might win two hundred fifty,” said@her man.

As the crowd squeezed together, Dewayne and | mmvie front so we could see
through the grown-ups.

“What's your name?” Delilah asked, shoving the mjatrone up.

“Hank Spruill,” he growled. “You still payin’ tenstone?”



“That’s the deal, big boy. Are you sure you wanbé twenty-five dollars?”
“Yep. And all | gotta do is stay in the ring for@minute?”

“Yes, sixty seconds. You know Samson hasn’t Idgjla in five years. Last time he lost
was in Russia, and they cheated him.”

“Don’t care ‘bout Russia,” Hank said, taking ofshshirt. “Any other rules?”

“No.” She turned to the crowd, and with as muchthas she could muster, she yelled,
“Ladies and gentlemen. The great Samson has bedlernyed to his biggest fight of all
time. Mr. Hank Spruill has put up twenty-five dolidor a ten-to-one fight. Never before
in history has someone made so large a challenge.”

Samson was posturing around the ring, shakingitebke locks and looking forward to
the skirmish with great anticipation.

“Lemme see the money,” Hank growled at Delilah.
“Here it is,” she said, using the microphone.
“No, | wanna see the two-fifty.”

“We won't be needing it,” she said with a laugtghaickle with just a trace of
nervousness. But she lowered the microphone, aydhitaggled over the details. Bo and
Dale appeared from the crowd, and Hank made thana stext to the small table where
Delilah kept the money. When he was convinced theay was in place, he stepped into
the ring, where the great Samson stood with hisivasrms folded over his chest.

“Ain’t he the one who killed that Sisco boy?” someaasked from behind us.
“That’s him,” was the reply.
“He’s almost as big as Samson.”

He was a few inches shorter, and not as thickerctiest, but Hank seemed oblivious to
any danger. Samson started dancing around on de®fthe ring while Hank watched
him and stretched his arms.

“Are you ready?” Delilah wailed into the microphgrad the crowd pressed forward.
She hit the bell. Both fighters eyed each othecély. Hank stayed in his corner, though.
The clock was on his side. After a few seconds,seerywhom | suspected knew he had
his hands full, waded in, dancing and juking andidaog like a real wrestler is supposed
to do. Hank was still.



“Come on out, boy!” Samson boomed from five feeagwbut Hank kept to his corner.
“Forty-five seconds,” Delilah said.

Samson’s mistake was to assume that it was a wgstlatch, instead of a brawl. He
came in low, in an effort to apply one of his maymips or holds, and for a split second
left his face open. Hank struck like a rattler. Hght hand shot forward with a punch
that was almost too quick to be seen, and it larfidsti on the mighty Samson’s jaw.

Samson’s head jerked sharply, his handsome haig stuall directions. The impact
caused a cracking sound. Stan Musial could not hawebaseball any harder.

Samson'’s eyes rolled back in his gigantic headaBse of its size, it took Samson’s
body a second to realize that its head had beppled. One leg went woozy and bent at
the knee. Then the other leg collapsed, and thdd/ddéreatest Wrestler, Direct from
Egypt, landed on his back with a thud. The smaty hounced and its ropes shook.
Samson appeared to be dead.

Hank relaxed in his corner by placing his armshantbp ropes. He was in no hurry. Poor
Delilah was speechless. She tried to say somethiagsure us that this was just part of
the exhibition, but at the same time she wantgdr into the ring and tend to Samson.
The crowd was stunned.

In the center of the ring, Samson began groanidgrymg to get to his feet. He made it
to his hands and knees, and rocked back and fdetw #imes before he managed to pull
a foot forward. With one great lurch he tried tangt, but his feet weren’t with him. He
lunged toward the ropes and managed to catch thdmeak his fall. He was looking
directly at us, but the poor guy saw nothing. Hissawere red and wild, and he seemed
to have no idea where he was. He hung on the rogésying, trying to regain his senses,
still searching for his feet.

Mr. Horsefly Walker ran up to the ring and yelledHank, “Kill the sonofabitch! Go
ahead, finish him off!”

But Hank didn’t move. Instead, he just yelled, “Eithbut Delilah had forgotten about
the clock.

There were a few cheers and jeers from the croutdfdo the most part, it was subdued.
The spectators were shocked at the sight of Saftmamdering, his senses knocked out
of him.

Samson turned and tried to focus his eyes on Haloikching the ropes for support, he
stumbled a couple of steps, then made one lagied®s lunge. Hank simply ducked out
of the way, and Samson landed hard on the corrler Pbe ropes strained with his
weight and the other three poles seemed readyeikbS6amson was groaning and
thrashing about like a bear who’'d been shot. Heeduiis feet under him and steadied



himself enough to turn around. He should’ve stayethe mat. Hank darted in and threw
an overhand right, a punch that began in the cenftire ring and landed exactly where
the first one did. Since his target was defenselesseloaded and landed a third and final
blow. Samson went down in a heap. Delilah screaaneldscrambled into the ring. Hank
relaxed in his corner, arms on the top ropes, grgymo concern whatsoever for his
opponent.

| wasn’t sure what to do, and most of the othectgiers were quiet, too. On the one
hand, it was good to see an Arkansas boy so thbhpegush this Egyptian giant. But on
the other hand, it was Hank Spruill, and he’d usisdists. His victory was tainted, not
that it mattered to him. All of us would’'ve felttber if a local boy had battled Samson
evenly.

When Hank was certain that time had expired, hepste through the ropes and jumped
to the ground. Bo and Dale had the money, andhttee tof them disappeared.

“He done killed Samson,” someone behind me said.Whorld's Greatest Wrestler was
flat on his back, arms and legs spread wide, himarocrouched over him, trying to
wake him. | felt sorry for them. They were wonddgfiwolorful, an act we wouldn’t see
again for a long time, if ever. In fact, | doubie&amson and Delilah would ever return
to Black Oak, Arkansas.

When he sat up, we relaxed. A handful of good follpped softly for him, then the
crowd began to break up.

Why couldn’t Hank join the carnival? He could geigfor beating up people, and it
would get him off our farm. | decided to mentionatTally.

Poor Samson had worked hard all day in the hedtiraa split second had lost the day’s
wages. What a way to make a living. I'd finally seeworse job than picking cotton.

Chapter 19

In the spring and winter, Sunday afternoons wetenafised as a time for visiting. We’d
finish lunch and take our naps, then load intopilckup and drive to Lake City or
Paragould and drop in completely unannounced oresefatives or old friends, who'd
always be delighted to see us. Or perhaps thewp aron us. “Y’all come see us” was
the common phrase, and folks took it literally. &fcangements or forewarnings were
necessary, or even possible. We didn’t have ahelepand neither did our relatives or
friends.



But visiting was not a priority in the late sumnaerd fall because the work was heavier
and the afternoons were so hot. We forgot aboutsaamd uncles for a time, but we knew
we’d catch up later.

| was sitting on the front porch, listening to thardinals and watching my mother and
Gran shell peas and butter beans, when | saw d dbdust coming from the bridge.
“Car’'s comin’,” | said, and they looked in that elition.

Traffic on our road was rare. It was almost alwage of the Jeters from across the way
or one of the Tollivers east of us. Occasionalggrange car or truck would pass, and
we’d watch it without a word until the dust hadtkest, then we’d talk about it over
dinner and speculate as to who it was and whatwlezg doing in our part of Craighead
County. Pappy and my father would mention it at@weop, and my mother and Gran
would tell all the ladies before Sunday school, sndner or later they'd find someone
else who'd seen the strange vehicle. Usually thsteny was solved, but occasionally
one passed through and we never found out wheegarie from.

This car moved slowly. | saw a hint of red thatvgtiagger and brighter, and before too
long a shiny two-door sedan was turning into oiwedvay. The three of us were now
standing on the porch, too surprised to move. Theedparked behind our pickup. From
the front yard the Spruills were gawking, too.

The driver opened his door and got out. Gran s&|l, it's Jimmy Dale.”
“It certainly is,” my mother said, losing some d@rhanticipation.

“Luke, run and get Pappy and your father,” Granl sksprinted through the house
yelling for the men, but they’d heard the door skamd were coming from the backyard.

We all met in front of the car, which was new ateho and undoubtedly the most
beautiful vehicle I'd ever seen. Everybody hugged shook hands and exchanged
greetings, then Jimmy Dale introduced his new vaf&in little thing who looked
younger than Tally. Her name was Stacy. She was Michigan, and when she spoke
her words came through her nose. She clipped theckly and efficiently, and within
seconds she made my skin crawl.

“Why does she talk like that?” | whispered to myther as the group moved to the porch.
“She’s a Yankee” was the simple explanation.

Jimmy Dale’s father was Ernest Chandler, Pappydsmobrother. Ernest had farmed in
Leachuville until a heart attack killed him a feways earlier. | did not personally
remember Ernest, or Jimmy Dale, though I'd heaeatyl of stories about them. | knew
that Jimmy Dale had fled the farm and migrated toHigan, where he found a job in a
Buick factory making three dollars an hour, an Uielvable wage by Black Oak
standards. He’d helped other local boys get gobsd i there. Two years earlier, after



another bad crop, my father had spent a miseraiblemmn Flint, putting windshields
into new Buicks. He’d brought home a thousand deléand had spent it all on
outstanding farm debts.

“That’'s some car,” my father said as they sat @nftbnt steps. Gran was in the kitchen
making iced tea. My mother had the unpleasantdéaskatting up Stacy, a misfit from
the moment she stepped out of the car.

“Brand new,” Jimmy Dale said proudly. “Got it lageek, just in time to drive home. Me
and Stacy here got married a month ago, and that'svedding present.”

“Stacy and | got married, not me and Stacy,” sh@rtew wife, cutting in from across the
porch. There was a slight pause in the conversasSahe rest of us absorbed the fact that
Stacy had just corrected her husband’s grammdueiptesence of others. I'd never heard
this before in my life.

“Is it a fifty-two?” Pappy asked.

“No, it's a fifty-three, newest thing on the rod&lilt it myself.”

“You don’t say.”

“Yep. Buick lets us custom order our own cars, thenget to watch when they come
down the line. | put the dashboard in that one.”

“How much did it cost?” | asked, and | thought mgthrer would come for my throat.
“Luke!” she shouted. My father and Pappy cast hao#ts at me, and | was about to say
something when Jimmy Dale blurted out, “Twenty-sekandred dollars. It's no secret.
Every dealer in the country knows how much they.tos

By now the Spruills had drifted over and were irtdjpgy the carevery Spruill but Tally,
who was nowhere to be seen. It was Sunday afterandiime, in my way of thinking,
for a cool bath at Siler’'s Creek. | had been haggiround the porch waiting for her to
appear.

Trot waddled around the car while Bo and Dale enidt, too. Hank was peering inside,
probably looking for the keys. Mr. and Mrs. Sprwittre admiring it from a distance.

Jimmy Dale watched them carefully. “Hill people?”
“Yeah, they’re from Eureka Springs.”
“Nice folks?”

“For the most part,” Pappy said.



“What's that big one doin’?”

“You never know.”

We’d heard at church that morning that Samson kadtaally gotten to his feet and
walked from the ring, so Hank had not added anathsualty to his list. Brother Akers
had preached for an hour on the sinfulness of d@nei\cal-wagering, fighting, lewdness,
vulgar costumes, mingling with gypsies, all sofftélth. Dewayne and | listened to every
word, but our names were never mentioned.

“Why do they live like that?” Stacy asked, lookiagCamp Spruill. Her crisp words
knifed through the air.

“How else could they live?” Pappy asked. He, taag hlready made the decision that he
did not like the new Mrs. Jimmy Dale Chandler. Sheperched like a little bird on the
edge of a rocker, looking down on everything arohed

“Can’t you provide housing for them?” she asked.

| could tell that Pappy was starting to burn.

“Anyway, Buick’ll let us finance the cars for twegmtour months,” Jimmy Dale said.

“Is that s0?” said my father, still staring at‘ltthink that’s ‘bout the finest car I've ever
seen.”

Gran brought a tray to the porch and served taggs of iced tea with sugar. Stacy
declined. “Tea with ice,” she said. “Not for me. Pau have any hot tea?”

Hot tea? Who'd ever heard of such foolishness?

“No, we don’t drink hot tea around here,” Pappyddabm his swing as he glared at
Stacy.

“Well, up in Michigan we don’t drink it with ice 8he said.
“This ain’t Michigan,” Pappy shot back.
“Would you like to see my garden?” my mother sdduatly.

“Yeah, that's a great idea,” Jimmy Dale said. “Gnp sweetheart, Kathleen has the
prettiest garden in Arkansas.”



“I'll go with you,” Gran said in an effort to showhe girl off the porch and away from
controversy. The three women disappeared, and Raaipgd just long enough to say,
“Where in God’s name did you find her, Jimmy Dale?”

“She’s a sweet girl, Uncle Eli,” he answered withowch conviction.

“She’s a damned Yankee.”

“Yankees ain’t so bad. They were smart enough todasotton. They live in nice houses
with indoor plumbing and telephones and televisidigey make good money and they
build good schools. Stacy’s had two years of celldder family’s had a television for
three years. Just last week | watched the IndiadsTagers on it. Can you believe that,
Luke? Watching baseball on television.”

“No sir.”

“Well, I did. Bob Lemon pitched for the Indians gérs ain’t much; they’re in last place
again.”

“I don’t much care for the American League,” | saiepeating words I'd heard my father
and grandfather say since the day | started remengoe

“What a surprise,” Jimmy Dale said with a laughpt&en like a true Cardinal fan. | was
the same way till I went up North. I've been tovele games this year in Tiger Stadium,
and the American League kinda grows on you. Yankess in town two weeks ago;
place was sold out. They got this new guy, Mickegnitle, ‘bout as smooth as I've seen.
Good power, great speed, strikes out a lot, burwieehits it, it's gone. He’'ll be a great
one. And they got Berra and Rizzuto.”

“I still hate ‘em,” | said, and Jimmy Dale laughagdain.

“You still gonna play for the Cardinals?” he asked.

“Yes sir.”

“You ain’t gonna farm?”

“No sir.”

“Smart boy.”

I'd heard the grown-ups talk about Jimmy Dale. Heswuite smug that he’d managed to
flee the cotton patch and make a better living optiN He liked to talk about his money.

He’d found the better life and was quick with hitvige to other farm boys around the
county.



Pappy thought that farming was the only honoraldg & man should work, with the
possible exception of playing professional baseball

We sipped our tea for a while, then Jimmy Dale ,s&d how’s the cotton?”

“So far so good,” Pappy said. “The first pickin’ mtevell.”

“Now we’ll go through it again,” my father added?robably be done in a month or so.”
Tally emerged from the depths of Camp Spruill, imadca towel or some type of cloth.
She circled wide around the red car, where herlyastil stood entranced; they didn’t
notice her. She looked at me from the distancertade no sign. | was suddenly bored
with baseball and cotton and cars and such, boilda't just race off. It would be rude
to leave company in such a manner, and my fatheitd\suspect something. So | sat
there and watched Tally disappear past the house.

“How'’s Luther?” my father asked.

“Doin’ well,” Jimmy Dale said. “I got ‘im on at thplant. He’s makin’ three dollars an
hour, forty hours a week. Luther ain’t never seemsich money.”

Luther was another cousin, another Chandler fratistant strain. I'd met him once, at a
funeral.

“So he ain’'t comin’ home?” Pappy said.

“I doubt it.”

“Is he gonna marry a Yankee?”

“l ain’t asked him. | reckon he’ll do whatever hants to do.”

There was a pause, and the tension seemed todiaderfoment. Then Jimmy Dale said,
“You can’t blame him for stayin’ up there. | meduell, they lost their farm. He was
pickin’ cotton around here for other people, makirthousand bucks a year, didn’t have
two dimes to rub together. Now he’ll make more tearthousand a year, plus a bonus
and retirement.”

“Did he join the union?” my father asked.

“Damned right he did. | got all the boys from hare¢he union.”

“What's a union?” | asked.

“Luke, go check on your mother,” Pappy said. “Gao’on



Once again | had asked an innocent question, aralibe of it, | was banished from the
conversation. | left the porch, then raced to thekiof the house in hopes of seeing Tally.
But she was gone, no doubt down at the creek lgathithhout her faithful lookout.

Gran was at the garden gate, resting on the fevatehing my mother and Stacy go from
plant to plant. | stood beside her, and she tousigthair. “Pappy said she’s a damned
Yankee,” | said softly.

“Don’t swear.”
“I'm not swearin’. I'm just repeatin’.”
“They’re good people, they're just different.” Gramind was somewhere else. At times

that summer she would talk to me without seeingeez.tired eyes would drift away as
her thoughts left our farm.

“Why does she talk like that?” | asked.
“She thinks we talk funny.”

“She does?”

“Of course.”

| couldn’t understand this.

A green snake less than a foot long poked its fread the cucumber patch, then raced
down a dirt trail directly at my mother and Statiey saw it at about the same instant.
My mother pointed and calmly said, “There’s adittjreen snake.”

Stacy reacted in a different manner. Her mouth fi@en, but she was so horrified that it
took a second or two for any sound to come fortternTshe let loose with a scream that
the Latchers could’ve heard, a bloodcurdling shtiek was far more terrifying than even
the deadliest of snakes.

“A snake!” she screamed again as she jumped bahynohother. “Jimmy Dale! Jimmy
Dale!”

The snake had stopped dead on the trail and agptabe looking up at her. It was just a
harmless little green snake. How could anybodyfladiof it? | darted through the
garden and picked him up, thinking | was helpindtera. But the sight of a little boy
holding such a lethal creature was more than Staald stand. She fainted and fell into
the butter beans as the men came running fronrainé porch.

Jimmy Dale scooped her up as we tried to explaiatwihd happened. The poor snake
was limp; | thought he’d fainted, too. Pappy contd suppress a grin as we followed



Jimmy Dale and his wife to the back porch, wheréaleher on a bench while Gran
went to get remedies.

Stacy came to eventually, her face pale, her demmy. Gran hovered over her with
wet cloths and smelling salts.

“Don’t they have snakes up in Michigan?” | whispkte my father.

“Reckon not.”

“It was just a little green one,” | said.

“Thank God she didn’t see a rat snake. She’d bd,tleay father said.

My mother boiled water and poured it into a cupgwattea bag. Stacy sat up and drank it,
and for the first time in history hot tea was cansd on our farm. She wanted to be
alone, so we returned to the front porch while rgisted.

Before long, the men were into the Buick. They tredhood up and were poking their
heads around the engine. When no one was payigtiati to me, | moved away from
the porch and headed for the rear of the houskingdor Tally. | hid by the silo, in a
favorite spot where | couldn’t be seen. | hear@@agine start, a smooth powerful sound,
and knew it wasn’t our old truck. They were goiong & ride, and | heard my father call
my name. But when | didn’t respond, they left.

| gave up on Tally and walked back to the housacystvas sitting on a stool under a tree,
looking forlornly across our fields, arms crossedfahe were very unhappy. The Buick
was gone.

“You didn’t go for a ride?” she asked me.

“No ma’am.”

“Why not?”

“Just didn’t.”

“Have you ever ridden in a car?” Her tone was mogkso | started to lie.

“No ma’am.”

“How old are you?”

“Seven.”

“You're seven years old, and you’ve never riddea itar?”



“‘No ma’am.”
“Have you ever seen a television?”
“‘No ma’am.”
“Have you ever used a telephone?”
“‘No ma’am.”

“Unbelievable.” She shook her head in disgust, langhed I'd stayed by the silo. “Do
you go to school?”

“Yes ma’am.”

“Thank God for that. Can you read?”

“Yes ma’'am. | can write, t00.”

“Are you going to finish high school?”

“Sure am.”

“Did your father?”

“He did.”

“And your grandfather?”

“‘No ma'am.”

“I didn’t think so. Does anybody go to college andihere?”
“Not yet.”

“What does that mean?”

“My mother says I'm goin’ to college.”

“I doubt it. How can you afford college?”

“My mother says I'm goin’.”

“You'll grow up to be just another poor cotton faamlike your father and grandfather.”



“You don’t know that,” | said. She shook her headatal frustration.
“I've had two years of college,” she said very pilyu

It didn’t make you any smarter, | wanted to sayerBhwas a long pause. | wanted to
leave but wasn’t sure how to properly remove myleth the conversation. She sat
perched on the stool, gazing into the distancdnegatg more venom.

“l just can’t believe how backward you people asheé said.

| studied my feet. With the exception of Hank Spyrlihad never met a person whom |
disliked as much as Stacy. What would Ricky dodHebbably cuss her, and since |
couldn’t get by with that, | just decided to walkay.

The Buick was returning, with my father at the wihéke parked it, and all the adults got
out. Jimmy Dale yelled for the Spruills to come 1o\e loaded up Bo, Dale, and Trot in
the backseat, Hank in the front, and away they wismhg down our dirt road, headed
for the river.

It was late in the afternoon before Jimmy Dale maale mention of leaving. We were
ready for them to go, and | was particularly watribat they might hang around long
enough for supper. | couldn’t imagine sitting arduhe dinner table trying to eat while
Stacy commented on our food and habits. So fahabedespised everything else about
our lives, why should she relent over supper?

We moved slowly to the Buick, our languid good-byedsng forever, as usual.

No one was ever in a hurry when it was time toTgee announcement was made that the
hour was late, then repeated, and then someone timadiest move to the car or truck
amid the first wave of farewells. Hands were shakeigs given, promises exchanged.
Progress was made until the group got to the vehidtlwhich time the entire procession
came to a halt as someone remembered yet anotickrsgory. More hugs, more
promises to come back soon. After considerablatetfte departing ones were safely
tucked away inside the vehicle, then those senthiewn off would stick their heads in for
another round of good-byes. Maybe another quicky/stofew protests would finally get
the engine started, and the car or truck would lgitaack up, everyone still waving.

When the house was out of sight, someone otherttigadriver would say, “What was
the hurry?”

And someone standing in the front yard, still wayiwould say, “Wonder why they had
to rush off?”

When we made it to the car, Stacy whispered somgtioi Jimmy Dale. He then turned
to my mother and said softly, “She needs to gh¢obathroom.”



My mother looked worried. We didn’t have bathroorvisu relieved yourself in the
outhouse, a small wooden closet sitting on a deém hidden out behind the toolshed,
halfway between the back porch and the barn.

“Come with me,” my mother said to her, and they. I&mmy Dale suddenly
remembered another story, one about a local boywent to Flint and got arrested for
public drunkenness outside a bar. | eased awaywalted through the house. Then |
sneaked off the back porch and ran between twdehicoops to a point where | could
see my mother leading Stacy to the outhouse. Sppatl and looked at it and seemed
very reluctant to enter. But she had no choice.

My mother left her and retreated to the front yard.

| struck quickly. As soon as my mother was outawfge, | knocked on the door of the
outhouse. | heard a faint shriek, then a despéeiatieo is it?”

“Miss Stacy, it's me, Luke.”

“I'm in here!” she said, her usually clear wordsanburried and muffled in the stifling
humidity of the outhouse. It was dark in there, @hé light coming from the tiny cracks
between the planks.

“Don’t come out right now!” | said with as much parms | could fake.

“What?”

“There’s a big black snake out here!”

“Oh my God!” she gasped. She would’'ve fainted aghain she was already sitting down.
“Be quiet!” | said. “Otherwise, he’ll know you'raithere.”

“Holy Jesus!” she said, her voice breaking. “Do stimng!”

“I can’t. He’s big, and he bites.”

“What does he want?” she begged, as if she wethewnerge of tears.

“I don’t know. He’s a shitsnake, he hangs aroune fad the time.”

“Get Jimmy Dale!”

“Okay, but don’t come out. He’s right by the dobthink he knows you're in there.”

“Oh my God,” she said again, and started cryirdudked back between the chicken
coops, then looped around the garden on the emsbsihe house. | moved slowly and



quietly along the hedges that were our property lintil | came to a point in a thicket
where | could hide and watch the front yard. JiniDaje was leaning on his car, telling a
story, waiting for his young bride to finish herdmess.

Time dragged on. My parents and Pappy and Granbst and chuckled as one story led
to another. Occasionally one of them would glaeeatrd the backyard.

My mother finally became concerned and left theugrto check on Stacy. A minute later
there were voices, and Jimmy Dale bolted towardthtbouse. | buried myself deeper in
the thicket.

It was almost dark when | entered the house. l@hb&atching from a distance, from
beyond the silo, and | knew my mother and Gran yeeparing supper. | was in enough
trouble-being late for a meal would have only coommted the situation.

They were seated, and Pappy was about to blessatievhen | walked through the door
from the back porch and quietly took my seat. Tlo@ked at me, but | chose instead to
stare at my plate. Pappy said a quick prayer, laadaod was passed around. After a
silence sufficiently long enough to build tensiany father said, “Where you been,
Luke?”

“Down by the creek,” | said.

“Doin” what?”

“Nothin’. Just lookin” around.”

This sounded suspicious enough, but they let &.pA%en all was quiet, Pappy, with
perfect timing and with the devil in his voice,&diYou see any shitsnakes at the
creek?”

He barely got the words out before he cracked up.

| looked around the table. Gran’s jaws were cleddif she were determined not to
smile. My mother covered her mouth with her napki, her eyes betrayed her; she
wanted to laugh, too. My father had a large bitearhething in his mouth, and he
managed to chew it while keeping a straight face.

But Pappy was determined to howl. He roared aetiteof the table while the rest of
them fought to maintain their composure. “That wagod one, Luke!” he managed to

say while catching his breath. “Served her right.”

| finally laughed, too, but not at my own actiom$e sight of Pappy laughing so hard
while the other three so gamely tried not to strnekas funny.



“That’s enough, Eli,” Gran said, finally moving hiams.

| took a large bite of peas and stared at my pEtegs grew quiet again, and we ate for
a while with nothing said.

After dinner, my father took me for a walk to tle®kshed. On its door he kept a wooden
hickory stick, one that he’d cut himself and podidiio a shine. It was reserved for me.

I'd been taught to take my punishment like a manyir@ was forbidden, at least openly.
In these awful moments, Ricky always inspired rieeheard horror stories of the
beatings Pappy had given him, and never, accotdihgs parents and mine, had he been
brought to tears. When Ricky was a kid, a whippiras a challenge.

“That was a mean thing you did to Stacy,” my fatbhegan. “She was a guest on our farm,
and she’s married to your cousin.”

“Yes sir.”
“Why’d you do it?”

“‘Cause she said we were stupid and backwardittikk embellishment here wouldn’t
hurt.

“She did?”

“Yes sir. | didn’t like her, neither did you or dmydy else.”

“That may be true, but you still have to respeatryelders. How many licks you think
that's worth?” The crime and the punishment weveagb discussed beforehand. When |
bent over, | knew exactly how many licks I'd reaiv

“One,” | said. That was my usual assessment.

“I think two,” he said. “Now what about the bad tarage?”

“I don’t think it was that bad,” | said.

“You used a word that was unacceptable.”

“Yes sir.”

“How many licks for that?”



“One.”

“Can we agree on three, total?” he asked. He nghgped me when he was angry, so
there was usually a little room for negotiationrdénsounded fair, but | always pushed a
little. After all, | was on the receiving end. Whgt haggle?

“Two’s more fair,” | said.
“It's three. Now bend over.”

| swallowed hard, gritted my teeth, turned aroueht over, and grabbed my ankles. He
smacked my rear three times with the hickory sticktung like hell, but his heart wasn’t
in it. I'd received far worse.

“Go to bed, right now,” he said, and | ran to tloaie.

Chapter 20

Now that Hank had $250 of Samson’s money in hikethte was even less enthusiastic
about picking cotton. “Where’s Hank?” Pappy asked $pruill as we took the sacks and
began our work on Monday morning. “Sleepin’, | reckwas the abrupt response, and
nothing else was said at that moment.

He arrived in the fields sometime in the middlg¢le# morning. | didn’t know exactly
when because | was at the far end of a row of nptiat soon | heard voices and knew
that the Spruills were once again at war.

An hour or so before lunch, the sky began to dar&ad a slight breeze came from the
west. When the sun disappeared, | stopped pickidgstudied the clouds. A hundred
yards away | saw Pappy do the same thing-handgsngiraw hat cocked to one side,
face frowning upward. The wind grew stronger aralgky darker, and before long the
heat was gone. All of our storms came from Joneslwnich was known as Tornado
Alley.

Hail hit first, hard tiny specks the size of peawgl, and | headed for the tractor. The sky
to the southwest was dark blue, almost black, kadaw clouds were bearing down on
us. The Spruills were moving quickly down their spwall heading for the trailer. The
Mexicans were running toward the barn.

| began to run, too. The hail stung the back ofrragk and prompted me to run even
faster. The wind was howling through the trees @it river and pushing the cotton



stalks to their sides. Lightning cracked somewlet@nd me, and | heard one of the
Spruills, Bo, probably, give a yell.

“We don’t need to get near the cotton trailer,” Pagvas saying as | arrived. “Not with
that lightnin’.”

“Better get to the house,” my father said.

We loaded onto the flatbed trailer, all of us sdong in a great hurry, and just as Pappy
turned the tractor around, the rain hit with a futywvas cold and sharp and falling
sideways in the fierce wind. We were instantly sahk wouldn’t have been wetter if I'd
jumped in the creek.

The Spruills huddled together with Tally in the nJust a few feet away, my father
clutched me to his chest, as if the wind might tadkeeaway. My mother and Gran had
left the fields not long before the storm hit.

The rain beat us in waves. It was so thick | cdadcely see the rows of cotton just a few
feet in front of me. “Hurry up, Pappy!” | kept sag. The storm was so loud | couldn’t
hear the familiar knock of the tractor engine. ltighg cracked again, this time much
closer, so close that my ears hurt. | thought weewgeing to die.

It took forever to get to the house, but when wek the rain suddenly stopped. The sky
was even darker, black in every direction. “It&ianel!” Mr. Spruill said loudly as we
were just getting off the trailer. To the west, li@yond the river and high above the tree
line, a slim funnel cloud dipped downward. It waght gray, almost white against the
black sky, and it grew larger and louder as it miéglevay very slowly toward the ground.
It was several miles away, and because of theraista didn’t seem too dangerous.

Tornadoes were common in our part of Arkansas,'d@nteard stories about them all of
my life. Decades earlier Gran’s father had supplgsadvived a horrible twister, one
that had run in circles and struck the same sraathfmore than once. It was a tall tale,
one that Gran told without much conviction. Twistarere a way of life, but I'd not seen
one until now.

“Kathleen!” my father yelled toward the house. Hentt want my mother to miss such a
spectacle. | glanced at the barn, where the Megivare as still and as amazed as we
were. A couple of them were pointing.

We watched the funnel in muted fascination, withfeatr or terror, because it was
nowhere near our farm and going away, to the remtheast. It moved slowly, as if it
were searching for the perfect place to touch ddtsrtail was clearly visible above the
horizon, way above the land, and it skipped alongnidair, dancing at times while it
decided where and when to strike. The bulk of tmél spun tightly, a perfect upside-
down cone whirling in a fierce spiral.



The screen door slammed behind us. My mother aad @ere on the steps, both of
them wiping their hands with dish towels.

“It's headed for town,” Pappy said with great auttyg as if he could predict where
tornadoes would hit.

“I think so,” my father added, suddenly anotherexxpveatherman.

The twister’s tail sank lower and stopped skippih@ppeared as if it had indeed touched
down somewhere far away, because we could no Isegethe end of it.

The church, the gin, the movie theater, Pop and’Bggocery— | was tallying the
damage when suddenly the twister lifted itself nd aeemed to disappear completely.

There was another roar behind us. Across the e into the Jeter property, another
tornado had arrived. It had crept up on us whilewgee watching the first one. It was a
mile or two away and seemed headed straight fohouse. We watched in horror,
unable to move for a second or two.

“Let’s get in the barn!” Pappy shouted. Some of $peuills were already running toward
their camp, as if they'd be safe inside a tent.

“Over here!” Mr. Spruill shouted and pointed to thean. Suddenly everyone was yelling
and pointing and scurrying about. My father grabtmgchand, and we began running.
The ground was shaking and the wind was screanhimg Mexicans were scattering in
all directions; some thought it best to hide infileé&ds, others were headed toward our
house until they saw us running to the barn. Héaw past me with Trot on his back.
Tally outran us, too.

Before we made it to the barn, the twister leftgheund and rose quickly into the sky.
Pappy stopped and watched, and then so did everyded. The funnel went slightly to
the east of our farm, and instead of a frontal@ssaleft behind only a sprinkling of
thick brown rainwater and specks of mud. We watdhpdnp along in midair, looking
for another site to drop down in, just like thesfione.

For a few minutes we were too stunned and tooteiged to say much.

| studied the clouds in all directions, determimed to be blind-sided again. | wasn’t the
only one cutting my eyes around.

Then it started raining once more, and we wenhéohouse.

The storm raged for two hours and threw almostyaligrg in nature’s arsenal at us:
gale-force winds and blinding rains, twisters, haild lightning so quick and so close



that we hid under our beds at times. The Sprul& refuge in our living room, while we
cowered throughout the rest of the house. My mdtbpt me close. She was deathly
afraid of storms and that made the entire ordeah@vorse. | wasn’'t exactly sure how we
would die-blown away by the wind or seared by atligng bolt or swept away by the
water-but it was obvious to me that the end hadecdvty father slept through most of it,
though, and his indifference was a great comfoetdHived in foxholes and been shot at
by the Germans, so nothing frightened him. Theetlofeus lay on the floor of their
bedroom-my father snoring, my mother praying, armdimthe middle listening to the
sounds of the storm. | thought of Noah and hisy/fdetys of rain, and | waited for our
little house to simply lift up and begin floating.

When the rain and wind finally passed, we wentidetto survey the destruction. Other
than wet cotton, there was surprisingly little dgexaseveral scattered tree branches, the
usual washed-out gullies, and some ripped-up toplatds in the garden. The cotton
would be dry by the next morning, and we’d be biadkusiness.

During a late lunch Pappy said, “I reckon | begercheck on the gin.” We were anxious
to get to town. What if it had been leveled by tivister?

“I'd like to see the church,” Gran said.

“Me, too,” | said.

“Why do you wanna see the church?” my father asked.
“To see if the twister got it.”

“Let’'s go,” Pappy said, and we jumped from our ¢hial he dishes were piled into the
sink and left unwashed, something I'd never sedorbe

Our road was nothing but mud, and in places laegians had been washed away. We
slipped and slid for a quarter of a mile until veene to a crater. Pappy rammed it in low
and tried to plow through the ditch on the leftesidext to the Jeters’ cotton. The truck
stopped and settled, and we were hopelessly stickather hiked back to the house to
get the John Deere while we waited. As usual, | wake back of the truck, and so | had
plenty of room to move around. My mother was padkeitie front with Pappy and Gran.
| think it was Gran who said something to the dftbat perhaps it wasn’t such a good
idea to go to town after all. Pappy just stewed.

When my father returned, he hooked a twenty-fogtdieain to the front bumper and
slowly pulled us out of the ditch. The men had dediit was best for the tractor to drag
us all the way to the bridge. When we got ther@ppainhitched the chain, and my
father rode over on the tractor. Then we crosseldariruck. The road on the other side
was even worse, according to the men, so theycteddtthe chain, and the tractor pulled



the truck for two miles until we came to a gravadd. We left the John Deere there and
headed for town, if, in fact, it was still thereoonly knew what carnage awaited us. |
could barely conceal my excitement.

We finally made it to the highway, and when we agnoward Black Oak, we left a long
trail of mud on the asphalt. Why couldn’t all rodmspaved? | asked myself.

Things appeared normal as we drove along. No flattérees or crops, no debris slung
for miles, no gaping holes through the landscapleh& houses seemed to be in order.
The fields were empty because the cotton was webther than that, life had not been
disturbed.

Standing in the back of the truck, looking over tlab with my father, | strained my eyes
for the first glimpse of town. It arrived soon egbu The gin was roaring as usual. God
had protected the church. The stores along MageSwere intact. “Thank God,” my
father said. | was not unhappy to see the buildimgsuched, but things could’ve been
more interesting.

We weren't the only curious ones. Traffic was heamyMain Street, and people crowded
the sidewalks. This was unheard of for a Monday.paAtked at the church, and once we
determined that it had not been hit, | scamperedhdo Pop and Pearl’s, where the foot
traffic appeared to be particularly thick. Mr. Relétcher had a group going, and | got
there just in time.

According to Mr. Red, who lived west of town, hedllanown a twister was about to
appear because his old beagle was hiding undéattieen table, a most ominous sign.
Taking his cue from his dog, Mr. Red began studyiregsky, and before long was not
surprised to see it turn black. He heard the twisééore he saw it. It dipped down from
nowhere, came straight for his farm, and stayetherground long enough to flatten two
chicken coops and peel the roof off his house.g&@iof glass struck his wife and drew
blood, so we had a bona fide casualty. Behind heatd folks whisper excitedly about
driving out to the Fletcher place to inspect thstdection.

“What'd it look like?” somebody asked.
“Black as coal,” Mr. Red said. “Sounded like a dyieti train.”

This was even more exciting because our twistedsean a light gray in color, almost
white. His had been black. Apparently, all manrfdomadoes had ravaged our county.

Mrs. Fletcher appeared at his side, her arm hehaihdaged and in a sling, and we
couldn’t help but stare. She looked as though sightjust pass out on the sidewalk. She
displayed her wound and received plenty of attentiotil Mr. Red realized he’d lost the
audience, so he stepped forward and resumed hatimar He said his tornado left the
ground and began hopping about. He jumped in hektand tried to follow it. He gave it
a good chase through a driving hailstorm and alrmagght up with it as it circled back.



Mr. Red’s truck was older than Pappy’s. Some o$éhim the crowd began looking
around in disbelief. | wanted one of the adultask, “What were you gonna do if you
caught it, Red?” Anyway, he said he soon gave aghase and returned home to see
about Mrs. Fletcher. When he had seen it lastonrsado was headed straight for town.

Pappy told me later that Mr. Red Fletcher woultadie when the truth sounded better.

There was a lot of lying that afternoon in BlackkQar perhaps just a lot of exaggerating.
Twister stories were told and retold from one ehMain Street to the other. In front of
the Co-op, Pappy described what we’d seen, anthéomost part he stuck to the facts.
The double-twister story carried the moment andéhaatyone’s attention until Mr.

Dutch Lamb stepped forward and claimed to have Haer! His wife verified it, and
Pappy went to the truck.

By the time we left town, it was a miracle that Hreds hadn’t been killed.

The last of the clouds were gone by dark, but & did not return. We sat on the porch
after supper and waited for the Cardinals. Thevas clear and light-the first hint of
autumn.

Six games were left, three against the Reds aee tigainst the Cubs, all to be played at
home at Sportsman’s Park, but with the Dodgersrsgaenes in first place, the season
was over. Stan the Man Musial was leading the leagiatting and slugging, and he
also had more hits and doubles than anybody else CRrdinals would not win the
pennant, but we still had the greatest playereéngdame. At home after a road trip to
Chicago, the boys were happy to be back in St.4,@dcording to Harry Caray, who
often passed along greetings and gossip as lialplayers lived in his house.

Musial hit a single and a triple, and the score tebat three after nine innings. It was
late, but we weren't tired. The storm had chasefilam the fields, and the cool weather
was something to be savored. The Spruills weragitiround a fire, talking softly and
enjoying a moment without Hank. He often disappearféer supper.

In the bottom of the tenth, Red Schoendienst sthglad when Stan Musial came to the
plate, the fans went wild, according to Harry Casalgo, as Pappy said, often watched
one game and described another. The attendancieweassthan ten thousand; we could
tell the crowd was slim. But Harry was making enoungise for the other twenty
thousand. After 148 games, he was just as exci#tdrb'a been on opening day. Musial
ripped a double, his third hit of the game, sco@afpoendienst and winning it four to
three.

A month earlier we would have celebrated, alondp\wiarry, on the front porch. | would
have sprinted around the bases in the yard, slidtogsecond, just like Stan the Man.
Such a dramatic victory would have sent us alled bappy, though Pappy would still
want to fire the manager.



But things were different now. The win meant littllee season was ending with the
Cardinals in third place. The front yard had beeerahelmed by the Spruills. Summer
was gone.

Pappy turned off the radio with Harry winding dowhhere’s no way Baumholtz can
catch him,” Pappy said. Frankie Baumholtz of thd€£was six points behind Musial in
the race for the hitting title.

My father grunted his agreement. The men had ba#tey than usual during the game.
The storms and cool weather had struck them likdreass. The seasons were changing,
yet nearly one third of the cotton was still ougrih We’d had near perfect weather for
seven months; surely it was time for a change.

Chapter 21

Autumn lasted less than twenty-four hours. By ntiennext day the heat was back, the
cotton was dry, the ground was hard, and all tipbsasant thoughts about cool days and
blowing leaves were forgotten. We had returnedhéoadge of the river for the second
picking. A third one might materialize later in tfal, a “Christmas picking,” as it was
known, in which the last remnants of cotton werthgeed. By then the hill people and
the Mexicans would be long gone.

| stayed close to Tally for most of the day and kear hard to keep up with her. She had
become aloof for some reason, and | was despers&arn why. The Spruills were a
tense bunch, no more singing or laughing in thiedievery few words spoken among
them. Hank came to work mid-morning and began piglat a leisurely pace. The rest of
the Spruills seemed to avoid him.

Late in the afternoon | dragged myself back tottager-for the final time, | hoped. It

was an hour before quitting time, and | was looKimrgmy mother. Instead | saw Hank
with Bo and Dale at the opposite end of the trailaiting in the shade for either Pappy
or my father to weigh their cotton. | ducked lowtlre stalks so they wouldn’t see me and
waited for friendlier voices.

Hank was talking loudly, as usual. “I'm tired otgin’ cotton,” he said. “Damned tired
of it! So | been thinkin’ about a new job, and hedfigured a new way to make money.
Lots of it. I'm gonna follow that carnival aroungly from town to town, sorta hide in the
shadows while oI’ Samson and his woman rake ircésh. I'll wait till the money piles
up; I'll watch him fling them little sodbusters ¢aithe ring, and then late at night, when
he’s good and tired, I'll jump up outta nowhersy, tlown fifty bucks, whip his ass again,



and walk away with all his money. If | do it oncevaek, that's two thousand dollars a
month, twenty-four thousand bucks a year. All castil, I'll get rich.”

There was mischief in his voice, and Bo and Dalesvi@ughing by the time he finished.
Even | had to admit it was funny.

“What if Samson gets tired of it?” Bo asked.

“Are you kiddin’? He’s the world’s greatest wrestlstraight from Egypt. Samson fears
no man. Hell, | might take his woman, too. She &mbkretty good, didn't she?”

“You'll have to let him win every now and then,” Baid. “Otherwise he won't fight
you.”

“I like the part about takin’ his woman,” Dale saitireally liked her legs.”

“Rest of her wasn't bad,” Hank said. “Wait-I gatlitl run ‘im off and become the new
Samson! I'll grow my hair down to my ass, dye @&dH, get me some little leopard-skin
shorts, talk real funny, and these ignorant redaiédund here’ll think I'm from Egypt,
too. Delilah won’t be able to keep her hands off’'me

They laughed hard and long, and their amusementwa@sgious. | chuckled to myself
at the notion of Hank strutting around the ringigit shorts, trying to convince people
he was from Egypt. But he was too stupid to becaveiian. He would hurt people and
scare away his challengers.

Pappy arrived at the trailer and started weighiregdotton. My mother drifted in, too,

and whispered to me that she was ready to go tbhdbse. So was |I. We made the long
walk together, in silence, both happy that the wag almost over.

The house painting had resumed. We noticed it ttmgarden, and upon closer
inspection saw where our painter-Trot, we stillgoraed-had worked his way up to the
fifth board from the bottom and had applied thetfaoat to an area about the size of a
small window. My mother touched it gently; the gastuck to her finger.

“It's fresh,” she said, glancing toward the fromtrgt, where, as usual, there was no sign
of Trot.

“You still think it's him?” | asked.
“Yes, | do.”

“Where does he get the paint?”



“Tally buys it for him, out of her pickin’ money.”
“Who told you?”

“l asked Mrs. Foley at the hardware store. She aaidppled boy from the hills and his
sister bought two quarts of white enamel houset@aid a small brush. She thought it
was strange-hill people buyin’ house paint.”

“How much will two quarts paint?”
“Not very much.”

“You gonna tell Pappy?”

“am.”

We made a quick pass through the garden, gathgishthe essentials-tomatoes,
cucumbers, and two red peppers that caught hefTégerest of the picking crew would
be in from the fields in a short while, and | wasiaus for the fireworks to start once
Pappy learned that his house was getting painted.

In a few minutes, there were whispers and brief/ecsations outside. | was forced to
slice cucumbers in the kitchen, a tactic to keepamay from the controversy. Gran
listened to the news on the radio while my motlwaked. At some point, my father and
Pappy walked to the east side of the house aneatesg Trot's work in progress.

Then they came to the kitchen, where we sat argsétethe food and began eating
without a word about anything but the weather.dppy was angry about the house
painting, he certainly didn’t show it. Maybe he wast too tired.

The next day my mother kept me behind and puttarednd the house for as long as she
could. She did the breakfast dishes and some lgpadd together we watched the front
yard. Gran left and headed for the cotton, but noyher and | stayed back, doing chores
and keeping busy.

Trot was not to be seen. He’'d vanished from thetfyard. Hank stumbled from a tent
around eight and knocked over cans and jugs uatibbnd the leftover biscuits. He ate
until there was nothing left, then he belched awkéd at our house as if he might raid it
for food. Eventually he lumbered past the silo awmay to the cotton trailer.

We waited, peeking through the front windows. $tdlsign of Trot. We finally gave up
and walked to the fields. When my mother returiedd hours later to prepare lunch,
there was a small area of fresh paint on some baarder the window of my room. Trot
was painting slowly toward the rear of the housework limited by his reach and by his
desire for privacy. At the current rate of progrdssd finish about half the east side
before it was time for the Spruills to pack up &eed for the hills.



After three days of peace and hard work, it wag tiar more conflict. Miguel met Pappy
at the tractor after breakfast, and they walketthéndirection of the barn, where some of
the other Mexicans were waiting. In the semidarkr@dhe dawn | tagged along, just
close enough to hear but not get noticed. Luissitiag on a stump, his head low as if
he were sick. Pappy examined him closely. He hffdrad some type of injury.

The story, as Miguel explained it in rapid, brolamglish, was that during the night
someone had thrown clods of dirt at the barn. Tisé dne landed against the side of the
hayloft just after the Mexicans had bedded dowsoiinded like a gunshot-planks rattled,
and the whole barn seemed to shake. A few minwssaal, and then another one landed.
Then another. About ten minutes went by, and theudht perhaps it was over, but yet
another one hit, this one on the tin roof just abtheir heads. They were angry and
scared, and sleep became impossible. Through élo&scm the wall, they watched the
cotton field behind the barn. Their tormentor wasthere somewhere, deep in the cotton,
invisible in the blackness of the night, hidinggli& coward.

Luis had slowly opened the loft door for a bett®, and when he did a missile landed
squarely in his face. It was a rock from the raaétront of our house. Whoever threw it
had saved it for such an occasion, a direct shanaif the Mexicans. Dirt clods were
fine for making noise, but the rock was used tomai

Luis’s nose was cut, broken, and swollen to twisasormal size. Pappy yelled for my
father to fetch Gran.

Miguel continued the story. Once they tended tesland got him somewhat comfortable,
the shelling resumed. Every ten minutes or so,gashey were settling down again,
another volley would crash in from the darknessylWatched carefully through the
cracks but saw no movements in the field. It was oo dark to see anything. Finally
their assailant grew tired of his fun and gamesstogped the assault. For most of them,
sleep had been fitful.

Gran arrived and took over. Pappy stomped awagjrogiunder his breath. | was torn
between the two dramas: Did | want to watch Graetatoon Luis, or did | want to listen
as Pappy blew off steam?

| followed Pappy back to the tractor, where he deohat my father in words | could not
understand. Then he charged the flatbed trailerevtiee Spruills were waiting, still half-
asleep.

“Where’s Hank?” he snarled at Mr. Spruill.

“Sleepin’, | reckon.”



“Is he gonna work today?” Pappy’s words were sharp.
“Go ask him,” Mr. Spruill said, getting to his feetaddress Pappy face-to-face.

Pappy took a step closer. “The Mexicans couldeépllast night ‘cause somebody’s
throwin’ dirt clods against the barn. Any idea whwas?”

My father, with a much cooler head, stepped betwiernwo.
“Nope. You accusin’ somebody?” Mr. Spruill asked.

“I don’t know,” Pappy said. “Ever’body else’s workihard, sleepin’ hard, dead tired at
night. Ever’body but Hank. Seems to me, he’s tHg one with plenty of time on his
hands. And it's the sorta stupid thing Hank woubd’d

| didn’t like this open conflict with the Spruill§hey were as tired of Hank as we were,
but they were still his family. And they were Ipkople, too-make them mad and they’'d
simply leave. Pappy was on the verge of sayingraoh.

“I'll speak to him,” Mr. Spruill said, somewhat gef, as if he knew Hank was the likely
culprit. His chin dropped an inch or two, and hekied at Mrs. Spruill. The family was in
turmoil because of Hank, and they were not readiefend him.

“Let’s get to work,” my father said. They were aous$ for the confrontation to end. |
glanced at Tally, but she was looking away, logtenthoughts, ignoring me and
everybody else. Pappy climbed onto the tractor vemdeft to pick cotton.

Luis lay on the back porch all morning with an paek on his face. Gran buzzed around
and tried repeatedly to force her remedies upon hunLuis held firm. By noon he'd

had enough of this American style of doctoring aas anxious to return to the fields,
broken nose or not.

Hank’s cotton production had fallen from about fundred pounds a day to less than
two hundred. Pappy was livid about this. As thesddragged on, the situation festered,
and there were more whispers among the adults.yHaapnever owned $250 free and
Clear.

“How much did he pick today?” he asked my fathezrosupper. We had just finished the
blessing and were passing around the food.

“Hundred and ninety pounds.”

My mother closed her eyes in frustration. Suppes stgpposed to be a pleasant time for
families to visit and reflect. She hated controyetsring our meals. Idle gossip-chitchat



about the goings-on of people we knew or perhaghs'thknow-was okay, but she didn’t
like conflict. Food was not properly digested uslgsur body was relaxed.

“I've a good mind to drive to town tomorrow, findi€& Powers, and tell him I'm
finished with the boy,” Pappy said, waving a fotklee air.

There was no way he would do this, and we knetatknew it, too. If Stick somehow
managed to get Hank Spruill handcuffed and showedthe back of his patrol car, which
was a showdown | would’'ve loved to witness, the oeéshe Spruills would be packed
and gone in a matter of minutes. Pappy wasn’t atwotisk a crop over an idiot like
Hank. We’d grit our teeth and just try to survive presence on our farm. We’d hope
and pray he wouldn’t kill anyone else and that ne killed him, and in a few short
weeks the harvest would be completed, and he’'dhbe.g

“You're not sure it's him,” Gran said. “No one sdiwn throwin’ at the barn.”

“Some things you ain’t gotta see,” Pappy fired b&tke ain’'t seen Trot with a
paintbrush, but we’re perfectly happy to believéstimin’ the paintin’. Right?”

My mother, with perfect timing, said, “Luke, whoeathe Cardinals playin’?” It was her
standard line, a not-too-subtle way of letting ¢fi@ers know that she wanted to eat in
peace.

“The Cubs,” | said.

“How many more games?” she asked.

“Just three.”

“How far ahead is Musial?”

“Six points. He’s at three-thirty-six. Baumholtzasthree-thirty. He can’t catch him.”
At this point my father was always expected to céohe aid of his wife and keep the
conversation away from heavier matters. He clehrgthroat and said, “| bumped into
Lou Jeffcoat last Saturday-I forgot to tell you. bd the Methodists have a new pitcher
for Sunday’s game.”

Pappy had cooled off enough to say, “He’s lyin’alh what they say every year.”

“Why would they need a new pitcher?” Gran askedhaifaint smile, and | thought my
mother was going to laugh.

Sunday was the Fall Picnic, a glorious event thguéfed Black Oak. After worship,
usually a very long worship, at least for us Bdptisre would meet at the school, where



the Methodists would be gathering. Under the sheaas the ladies would set up enough
food to feed the entire state, and after a longhuthe men would play a baseball game.

It was no ordinary game, because bragging rights westake. The winners ribbed the
losers for an entire year. In the dead of wintead heard men at the Tea Shoppe ride
each other about The Game.

The Methodists had won it for the last four yegeg,they always started rumors about
having a new pitcher.

“Who'’s pitchin’ for us?” my father asked. Pappy cbad the Baptist team every year,
though after four straight losses, folks were beigig to grumble.

“Ridley, | guess,” Pappy said without hesitatiore’tHbeen thinking about the game for a
year.

“I can hit Ridley!” | said.

“You got a better idea?” Pappy shot at me.

“Yes sir.”

“Well, | can’t wait to hear it.”

“Pitch Cowboy,” | said, and everybody smiled. Whatonderful idea.

But the Mexicans couldn’t play in The Game, norlddhe hill people. Each roster was
made up of certified church members onlyno farnotals, no relatives from Jonesboro,
no ringers of any variety. There were so many rtiasif they’d been put down in
writing, the rule book would’ve been thicker th&e Bible. The umpires were brought in
from Monette and were paid five dollars a game plughe lunch they could eat.
Supposedly, no one knew the umpires, but aftelykset's loss there were rumors, at
least around our church, that they were either bllitis or married to Methodists.

“That would be nice, wouldn’t it?” my father saateaming of Cowboy mowing down
our rivals. One strikeout after another. Curvedhopping in from all directions.

With the conversation back in pleasant territoing women took over. Baseball was
pushed aside as they talked about the picnicaibe, fiwhat the Methodist women would
be wearing, and so on. Supper came to the usuet cjose, and we headed for the porch.

| had decided that | would write Ricky a letter aati him about Libby Latcher. | was
certain that none of the adults would do so; theyewoo busy burying the secret. But
Ricky needed to know what Libby had accused hinHefneeded to respond in some



way. If he knew what was happening, then maybeodaet himself sent home to deal
with the situation. And the sooner the better. Thtehers were staying to themselves,
telling no one, as far as we knew, but secrets Waré to keep around Black Oak.

Before Ricky left for Korea, he’d told us the starfya friend of his, a guy from Texas
he’d met in boot camp. This guy was only eightdern,he was already married, and his
wife was pregnant. The army sent him to Califotnighuffle papers for a few months so
he wouldn’t get shot. It was a hardship case ofeswariety, and the guy would be back
in Texas before his wife gave birth.

Ricky now had a hardship; he just didn’t know ivduld be the one to tell him. |
excused myself from the porch under the pretensatigue and went to Ricky’s room,
where | kept my Big Chief writing tablet. | tooktd the kitchen table-the light was better
thereand began writing slowly in large printeddett

| dwelt briefly on baseball, the pennant race, tthencarnival and Samson, and | wrote a
couple of sentences about the twisters earlidrantteek. | had neither the time nor the
stomach to talk about Hank, so | got to the meahefstory. | told him that Libby

Latcher had had a baby, though | did not confessithad actually been nearby when the
thing arrived.

My mother wandered in from the porch and asked whats doing. “Writin’ Ricky,” |
said.

“How nice,” she said. “You need to go to bed.”

“Yes ma’am.” | had written a full page and was gqutoud of myself. Tomorrow |
would write another page. Then maybe another. Idessrmined that it would be the
longest letter Ricky had so far received.

Chapter 22

| was nearing the end of a long row of cotton, eltsthe thicket that bordered Siler’s
Creek, when | heard voices. The stalks were espetad, and | was lost amid the dense
foliage. My sack was half-full, and | was dreamafghe afternoon in town, of a movie
at the Dixie with a Coca-Cola and popcorn. Thewas almost overhead; it had to be
approaching noon. | planned to make the turn aed kiead back to the trailer, working
hard and finishing the day with a flourish.

When | heard people talking, | dropped to one kaed,then | slowly sat on the ground
without making another sound. For a long time Ire®thing at all, and | was beginning
to think that maybe | had been wrong, when theevoica girl barely made it through the



stalks to where | was hiding. She was somewhengytaght; | couldn’t tell how far
away.

| slowly stood and peeked through the cotton butsathing. Then | crouched again and
began creeping down the row toward the end, mpoaack abandoned for the moment.
Silently, | crawled and stopped, crawled and stdppetil | heard her again. She was
several rows over, hiding, | thought, in the cottioinoze for a few minutes until | heard
her laugh, a soft laugh that was muffled by theéargtand | knew it was Tally.

For a long time | rocked gently on all fours anddrto imagine what she was doing
hiding in the fields, as far away from the cottaailer as possible. Then | heard another
voice, that of a man. | decided to move in closer.

| found the widest gap between two stalks andlatigh the first row without a sound.
There was no wind to rustle the leaves and bail$ led to be perfectly still. And patient.
Then | made it through the second row and waitedhie voices.

They were quiet for a long time, and | began torywtiat maybe they’d heard me. Then
there was giggling, both voices working at oncel kv, hushed conversation that |
could barely hear. | stretched out flat on my stomand surveyed the situation from the
ground, down where the stalks were thickest ancethvere no bolls and leaves. | could
almost see something several rows away, maybeattk@esss of Tally’s hair, maybe not.
| decided | was close enough.

There was no one nearby. The others-the Spruitigtzan Chandlers-were working their
way back to the trailer. The Mexicans were far awething visible but their straw hats.

Though shaded, | was sweating profusely. My heas m&cing, my mouth dry. Tally was
hiding deep in the cotton with a man, doing sonmgthiad, or if not, then why was she
hiding? | wanted to do something to stop them,liinad no right. | was just a little kid, a
spy who was trespassing on their business. | thaalgbut retreating, but the voices held
me.

The snake was a water moccasin, a cottonmouthofomeny in our part of Arkansas.
They lived around the creeks and rivers and ocna#lioventured inland to sun or to
feed. Each spring when we planted, it was commaeéothem ground up behind our
disks and plows. They were short, black, thick,raggive, and filled with venom. Their
bites were rarely fatal, but I'd heard many talésaof horrible deaths.

If you saw one, you simply killed it with a stick a hoe or anything you could grab.
They weren’t as quick as rattlers, nor did theyehtine striking range, but they were
mean and nasty.

This one was crawling down the row directly at hegs than five feet away. We were
eyeball-to-eyeball. I'd been so occupied with Talhd whatever she was doing that I'd



forgotten everything else. | uttered somethingarrdr and bolted upright, then | ran
through a row of cotton, then another.

A man said something in a louder voice, but forrti@ment | was more concerned with
the snake. I hit the ground near my cotton sac&pped it over my shoulder, and began
crawling toward the trailer. When | was certain to¢tonmouth was far away, | stopped
and listened. Nothing. Complete silence. No one el@sing me.

Slowly, | stood and peeked through the cotton. foright, several rows away and
already with her back to me, was Tally, her cotaonk strapped over her shoulder and
her straw hat cocked to one side, steadily makargaay along as if nothing had
happened.

And to my left, cutting low through the cotton aggtaping like a thief, was Cowboy.

On most Saturday afternoons Pappy could find s@asan to delay our trip to town.
We'd finish lunch, and I'd suffer the indignity tdfe bath, then he’d find something to do
because he was determined to make us wait. Therttsad some ailment that suddenly
needed his attention. He’d crawl around with héswfenches, making a fuss about how
it had to be repaired right then so he could beyrtbcessary parts in town. Or the truck
wasn’t running just right, and Saturday after lumas the perfect time to poke around
the engine. Or the water pump needed his atterfiometimes he sat at the kitchen table
and attended to the small amount of paperworloi to run the farming operation.

Finally, when everyone was good and mad, he’d sakeag bath, and then we’d head to
town.

My mother was anxious to see the newest memberafkzad County, even though he
was a Latcher, so while Pappy piddled in the tbelds we loaded four boxes of
vegetables and headed across the river. My fatmeelsow avoided the trip. The baby’s
alleged father was his brother, and that, of cquregle my father the baby’s alleged
uncle, and that was something my father simply waeady to accept. And | was sure
he had no interest in another encounter with Mtcher.

My mother drove, and | prayed, and we somehow nitagldely over the bridge. We
rolled to a stop on the other side of the rivere Tiuck stalled, and the engine died. As
she was taking a deep breath, | decided to sayniMbere’s somethin’ | need to tell
you.”

“Can it wait?” she asked, reaching for the ignition

“NO_"



We were sitting in a hot truck, just off the bridge a one-lane dirt road without a house
or another vehicle in sight. It struck me as thdgmt place and time for an important
conversation.

“What is it?” she said, folding her arms acrossdiezst as if she’d already decided I'd
done something terrible.

There were so many secrets. Hank and the Siscmbed@tlly at the creek. The birth of
Libby’s baby. But those had been tucked away fwhde. I'd become adept at keeping
them private. The current one, though, had to laeeshwith my mother.

“I think Tally and Cowboy like each other,” | sa@hd immediately | felt lighter.

“Is that s0?” she said with a smile, as if | didkrtow much because | was just a kid.
Then the smile slowly vanished as she considerieditivondered if she, too, knew
something about the secret romance.

“Yes ma’am.”

“And what makes you think this?”

“I caught them in the cotton patch this mornin’.

“What were they doing?” she asked, seeming a fttiggntened that maybe I'd seen
something | shouldn’t have.

“I don’t know, but they were together.”

“Did you see them?”

| told her the story, beginning with the voicegnhhe cotton-mouth, then their escape. |
omitted no details, and, amazingly, | did not exaxgte anything. Maybe the size of the
snake, but for the most part | clung to the truth.

She absorbed it and seemed genuinely astounded.

“What were they doin’, Mom?” | asked.

“I don’t know. You didn’t see anything, did you?”

“No ma’am. Do you think they were kissin'?”

“Probably,” she said quickly.

She reached for the ignition again and said, “Oh, Wi talk to your father about it.”



We drove away in a hurry. After a moment or twedlly couldn’t tell if | felt any better.
She’d told me many times that little boys shouldeép secrets from their mothers. But
every time | confessed one, she was quick to stffjand tell my father what I'd told
her. I'm not sure how | benefited from being sodidnBut it was all | could do. Now the
adults knew about Tally and Cowboy. Let them waipput the problem.

The Latchers were picking near their house, sdbytitne we rolled to a stop, we had an
audience. Mrs. Latcher emerged from the house ahged a smile, then she helped us
haul the food to the front porch.

“I guess you wanna see the baby,” she said safthgyt mother.

| wanted to see it also, but | knew my chances wkne The women went into the house.
| found a spot under a tree near our truck, arfdrined to loiter, alone, just minding my
own business while | waited for my mother. | didwant to see any of the Latchers. The
fact that we were now probably related by blood eniane ill.

Three of them suddenly appeared from around tluk-twree boys, with Percy leading
the group. The other two were younger and smailejust as lean and wiry as Percy.
They approached me without a word.

“Howdy, Percy,” | said, trying to at least be pelit

“What're you doin’ here?” he growled. He had a beston each side, all three of them
lined up against me.

“My mother made me come,” | said.

“You ain’t got no business here.” He was practicaiksing through his teeth, and |
wanted to back up. In fact, | wanted to tuck taidl aun.

“I'm waitin’ for my mother,” | said.

“We’re gonna whup your ass,” Percy said, and a#¢lof them clenched their fists.
“Why?” | managed to say.

“‘Cause you're a Chandler, and your Ricky did ttzaLibby.”

“Wasn't my fault,” | said.

“Don’t matter.” The smallest one looked particwaiierce. He was squinting and
twisting his mouth up at the corners, sort of shgrat me, and | figured the first punch

would come from him.

“Three on one ain’t fair,” | said.



“Wasn't fair what happened to Libby,” Percy saidldhen, quick as a cat, he punched
me in the stomach. A horse could not have kickgdhamder, and | went down with a
shriek.

I'd had a few scuffles at school-playground pust-ahoves that were broken up by the
teachers before serious blows were landed. Mrs. &Bnos, the third-grade teacher,
gave me three licks for trying to fight Joey Staficand Pappy could not have been
prouder. And Ricky used to be rough with me, wnegthnd boxing and such. | was no
stranger to violence. Pappy loved to fight, and nvhieit the ground, | thought of him.
Somebody kicked me; | grabbed a foot, and instah#dye was a pile of little warriors, all
kicking and clawing and cussing in the dirt. | dradl the hair of the midsized one while
the other two pounded my back. | was determingdtk his head off when Percy
landed a nasty shot to my nose. | went blind feeeond, and they, squealing like wild
animals, piled on again.

| heard the women yell from the porch. It's abanotet! | thought. Mrs. Latcher arrived
first and began pulling boys from the heap, scgdirem loudly as she flung them
around. Since | was on the bottom, | got up last.nvbther looked at me in horror. My
clean clothes were covered with dirt. My nose waarmy warm blood.

“Luke, are you all right?” she said, grabbing mypslders.

My eyes were watery, and | was beginning to achedded my head yes, no problem.
“Cut me a switch!” Mrs. Latcher yelled at PercyeShas growling and still flinging the
two smaller ones around. “Whatta you mean beaprthat little boy like that? He ain’t
done nothin’.”

The blood was really flowing now, dripping off mizin and staining my shirt. My
mother made me lie down and tilt my head backdp the bleeding, and while we were
doing this, Percy produced a stick.

“l want you to watch this,” Mrs. Latcher said in rdirection.

“No, Darla,” my mother said. “We’re leaving.”

“No, | want your boy to see this,” she said. “Noenkl over, Percy.”

“l ain’t gonna do it, Ma,” Percy said, obviouslyased.

“Bend over, or I'll get your father. I'll teach yaaome manners. Beatin’ up that little boy,
a visitor to our place.”

“No,” Percy said, and she hit him in the head wfith stick. He screamed, and she
whacked him across the ear.



She made him bend over and grab his ankles. “Yiogoe@nd I'll beat you for a week,”
she threatened him. He was already crying wherstsineed flogging away. Both my
mother and | were stunned by her anger and bwutalfter eight or ten very hard licks,
Percy started yelping. “Shut up!” she shouted.

Her arms and legs were as thin as the stick, bat aline lacked in size she made up for in
quickness. Her blows landed like machine-gun fast and crisp, popping like a

bullwhip. Ten, twenty, thirty shots, and Percy wasvling, “Please stop it, Ma! I'm

sorry!”

The beating went on and on, far past the poinuaighment. When her arm was tired,
she shoved him to the ground, and Percy curledaright ball and wept. By then the
other two were already in tears. She grabbed thelmone by the hair. She called him
Ray-ford and said, “Bend over.” Rayford slowly cloéd his ankles and somehow
withstood the assault that followed.

“Let’s go,” my mother whispered to me. “You can diewn in the back.”

She helped me up to the bed of the truck, and &y kirs. Latcher was pulling on the
other boy, yanking him by the hair. Percy and Reyfwere lying in the dirt, victims of
the battle they'd started. My mother turned thekraround, and as we drove off, Mrs.
Latcher was battering the youngest one. There {@ekvoices, and | sat up just enough
to see Mr. Latcher running around the house witlaibof children behind him. He
yelled at his wife; she ignored him and kept hamngeaway. When he reached her, he
grabbed her. Kids were swarming everywhere; everygaemed to be either screaming
or crying.

The dust boiled behind us, and | lost sight of thaml lay down again and tried to get
comfortable, | prayed that | would never againfget on their farm. | never wanted to
see any of those people for the rest of my lifed Aprayed long and hard that no one
would ever hear the rumor that the Chandlers aad #tchers were related.

My return home was triumphant. The Spruills weesoked up and ready for town. They
were sitting under a tree, drinking iced tea wigppy and Gran and my father, when we
rolled to a stop less than twenty feet away. Asréiically as | could, | stood in the back
of the truck, and with great satisfaction watchseht react in shock at the sight of me.
There | was-beaten, bloodied, dirty, clothes ripged still standing.

| climbed down, and everyone gathered around mermdther stormed forward and very
angrily said, “You're not gonna believe what hapgainThree of them jumped Luke!
Percy and two others caught him when | was in thesh. The little criminals! We're
takin’ food over, and they pull a stunt like this.”

Tally was concerned, too, and | think she wantegézh out and touch me, to make sure
| was all right.



“Three of ‘em?” Pappy repeated, his eyes dancing.

“Yes, and they were all bigger than Luke,” my maotbaid, and the legend began to grow.
The size of my three attackers would increase@sldlys and months went by.

Gran was in my face, staring at my nose, whichaadhall cut on it. “Might be broken,”
she said, and though | was thrilled to hear itakwot looking forward to her treatment.

“You didn’t run, did you?” Pappy asked. He, too,swaoving in closer.
“No sir,” | said proudly. I'd still be running ifigen half a chance.

“He did not,” my mother said sternly. “He was kiockand clawin’ just as hard as they
were.”

Pappy beamed, and my father smiled.
“We’ll go back tomorrow and finish ‘em off,” Papmaid.

“You'll do no such thing,” my mother said. She wa#ated because Pappy loved a
brawl. But then, she came from a house full ofsgi8he did not understand fighting.

“Did you land a good punch?” Pappy asked.
“They were all cryin’ when | left,” | said.
My mother rolled her eyes.

Hank shoved his way through the group and bent dovimspect the damage. “Say there
was three of ‘em, huh?” he growled at me.

“Yes sir,” | said, nodding.
“Good for you, boy. It'll make you tough.”
“Yes sir,” | said.

“If you want me to, I'll show you some tricks onwdo handle a three-on-one situation,”
he said with a smile.

“Let’s get cleaned up,” my mother said.
“I think it's broken,” Gran said.

“You okay, Luke?” Tally asked.



“Yep,” | said, as tough as | could.

They led me away in a victory march.

Chapter 23

The Fall Picnic was always held on the last Sund&eptember, though no one knew
exactly why. It was simply a tradition in Black Qakritual as ingrained as the carnival
and the spring revival. It was supposed to somdhdwthe coming of a new season, the
beginning of the end of the harvest, and the ershséball. It wasn't clear if all this was
accomplished with one picnic, but at least theréfi@as made.

We shared the day with the Methodists, our friesmls friendly rivals. Black Oak was

too small to be divided. There were no ethnic gepuo blacks or Jews or Asians, no
permanent outsiders of any variety. We were allrglo-Irish stock, maybe a strain or
two of German blood, and everybody farmed or solthé farmers. Every body was a
Christian or claimed to be. Disagreements flareavbipn a Cubs fan said too much at the
Tea Shoppe, or when some idiot declared John Dedre inferior to another brand of
tractor, but for the most part life was peaceflie Dlder boys and younger men liked to
fight behind the Co-op on Saturdays, but it wasersport than anything else. A beating
like the one Hank gave the Siscos was so rardhlibabwn was still talking about it.

Individual grudges lasted a lifetime; Pappy carneare than his share. But there were no
serious enemies. There was a clear social ord#r tihe sharecroppers at the bottom and
the merchants at the top, and everyone was exptxtetbw his place. But folks got
along.

The line between Baptists and Methodists was ngtvaight and true. Their worship was
slightly different, with the ritual of sprinklingttle babies being their most flagrant
deviation from the Scriptures, as we saw thingd ey didn’t meet as often, which, of
course, meant that they were not as serious abeutfaith. Nobody met as much as us
Baptists. We took great pride in constant worsRigarl Watson, my favorite Methodist,
said she’d like to be a Baptist, but that she westn’t physically able.

Ricky told me once in private that when he left féwen he might become a Catholic
because they only met once a week. | didn’t knowatvehCatholic was, and so he tried to
explain things, but Ricky on theology was a shailkgussion at best.

My mother and Gran spent more time than usualmgour clothes that Sunday morning.
And | certainly got scrubbed with more purpose. Kit@ my disappointment, my nose
had not been broken, there was no swelling, anduhwas barely noticeable.



We had to look our very best because the Methtatiges had slightly nicer dresses. In
spite of all the fuss, | was excited and couldréitvio get to town.

We had invited the Spruills. This was done out eéase of friendliness and Christian
concern, though | wanted to pick and choose. Natlyld be welcome; the rest could

stay in the front yard for all | cared. But whesurveyed their camp after breakfast, | saw
little movement. Their truck had not been discoteedrom the myriad of wires and
ropes that held their shelters upright. “They ao@min’,” | reported to Pappy, who was
studying his Sunday school lesson.

“Good,” he said quietly.

The prospect of Hank milling about the picnic, gngzZrom table to table, gorging
himself on food and looking for a fight, was nopapling.

The Mexicans really had no choice. My mother hagmded an invitation to Miguel
early in the week, then followed it up with a caaplf gentle reminders as Sunday grew
near. My father had explained to him that a spee@bkhip service would be held in
Spanish, then there would be plenty of good fodakyThad little else to do on Sunday
afternoons.

Nine of them piled into the back of our truck; o@pwboy was absent. This set my
imagination on fire. Where was he and what wasdieg? Where was Tally? | didn’t see
her in the front yard as we drove away. My heanksss | thought of them back in the
fields, hiding and doing whatever they wanted toldstead of going to church with us,
Tally was probably sneaking around again, doingthads. What if she now used
Cowboy as her lookout while she bathed in SilersegR? | couldn’t stand that thought,
and | worried about her all the way to town.

Brother Akers, with a rare smile on his face, ttlod pulpit. The sanctuary was packed,
and people were sitting in the aisles and standliogg the back wall. The windows were
open, and on the north side of the church, undelt aak, the Mexicans were grouped
together, hats off, dark heads making a sea ofibrow

He welcomed our guests, our visitors from the hdlsd also the Mexicans. There were a
few hill people, but not many. As always, he asttezin to stand and identify themselves.
They were from places like Hardy, Mountain Home] &alico Rock, and they were as
spruced up as we were.

A loudspeaker had been placed in a window, so Broftkers’s words were broadcast
out of the sanctuary and into the general direabioimne Mexicans, where Mr. Carl
Durbin picked up the words and translated them 8ganish. Mr. Durbin was a retired
missionary from Jonesboro. He’'d worked in Peruliaty years among some real



Indians up in the mountains, and every so ofted heme and talk to us during missions
week and show us photos and slides of the stramgkHe’d left behind. In addition to
Spanish, he also spoke an Indian dialect, anddheser fascinated me.

Mr. Durbin stood under the shade tree with Mexicsaeted on the grass all around him.
He wore a white suit and a white straw hat, andrbise carried back to the church with
almost as much volume as old Brother Akers’s dithwhe loudspeaker. Ricky’'d once
said that Mr. Durbin had a lot more sense thantgnoAkers, and he’d offered this
opinion over Sunday dinner and created troubleagatn. It was a sin to criticize your
preacher, at least out loud.

| sat at the end of the pew, next to the windowl, smuld watch and listen to Mr. Durbin.
| couldn’t understand a word he was saying, butdvk his Spanish was slower than the
Mexicans’. They talked so fast that | often wondenew they understood each other.
His sentences were smooth and deliberate and ladlera heavy Arkansas accent.
Though | had not a clue as to what he was saymgyds still more captivating than
Brother Akers.

Not surprisingly, with such a large crowd, the mogs sermon took on a life of its own
and became a marathon. Small crowd, shorter sefgigrerowd, like Easter and
Mother’s Day and the Fall Picnic, and Brother Akiels the need to perform. At some
point, in the midst of his ramblings, Mr. Durbireseed to get bored with it all. He
ignored the message being broadcast from insidsathetuary and began to deliver his
own sermon. When Brother Akers paused to catchreiath, Mr. Durbin kept right on
preaching. And when Brother Akers’s hellfire andvistone was at its fever pitch, Mr.
Durbin was resting with a glass of water. He todeat on the ground with the Mexicans
and waited for the shouting to stop inside the werg.

| waited, too. | passed the time by dreaming offtioel that we’'d soon have-heaping
plates of fried chicken and gallons of homemadecieam.

The Mexicans began glancing at the church winddwssure they thought Brother
Akers had gone crazy. “Relax,” | wanted to tellrtheit happens all the time.”

We sang five stanzas of “Just As | Am” for the bdingon. No one walked down the
aisle, and Brother Akers reluctantly dismissed uset Dewayne at the front door, and
we raced down the street to the baseball fiel&&isthe Methodists were there. Of
course they were; they never worshiped as longeadigk

Behind the backstop, under three elm trees thathaght a million foul balls, the food
was being arranged on picnic tables covered widmd-white checkerboard cloths. The
Methodists were swarming around, the men and @nlthiauling food while the ladies
organized the dishes. | found Pearl Watson andegh&ter up. “Brother Akers still
goin’?” she asked with a grin.



“He just turned us loose,” | said. She gave Dewayma me two chocolate cookies. | ate
mine in two bites.

Finally, the Baptists started arriving, amid a atsoof “Hello” and “Where you been?”
and “What took so long?” Cars and trucks were putlese, and soon were parked
bumper to bumper along the fences around the fidlteast one and maybe two would
get hit with foul balls. Two years earlier, Mr. \Wdr Shifflett’'s brand-new Chrysler
sedan lost a windshield when Ricky hit a home rver the left-field fence. The
explosion had been terrific-a loud thud, then @ieket of glass bursting. But Mr. Shifflett
had money, so no one got too worried. He knewittks when he parked there. The
Methodists beat us that year, too, seven to fiwd,Ricky was of the opinion that the
manager, Pappy, should’ve changed pitchers irhiihe inning.

They didn’t speak to each other for some time.

The tables were soon covered with large bowls getables, platters heaped with fried
chicken, and baskets filled with corn bread, rdlsg other breads. Under the direction of
the Methodist minister’s wife, Mrs. Orr, dishes wenoved here and there until a certain
order took shape. One table had nothing but ravetaddes-tomatoes of a dozen varieties,
cucumbers, white and yellow onions in vinegar. Next were the beans-black-eyed
peas, crowder peas, green beans cooked with hahiudter beans. Every picnic had
potato salad, and every chef had a different re@e&vayne and | counted eleven large
bowls of the dish, and no two looked the same. Bdweggs were almost as popular, and
there were plates of them that covered half a talalst, and most important, was the

fried chicken. There was enough to feed the towmfmonth.

The ladies scurried about, fussing over the foodenthe men talked and laughed and
greeted each other, but always with one eye owchluken. Kids were everywhere, and
Dewayne and | drifted to one tree in particularevehsome ladies were arranging the
desserts. | counted sixteen coolers of homemaderéean, all covered tightly with
towels and packed with ice.

Once the preparations had met the approval of ®ims.her husband, the Reverend
Vernon Orr, stood in the center of the tables \Bitbther Akers, and the crowd grew sitill
and quiet. The year before, Brother Akers had thdr&od for His blessings; this year
the honor went to the Methodists. The picnic hadi@spoken pattern to it. We bowed
our heads and listened as the Reverend Orr thaB&ddor His goodness, for all the
wonderful food, for the weather, the cotton, andaad on. He left out nothing; Black
Oak was indeed grateful for everything.

| could smell the chicken. | could taste the brasrand ice cream. Dewayne kicked me,
and | wanted to lay him out. | didn’t, though, besa I'd get whipped for fighting during
a prayer.

When the Reverend Orr finally finished, the merraked the Mexicans and lined them
up to be served. This was a tradition; Mexicars, fiill people second, children third,



then the adults. Stick Powers appeared from nowlheraiform, of course, and
managed to cut in line between the Mexicans anthithiolks. | heard him explain that
he was on duty and didn’t have much time. He cdra@ay two plates-one covered with
chicken and one covered with everything else hdédgoile on. We knew he’d eat until he
was stuffed, then find a tree on the edge of tomthsdeep off his lunch.

Several of the Methodists asked me about Ricky-Wwa® he doing, had we heard from
him. | tried to be nice and answer their questitms,as a family we Chandlers did not
enjoy this attention. And now that we were hordf@ver the Latcher secret, any mention
of Ricky in public scared us.

“Tell him we’re thinkin’ about him,” they said. Thealways said this, as if we owned a
phone and called him every night.

“We’re prayin’ for him,” they said.
“Thank you,” | always replied.

A perfectly wonderful moment like the Fall Picnioutd be ruined with an unexpected
guestion about Ricky. He was in Korea, in the thexs; in the thick of the war, dodging
bullets and killing people, not knowing if he wowdder come home to go to church with
us, to picnic with the town, to play against thetlists again. In the midst of the
excitement | suddenly felt very alone, and verglitened.

“Get tough,” Pappy would say. The food helped imsetyn Dewayne and | took our
plates and sat behind the first-base dugout, wihere was a small sliver of shade. Quilts
were being placed all around the outfield, and fasiwere sitting together in the sun.
Umbrellas were popping up; the ladies were fantieg faces, their small children, and
their plates. The Mexicans were squeezed undetreagdown the rightfield foul line,
away from the rest of us. Juan had confessed tthengear before that they weren't sure
if they liked fried chicken. I'd never heard suatngense. It was a heck of a lot better
than tortillas, I'd thought at the time.

My parents and grandparents ate together on arcalt third base. After much haggling
and negotiating, I'd been granted permission tongidt my buddies, a huge step for a
seven-year-old.

The line never stopped. By the time the men reatiethst table, the teenaged boys
were back for more. One plate was enough for marited to save room for the ice
cream. Before long we wandered over to the detsad, where Mrs. Irene Flanagan
was standing guard, preventing vandalism fromites|of us.

“How many chocolates you got?” | asked, lookinghat collection of ice cream coolers
just waiting in the shade.

She smiled and said, “Oh, | don’t know. Several.”



“Did Mrs. Cooper bring her peanut butter ice creaD@wayne asked.

“She did,” Mrs. Flanagan said and pointed to aeowl the middle of the pack. Mrs.
Cooper somehow mixed chocolate and peanut buttegriice cream, and the results
were incredible. Folks clamored for it all yearmduThe year before, two teenaged boys,
one a Baptist and one a Methodist, almost camétesbover who would get the next
serving. While peace was being restored by the iRedeOrr, Dewayne managed to grab
two bowls of the stuff. He charged down the streigt them and hid behind a shed,
where he devoured every drop. He talked of littke dor a month.

Mrs. Cooper was a widow. She lived in a prettyditiouse two blocks behind Pop and
Pearl’s store, and when she needed yard work dogid simply make a cooler of peanut
butter ice cream. Teenagers would materialize fnomhere, and she had the neatest
yard in town. Even grown men had been known to bjoand pull a few weeds.

“You'll have to wait,” Mrs. Flanagan said.
“Till when?” | asked.
“Till everyone is finished.”

We waited forever. Some of the older boys and thenger men began stretching their
muscles and tossing baseballs in the outfield.akhéts talked and visited and talked and
visited, and | was certain the ice cream was ngelfiihe two umpires arrived from
Monette, and this sent a ripple of excitement thlothe crowd. They, of course, had to
be fed first, and for a while they were more coneeérwith fried chicken than with
baseball. Slowly, the quilts and umbrellas weretakom the outfield. The picnic was
ending. It was almost time for the game.

The ladies gathered around the dessert table ajahtserving us. Finally Dewayne got

his peanut butter ice cream. | opted for two scadhocolate over one of Mrs. Lou
Kiner’'s fudge brownies. For twenty minutes theres\@anear-riot around the dessert table,
but order was maintained. Both preachers stooldemtidst of the pack, both eating as
much ice cream as anybody else. The umpires déclaittng the heat as the reason that
they should finally stop eating.

Someone shouted, “Play ball'” and the crowd mowseard the backstop. The
Methodists were coached by Mr. Duffy Lewis, a farrmmat west of town and, according
to Pappy, a man of limited baseball intelligencet &fter four losses in a row, Pappy’s
low opinion of Mr. Lewis had become almost mutede Timpires called the two coaches
to a meeting behind home plate, and for a long timeg discussed Black Oak’s version
of the rules of baseball. They pointed to fences@oles and limbs overhanging the
field-each had its own rules and its own histogpBy disagreed with most of what the
umpires said, and the haggling went on and on.



The Baptists had been the home team the year bsforee hit first. The Methodist
pitcher was Buck Prescott, son of Mr. Sap Presoat,of the largest landowners in
Craighead County. Buck was in his early twentied laad attended Arkansas State for
two years, something that was quite rare. He had to pitch in college, but there had
been some problems with the coach. He was leftdrittirew nothing but curveballs,
and had beaten us the year before, nine to twonWwbkevalked out to the mound, | knew
we were in for a long day. His first pitch was avg| looping curveball that was high and
outside but called a strike anyway, and Pappy Wasady yapping at the umpire. Buck
walked the first two batters, struck out the newa,tthen retired my father on a fly ball to
center field.

Our pitcher was Duke Ridley, a young farmer withiesekids and a fastball even | could
hit. He claimed he once pitched in Alaska duringwar, but this had not been verified.
Pappy thought it was a lie, and after watching gehshelled the year before, | had
serious doubts, too. He walked the first threedoativhile throwing only one strike, and |
thought Pappy might charge the mound and maim Tivair cleanup batter popped up to
the catcher. The next guy flied out to shallow.[éfe got lucky when their number-six
batter, Mr. Lester Hurdle, at age fifty-two the @d player on either roster, hit a long fly
ball to right, where our fielder, Bennie Jenkinewvgless and shoeless, caught it with his
bare hands.

The game settled into a pitcher’s duel, not necégdrecause the pitching was sharp, but
more because neither team could hit. We drifted bathe ice cream, where the last
melting remnants were being dished out. By thaltimning the ladies of both
denominations had grouped into small clusters affecsation and, for them, the game
was of lesser importance. Somewhere not far awegr eadio was on, and | could hear
Harry Caray. The Cardinals were playing the Culthénfinal game of the season.

As Dewayne and | retreated from the dessert taliteaur last cups of ice cream, we
walked behind a quilt where half a dozen young womvere resting and talking. “Well,
how old is Libby?” | heard one of them say.

| stopped, took a bite, and looked beyond therheagame as if | weren’t the least bit
interested in what they were saying.

“She’s just fifteen,” another said.

“She’s a Latcher. She’ll have another one soon.”
“Is it a boy or a girl?”

“Boy’s what | heard.”

“And the daddy?”

“Not a clue. She won't tell anybody.”



“Come on,” Dewayne said, hitting me with his elbde moved away and walked to the
first-base dugout. | wasn’t sure if | was reliev@dscared. Word was out that the Latcher
baby had arrived, but its father had not been itiedt

It wouldn’t be long, | thought. And we’d be ruinddl have a cousin who was a Latcher,
and everybody would know it.

The tight pitching duel ended in the fifth innindp@n both teams erupted for six runs.
For thirty minutes baseballs were flying everywhigme drives, wild throws, balls in the
outfield gaps. We changed pitchers twice, and ikkne were in trouble when Pappy
went to the mound and pointed at my father. He medsa pitcher, but at that point there
was no one left. He kept his pitches low, thougtt @we were soon out of the inning.

“Musial’s pitching!” someone yelled. It was eithejoke or a mistake. Stan Musial was a
lot of things, but he’d never pitched before. Wie b&hind the bleachers to where the
cars were parked. A small crowd was closing in 6#8aDodge owned by Mr. Rafe
Henry. Its radio was at full volume, and Harry Gavaas wild-Stan the Man was indeed
on the mound, pitching against the Cubs, agairestke Baumholtz, the man he’d
battled all year for the hitting title. The crowdSportsman’s Park was delirious. Harry
was yelling into the microphone. We were shocketh@thought of Musial on the
mound.

Baumholtz hit a ground ball to third, and they ddnisial back to center field. | ran to the
first-base dugout and told Pappy that Stan the Mahactually pitched, but he didn’t
believe me. | told my father, and he looked suspisj too. The Methodists were up eight
to six, in the bottom of the seventh, and the Baptiigout was tense. A good flood
would have caused less concern, at least at thiatemio

It was at least ninety-five degrees. The playeneweaked with sweat, their clean
overalls and white Sunday shirts stuck to theinskhey were moving slower-paying the
price for all that fried chicken and potato saladtaot hustling enough to suit Pappy.

Dewayne’s father wasn't playing, so they left atierouple of hours. A few others
drifted away. The Mexicans were still under thedetby the right-field foul pole, but
they were sprawled out now and appeared to beistpephe ladies were even more
involved with their shade-tree gossip; they couwtlmave cared less who won the game.

| sat alone in the bleachers and watched the M&ttsosicore three more in the eighth. |
dreamed of the day when I'd be out there, hittioghk runs and making incredible plays
in center field. Those wretched Methodists wouldi@te a chance when | got big
enough.

They won eleven to eight, and for the fifth yeaairow Pappy had led the Baptists to
defeat. The players shook hands and laughed wieegetime was over, then headed to the



shade, where iced tea was waiting. Pappy didn’kesanilaugh, nor did he shake hands
with anybody. He disappeared for a while, and ke would pout for a week.

The Cardinals lost, too, three to zero. They fiagskthe season four games behind the
Giants and eight games behind the Brooklyn Dodgens, would face the Yankees in an
all-New York World Series.

The leftovers were gathered and hauled back todreand trucks. The tables were
cleaned, and the litter was picked up. | helpedDuffy Lewis rake the mound and

home plate, and when we finished, the field lookedjood as ever. It took an hour to say
goodbye to everyone. There were the usual threats the losing team about what

would happen next year, and the usual taunts fhemwinners. As far as | could tell, no
one was upset but Pappy.

As we left town | thought about the end of the sea8aseball began in the spring, when
we planted and when hopes were high. It sustaisgtrough the summer, often our only
diversion from the drudgery of the fields. We Iistd to each game, then talked about the
plays and the players and the strategies untiistenled to the next one. It was very

much a part of our daily lives for six months, thiewas gone. Just like the cotton.

| was sad by the time we arrived home. No gamdistenm to on the front porch. Six
months without the voice of Harry Caray. Six monihgh no Stan Musial. | got my
glove and went for a long walk down a field roazksing the ball in the air, wondering
what | would do until April.

For the first time in my life, baseball broke myahte

Chapter 24

The heat broke in the first few days of Octobere filghts became cool, and the rides to
the fields in the early morning were chilly. Thélstg humidity was gone, and the sun
lost its glare. By midday it was hot again, but Aagust-hot, and by dark the air was
light. We waited, but the heat did not return. Bleasons were changing; the days grew
shorter.

Since the sun didn’t sap our strength as much, ar&ed harder and picked more. And,
of course, the change in weather was all Pappyeteedembrace yet another level of
concern. With winter just around the corner, he memembered tales of staring at rows
and rows of muddy, rotting, and unpicked cottorComistmas Day.

After a month in the fields, | missed school. Césss/ould resume at the end of October,
and | began thinking of how nice it would be toagita desk all day, surrounded by



friends instead of cotton stalks, and with no Sjtd worry about. Now that baseball
was over, | had to dream about something. It wabate to my desperation to be left
with only school to long for.

My return to school would be glorious because | Mdae wearing my shiny new
Cardinals baseball jacket. Hidden inside my ciga¢ in the top drawer of my bureau
was the grand sum of $14.50, the result of harkwad frugal spending. | was
reluctantly tithing money to the church and invegtivisely in Saturday movies and
popcorn, but for the most part my wages were btinged safely away next to my Stan
Musial baseball card and the pearl-handled pocketkimat Ricky gave me the day he
left for Korea.

| wanted to order the jacket from Sears, Roebuaknty mother insisted | wait until the
harvest was over. We were still negotiating thtspging took two weeks, and | was
determined to return to class decked out in Caldeth

Stick Powers was waiting for us late one afterndevas with Gran and my mother, and
we had left the fields a few minutes ahead of tihers. As always, Stick was sitting
under a tree, the one next to Pappy’s truck, asdleepy eyes betrayed the fact that he’'d
been napping.

He tipped his hat to my mother and Gran and s@ttefnoon, Ruth, Kathleen.”

“Hello, Stick,” Gran said. “What can we do for ygu?

“Lookin’ for Eli or Jesse.”

“They’ll be along shortly. Somethin’ the matter?”

Stick chewed on the blade of grass protruding fhasrlips and took a long look at the
fields as if he were burdened with heavy newsfight or might not be suitable for
women.

“What is it, Stick?” Gran asked. With a boy offtime war, every visit by a man in a
uniform was frightening. In 1944 one of Stick’s geeessors had delivered the news that
my father had been wounded at Anzio.

Stick looked at the women and decided they coultusted. He said, “That eldest Sisco
boy, Grady, the one in prison for Killin’ a man owe Jonesboro, well, he escaped last

week. They say he’s back in these parts.”

For a moment the women said nothing. Gran wasveli¢hat the news wasn’t about
Ricky. My mother was bored with the whole Sisco ses



“You'd better tell Eli,” Gran said. “We need to fsupper.”

They excused themselves and went into the housé. \&atched them, no doubt thinking
about supper.

“Who'’d he kill?” | asked Stick as soon as the womeare inside.

“I don’t know.”

“How’d he kill him?”

“Beat ‘im with a shovel's what | heard.”

“Wow, must’'ve been some fight.”

“l guess.”

“You think he’s comin’ after Hank?”

“Look, I'd better go see Eli. Where exactly is he?”

| pointed to a spot deep in the fields. The cottaier was barely visible.

“That’s a far piece,” Stick mumbled. “Reckon | adwive down there?”;

“Sure,” | said, already heading for the patrol &&e got in.

“Don’t touch anything,” Stick said when we weretkst into the front seat. | gawked at
the switches and radio, and of course Stick hadake the most of the moment. “This
here’s the radio,” he said, picking up the mikehisThere flips on the siren, this the
lights.” He grabbed a handle on the dash and $Hiils here’s the spotlight.”

“Who do you talk to on the radio?” | asked.

“HQ mainly. That's headquarters.”

“Where’s headquarters?”

“Over in Jonesboro.”

“Can you call ‘em right now?”

Stick reluctantly grabbed the mike, stuck it to tmsuth, cocked his head sideways, and,

with a frown, said, “Unit four to base. Come in.I'sHoice was lower, and his words
were faster, with much more importance.



We waited. When HQ didn’t respond, he cocked halhe the other side, pressed the
button on the mike, and repeated, “Unit four toeb&ome in.”

“You're unit four?” | asked.
“That's me.”

“How many units are there?”
“Depends.”

| stared at the radio and waited for HQ to acknodg&eStick. It seemed impossible to me
that a person sitting in Jonesboro could talk diyeo him, and that Stick could talk back.

In theory that was how it was supposed to work dwidently HQ wasn’t too concerned
with Stick’s whereabouts. For the third time halgato the mike, “Unit four to base.
Come in.” His words had a little more bite to theow.

And for the third time HQ ignored him. After a fdang seconds, he slapped the mike
back onto the radio and said, “It's probably ol'éDdore, asleep again.”

“Who’s Theodore?” | asked.

“One of the dispatchers. He sleeps half the time.”

So do you, | thought to myself. “Can you turn oa iren?” | asked.
“Nope. It might scare your momma.”

“What about the lights?”

“Nope, they burn up the battery.” He reached feritinition; the engine grunted and
strained but wouldn’t turn over.

He tried again, and just before the engine quitpletely, it turned over and started,
sputtering and kicking. HQ had obviously given stice worst leftover of the fleet.
Black Oak was not exactly a hotbed of criminahatti

Before he could put it into gear, | saw the trachmving slowly down the field road.
“Here they come,” | said. He squinted and strairleeln turned off the engine. We got
out of the car and walked back to the tree.

“You think you wanna be a deputy?” Stick asked.

And drive a ragged patrol car, nap half the dag, @eal with the likes of Hank Spruill
and the Siscos? “I'm gonna play baseball,” | said.



“Where?”
“St. Louis.”

“Oh, | see,” he said with one of those funny smédsilts give to little kids who are
dreaming. “Ever’ little boy wants to be a Cardinhal.

| had many more questions for him, most of whicaloeith his gun and the bullets that
went into it. And | had always wanted to inspeat landcuffs, to see how they locked
and unlocked. As he watched the trailer draw neastudied his revolver and holster,
eager to grill him.

But Stick had spent enough time with me. He wantedo leave. | held my barrage of
guestions.

When the tractor stopped, the Spruills and sontkeoMexicans crawled off the trailer.
Pappy and my father came straight for us, and éyithe they stopped under the tree
there was already tension.

“What do you want, Stick?” Pappy snarled.

Pappy in particular was irritated with Stick and hagging presence in our lives. We had
a crop to harvest; little else mattered. Stick sl@sdowing us, in town and on our own

property.

“What is it, Stick?” Pappy said. Contempt was ewide his tone. He had just spent ten
hours picking five hundred pounds of cotton, andimew our deputy hadn’t broken a
sweat in years.

“That oldest Sisco boy, Grady, the one in prisamfoirder, he escaped last week
sometime, and | think he’s back home.”

“Then go get him,” Pappy said.

“I’'m lookin’ for him. I've heard they might starosne trouble.”
“Such as?”

“Who knows with the Siscos. But they might comesafiiank.”
“Let ‘em come,” Pappy said, anxious for a good figh

“I've heard they’ve got guns.”



“l got guns, Stick. You get word to the Siscos thasee one of ‘em anywhere near this
place, I'll blow his stupid head off.” Pappy wasgtically hissing at Stick by the time he
finished. Even my father seemed to warm to the afgaotecting his property and
family.

“It won't happen out here,” Stick said. “Tell yohoy to stay away from town.”
“You tell him,” Pappy shot back. “He ain’t my bolydon’t care what happens to ‘im.”

Stick looked around at the front yard, where theuip were going about the business of
preparing supper. He had no desire to venture these.

He looked at Pappy and said, “Tell him, Eli.” Herted and walked to his car.

It groaned and sputtered and finally started, aeadwatched him back into the road and
drive away.

After supper | was watching my father patch an irtabe from our tractor when Tally
appeared in the distance. It was late but not &,c&aind she seemed to cling to the long
shadows as she moved toward the silo. | watcheddrefully until she stopped and
waved for me to follow. My father was mumbling, gh&tching was not going well, and |
slipped away toward the house. Then | ran behimdraak, found the shadows, and
within seconds we were walking along a field rovihie general direction of Siler’s
Creek.

“Where you goin’?” | finally asked, after it becarapparent she was not going to speak
first.

“I don’t know. Just walkin’.
“You goin’ to the creek?”

She laughed softly and said, “You’'d like that, wanit you, Luke? You wanna see me
again, don’t you?”

My cheeks burned, and | couldn’t think of anythtogsay.
“Maybe later,” she said.

| wanted to ask her about Cowboy, but that sulgeetmed so ugly and private that |
didn’t have the nerve to go near it. And | wante@sk her how she knew that Libby
Latcher was telling that Ricky was the father of baby, but again, it was something else
| just couldn’t bring up. Tally was always mysters) always moody, and | adored her
completely. Walking with her along the narrow patade me feel twenty years old.



“What did that deputy want?” she asked.

| told her everything. Stick had delivered no faiden secrets. The Siscos were talking
big, and they were crazy enough to try somethimglayed it all to Tally.

She thought about it as we walked, then askedtitk gonna arrest Hank for killin’ that
boy?”

| had to be careful here. The Spruills were atwi#in each other, but any hint of an
outside threat and they’d close ranks. “Pappy’sri@drabout y'all leavin’,” | said.

“What's that gotta do with Hank?”
“If he gets arrested, then y’all might leave.”
“We ain’t leavin’, Luke. We need the money.”

We had stopped walking. She was looking at me | avas studying my bare feet. “I
think Stick wants to walit till the cotton’s in, said.

She absorbed this without a word, then turned &artesl back toward the house. | tagged
along, certain I'd said too much. She said goodthtnég the silo and disappeared into the
darkness.

Hours later, when | was supposed to be asleegtehied through the open window as the
Spruills growled and snapped at each other. Harkinvehe middle of every fight. |

could not always hear what they were saying ordrick) about, but it seemed as though
each new skirmish was caused by something Hanlks&iddr done. They were tired; he
was not. They woke before sunrise and spent dttieasiours in the fields; he slept as
late as he wanted, then picked cotton at a lanpaie.

And evidently he was roaming at night again. Migwak waiting by the back steps when
my father and | opened the kitchen door on our teayather eggs and milk for breakfast.
He pleaded for help. The shelling had resumed; sambéad bombed the barn with
heavy clods of dirt until after midnight. The Meaits were exhausted and angry, and
there was about to be a fight of some variety.

This was our sole topic of conversation over brasikfand Pappy was so angry he could
barely eat. It was decided that Hank had to go,ifathé rest of the Spruills left with him,
then we’d somehow manage. Ten well-rested and rakimg Mexicans were far more
valuable than the Spruills.

Pappy started to leave the table and go straighietéront yard with his ultimatum, but
my father calmed him. They decided that we would watil quitting time, thereby



getting a full day of labor out of the SpruillsuBlthey’d be less likely to break camp
with darkness upon them.

| just listened. | wanted to jump in and describeaonversation with Tally, especially
the part about her family needing the money. Inapiion, they wouldn't leave at all,
but would be delighted to get rid of Hank. My opins, however, were never welcome
during these tense family discussions. | chewedisguit and hung on every word.

“What about Stick?” Gran asked.

“What about him?” Pappy fired in her direction.

“You were gonna tell Stick when you were finishedhwHank.”
Pappy took a bite of ham and thought about this.

Gran was a step ahead, but then she had the agearftthinking without being angry.
She sipped her coffee and said, “Seems to me ithg titndo is tell Mr. Spruill that Stick
is comin’ after Hank. Let the boy sneak away ahni¢ie’ll be gone, that's all that
matters, and the Spruills’ll be thankful you kephtirom gettin’ arrested.”

Gran’s plan made perfect sense. My mother managédhd grin. Once again the
women had analyzed a situation more quickly thamtien.

Pappy didn’'t say another word. My father quicklyished eating and went outside. The
sun was barely above the distant trees, yet thevdayalready eventful.

After lunch Pappy said abruptly, “Luke, we're gotn’town. The trailer’s full.”

The trailer wasn’t completely full, and we neveokat to the gin in the middle of the day.
But | wasn't about to object. Something was up.

There were only four trailers ahead of us when miged at the gin. Usually, at this time
of the harvest, there would be at least ten, lrri the always came after supper, when
the place was crawling with farmhands. “Noon’s adjtime to gin,” Pappy said.

He left the keys in the truck, and as we were vmglkdway he said, “I need to go to the
Co-op. Let's head to Main Street.” Sounded gooché&o

The town of Black Oak had three hundred people vamadially all of them lived within
five minutes of Main Street. | often thought hownaerful it would be to have a neat
little house on a shady street, just a stone’sittirom Pop and Pearl’s and the Dixie
theater, with no cotton anywhere in sight.



Halfway to Main, we took an abrupt turn. “Pearl wsato see you,” he said, pointing at
the Watsons’ house just to our right. I'd neverrbeePop and Pearl’s house, never had
any reason to enter, but I'd seen it from the olgtsit was one of the few houses in town
with some bricks on it.

“What?” | asked, completely bewildered.
He said nothing, and I just followed.

Pearl was waiting at the door. When we enteredildcemell the rich, sweet aroma of
something baking, though | was too confused tazeahe was preparing a treat for me.
She gave me a pat on the head and winked at Peppgre corner of the room, Pop was
bent at the waist, his back to us, fiddling witmsshing. “Come here, Luke,” he said,
without turning around.

I'd heard that they owned a television. The finsean our county had been purchased a
year earlier by Mr. Harvey Gleeson, the owner efltank, but he was a recluse, and no
one had yet seen his television, as far as we k8eweral church members had kinfolks
in Jonesboro who owned televisions, and whenewsrwent there to visit they came
back and talked nonstop about this wonderful nexgnition. Dewayne had seen one
inside a store window in Blytheville, and he’d s$ted around school for an insufferable
period of time.

“Sit here,” Pop said, pointing to a spot on theflaight in front of the set. He was still
adjusting knobs. “It's the World Series,” he sdi@dame three, Dodgers at Yankee
Stadium.”

My heart froze; my mouth dropped open. | was tomséd to move. Three feet away
was a small screen with lines dancing across\tak in the center of a dark, wooden
cabinet with the word Motorola scripted in chrorastjunder a row of knobs. Pop turned
one of the knobs, and suddenly we heard the sgratuibe of an announcer describing a
ground ball to the shortstop. Then Pop turned tmabk at once, and the picture became
clear.

It was a baseball game. Live from Yankee Stadiumd, e were watching it in Black
Oak, Arkansas!

Chairs moved behind me, and | could feel Pappyimichloser. Pearl wasn’'t much of a
fan. She busied herself in the kitchen for a fewutes, then emerged with a plate of
chocolate cookies and a glass of milk. | took tlzerd thanked her. They were fresh from
the oven and smelled delicious. But | couldn’t eat, right then.

Ed Lopat was pitching for the Yankees, PreacherfBiothe Dodgers. Mickey Mantle,
Yogi Berra, Phil Rizzuto, Hank Bauer, Billy Martmth the Yankees, and Pee Wee
Reese, Duke Snider, Roy Campanella, Jackie RohiasmhGil Hodges with the
Dodgers. They were all there in Pop and Pearlindivoom, playing before sixty



thousand fans in Yankee Stadium. | was mesmeraéuktpoint of being mute. | simply
stared at the television, watching but not beligvin

“Eat the cookies, Luke,” Pearl said as she padsedigh the room. It was more of a
command than an invitation, and | took a bite c#.on

“Who are you pullin’ for?” asked Pop.

“I don’t know,” | mumbled, and | really didn’t. 1dd been taught to hate both teams. And
it had been easy hating them when they were awBlew York, in another world. But
now they were in Black Oak, playing the game | thvere from Yankee Stadium. My
hatred vanished. “Dodgers, | guess,” | said.

“Always pull for the National League,” Pappy saehind me.
“I suppose,” Pop said reluctantly. “But it's mightard to pull for the Dodgers.”

The game was broadcast into our world by Chanmeit®f Memphis, an affiliate of the
National Broadcasting Company, whatever that médmre were commercials for
Lucky Strike cigarettes, Cadillac, Coca-Cola, aeadco. Between innings the game
would vanish and there would be a commercial, ahenait was over, the screen would
change again, and we’'d be back inside Yankee Stadiwas a dizzying experience,
one that captivated me completely. For an hourd trensported to another world.

Pappy had business and at some point left the lands&valked to Main Street. | did not
hear him leave, but during a commercial | realizedvas gone.

Yogi Berra hit a home run, and as | watched hiraleithe bases in front of sixty
thousand fanatics, | knew | would never again de @bproperly hate the Yankees. They
were legends, the greatest players on the graatestthe game had known. | softened
up considerably but vowed to keep my new feeliogsyself. Pappy would not allow
Yankee sympathizers in his house.

In the top of the ninth, Berra let a pitch get dast. The Dodgers scored two runs and
won the game. Pearl wrapped the cookies in foilsarmd them with me. | thanked Pop
for allowing me to share this unbelievable advesmtand | asked him if | could come
back when the Cardinals were playing.

“Sure,” he said, “but it might be a long time.”

Walking back to the gin, | asked Pappy a few qoestabout the basics of television
broadcasting. He talked about the signals and ®werery vague and confusing terms
and finally admitted that he knew little abouthging as how it was such a new invention.
| asked when we might get one. “One of these ddyssaid, as if it would never happen.

| felt ashamed for asking.



We pulled our empty trailer back to the farm, amicked cotton until quitting time.
During supper the adults gave me the floor. | lkenstop about the game and the
commercials and everything I'd seen on Pop and’'Bealevision.

Modern America was slowly invading rural Arkansas.

Chapter 25

Just before dark my father and Mr. Leon Spruill wen a short walk past the silo. My
father explained that Stick Powers was preparirgytest Hank for the murder of Jerry
Sisco. Since Hank was causing so much trouble apyitvanight be the perfect time for
him to ease away into the night and return tohilie. Evidently Mr. Spruill took it well
and made no threats to leave. Tally was right; tregded the money. And they were sick
of Hank. It appeared as though they would stayfauieh the harvest.

We sat on the front porch and watched and listefledre were no sharp words, no signs
of breaking camp. Nor was there any evidence tlaakHnight be leaving. Through the
shadows we could see him every now and then, marognd their camp, sitting by the
fire, rummaging for more leftovers. One by one $peuills went to bed. So did we.

| finished my prayers and was lying in Ricky’s bedde awake, thinking about the
Yankees and Dodgers, when an argument startee idiskance. | slid across the floor
and peeked through the window. All was dark and atid for a moment | couldn’t see
anyone. The shadows shifted, and next to the rcadltl see Mr. Spruill and Hank
standing face-to-face, both talking at once. | dolilunderstand what they were saying,
but they were obviously angry.

This was too good to miss. | crawled into the hajvand stopped long enough to make
sure all the adults were asleep. Then | crept adtasliving room, through the front
screen door, onto the porch, down the steps, asmtest to the hedgerow on the east side
of our property. There was a half-moon and scatteleuds, and after a few minutes of
silent stalking | was close to the road. Mrs. Sphad joined the discussion. They were
arguing about the Sisco beating.

Hank was adamant about his innocence. His par&m& evant him arrested.

“I'll kill that fat deputy,” he growled.

“Just go back home, son, let things cool down,” Maruill kept saying.

“The Chandlers want you to leave,” Mr. Spruill saidone point.



“I got more money in my pocket than these sodba$tewver have,” Hank snarled.

The argument was spinning in several directionsiktaid harsh things about us, the
Mexicans, Stick Powers, the Siscos, the generallptipn of Black Oak, and he even
had a few choice words for his parents and Bo aald.0Dnly Tally and Trot went
unscathed. His language grew worse and his voiggelo but Mr. and Mrs. Spruill did
not retreat.

“All right, I'll leave,” he finally said, and he stmed toward a tent to fetch something. |
sneaked to the edge of the road, then scamperesisatiand fell into the depths of the
Jeter cotton on the other side. | had a perfeet wieour front yard. Hank was stuffing an
old canvas bag with food and clothes. My guessthaishe would walk to the highway
and start hitchhiking. | cut through the rows angpt along the side of the shallow ditch,
in the direction of the river. | wanted to see Havrtien he walked by.

They had more words, then Mrs. Spruill said, “Wb# home in a few weeks.” The
talking stopped, and Hank stomped by me, in théeceat the road, a bag slung over his
shoulder. I inched my way to the end of the row aatched as he headed for the bridge.

| couldn’t help but smile. Peace would be restdacedur farm. | squatted there for a long
time, long after Hank had disappeared, and thattkedtars above that he was finally
gone.

| was about to begin my backtracking when sometbugdenly moved directly across
the road from me. The cotton stalks rustled jughflly, and a man rose and stepped
forward. He was low and quick, obviously tryingawoid being seen. He glanced back
down the road, in the direction of our house, ardah instant the moonlight hit his face.
It was Cowboy.

For a few seconds | was too scared to move. Itsaéson the Jeter side of the road,
hidden by their cotton. | wanted to retrace my stéyirry to the house, crawl into
Ricky’s bed.

And | also wanted to see what Cowboy was up to.

Cowboy stayed in the knee-deep ditch and movedkiywliwithout a sound. He would
advance, then stop and listen. Move forward, treh hwas a hundred feet behind him,
still on Jeter property, moving as fast as | datelde heard me, then | would duck into
the thick cotton.

Before long | could see the hulking figure of Hasfll in the center of the road, going
home in no particular hurry. Cowboy slowed his eyasd |, too, slowed my pursuit.

| was barefoot, and if | stepped on a cottonmowtiouild die a horrible death. Go home,
something told me. Get out of there.



If Cowboy wanted to fight, why was he waiting? Gamm was now out of sight and
sound. But the river was just ahead, and maybéstivitat Cowboy wanted.

As Hank neared the bridge, Cowboy quickened hig pad started walking in the center
of the road. | stayed at the edge of the cottoeasivg and out of breath and wondering
why | was being so foolish.

Hank got to the river and started over the bridg@vboy began running. When Hank
was about halfway over, Cowboy stopped long endagiock his arm and throw a rock.
It landed on the boards near Hank, who stoppedndaided around. “Come on, you little
wetback,” he growled.

Cowboy never stopped walking. He was on the britigading up the slight incline,
showing no fear whatsoever as Hank waited and durise. Hank looked twice as big as
Cowboy. They would meet in the middle of the bridaged there was no doubt that one
of them was about to get wet.

When they were close, Cowboy suddenly cocked hisaayain and threw another rock,
almost at point-blank range. Hank ducked, and somahmissed him. Then he charged
at Cowboy. The switchblade snapped open, andlash ft was introduced into the fray.
Cowboy held it high. Hank caught himself long enotg swing wildly with his bag. It
brushed Cowboy and knocked off his hat. The twde&it each other on the narrow
bridge, both looking for an advantage. Hank grovded cursed and kept his eye on the
knife, then he reached into the bag and removexadl gar of something. He gripped it
like a baseball and got ready to hurl it. Cowboptldew, bending at the knees and waist,
waiting for the perfect moment. As they circledvdlp each came within inches of the
edge of the bridge.

Hank gave a mighty grunt and threw the jar as harde could at Cowboy, who was less
than ten feet away. It hit him somewhere in thekr@ahroat, | couldn’t tell exactly, and
for a second Cowboy wobbled as if he might fallnkléhrew the bag at him and charged
in. But with amazing quickness Cowboy switched tsawidh the knife, pulled a rock

from his right pants pocket, and threw it hardamntlany baseball he’d ever pitched. It hit
Hank somewhere in the face. | couldn’t see it,Ilmgrtainly heard it. Hank screamed and
clutched his face, and by the time he could recaweas too late.

Cowboy ducked and hooked low and drove the bladéngugh Hank’s stomach and
chest. Hank let loose with a painful squeal, onkasfor and shock.

Then Cowboy yanked it out and thrust it in agaid again. Hank dropped to one knee,
then two. His mouth was open, but nothing cameldeatjust stared at Cowboy, his face
frozen in terror.

With strokes that were quick and vicious, Cowb@skked away and finished the job.
When Hank was down and still, Cowboy quickly weémwbtgh his pants pockets and
robbed him. Then he dragged him to the side obtidge and shoved him over. The



corpse landed with a splash and immediately wedéurCowboy went through the bag,
found nothing he wanted, and threw it over, too skt®d at the edge of the bridge and
watched the water for a long time.

| had no desire to join Hank, so | burrowed betwiemrows of cotton and hid so low
that | couldn’t have found myself. My heart was pding faster than ever before. | was
shaking and sweating and crying and praying, tebould’ve been in bed, safe and
asleep with my parents next door and my grandpsijast down the hall. But they
seemed so far away. | was alone in a shallow faxradbne and frightened and in great
danger. I'd just seen something that I still didmtieve.

| don’t know how long Cowboy stood there on thalgag, watching the water, making
sure Hank was gone. The clouds would move ovehdffemoon, and | could barely see
him. They’d move again, and there he was, stilhditag, his dirty cowboy hat cocked to
one side. After a long time, he walked off the gadand stopped by the edge of the river
to wash his knife. He watched the river some mibren turned and started walking down
the road. When he passed me he was twenty feet andy felt like | was buried at least
two feet in the ground.

| waited forever, until he was long out of sighttilthere was no possible way he could
hear me, then | crawled out of my little hole argi&dn my journey home. | wasn’t sure
what | would do once | got there, but I'd be sa#fdthink of something.

| stayed low, moving through the tall Johnson gedesg the edge of the field. As
farmers we hated Johnson grass, but for the iim& in my life | was thankful for it. |
wanted to hurry, to sprint down the middle of tbad and get home as fast as possible,
but | was terrified, and my feet were heavy. Fatignd fear gripped me, and | could
hardly move at times. It took forever before | gae outlines of our house and barn. |
watched the road in front of me, certain that Coywsas up there somewhere, watching
his rear, watching his flanks. | tried not to thatbout Hank. | was too concerned with
getting to the house.

When | stopped to catch my breath, | picked uputin@istakable smell of a Mexican.
They seldom bathed, and after a few days of pickotgpn they took on their own
particular odor.

It passed quickly, and after a minute or two ofdyelareathing | wondered if | was just
imagining things. Not taking chances, | retreatedeoagain to the depths of the Jeter
cotton and slowly headed east, cutting throughatier row without a sound. When |
could see the white tents of Camp Spruill, | knemak almost home.

What would | tell about Hank? The truth, nothing.Bwas burdened with enough
secrets; there was room for no more, especiallyagrteeavy as this. I'd crawl into
Ricky’s room, try and get some sleep, and when ailyelr woke me to collect eggs and
milk I'd tell the whole story. Every step, every wa) every cut of the knife-my father
would hear it all. He and Pappy would head to téevreport the killing to Stick Powers,



and they’d have Cowboy in jail before lunch. Thegpidbably hang him before
Christmas.

Hank was dead. Cowboy would be in jail. The Spsulbuld pack up and leave, but |
didn’t care. | never wanted to see another Spmualt,even Tally. | wanted everybody off
our farm and out of our lives.

| wanted Ricky to come home and the Latchers toaraway, then everything would be
normal again.

When | was within sprinting distance of our frowirgh, | decided to make my move. My
nerves were frayed, my patience gone. I'd beemgiébr hours, and | was tired of it. |
scooted to the very end of the cotton rows andpst@ver the ditch into the road. |
ducked low, listened for a second, then startedmno After two steps, maybe three, there
was a sound from behind, then a hand slapped nydgether and down | went.
Cowboy was on top of me, a knee in my chest, thekhlade an inch from my nose.

His eyes were glowing. “Silence!” he hissed.

We were both breathing hard and sweating profuselg,his odor hit me hard; no doubt
the same one I'd smelled just minutes earlieropgéd wiggling and gritted my teeth.
His knee was crushing me.

“Been to the river?” he asked.

| shook my head no. Sweat from his chin dripped my eyes and burned. He waved the
blade a little, as if | couldn’t see it already.

“Then where you been?” he asked.

| shook my head again; | couldn’t speak. Then lized my whole body was shaking,
trembling in rigid fear.

When it was apparent | could not utter a word,duk the tip of the blade and tapped my
forehead. “You speak one word about tonight,” hid skowly, his eyes doing more
talking than his mouth, “and | will kill your motheUnderstand?”

| nodded fiercely. He stood and walked away, qyickéappearing into the blackness
and leaving me in the dust and dirt of our roastatted crying, and crawling, and | made
it to our truck before | passed out.

They found me under their bed. In the confusiothefmoment, with my parents yelling
at me and quizzing me about everything-my dirtyleds, the bloody nicks on my arms,
why exactly was | sleeping under their bed-lI madageconjure up the tale that I'd had a
horrible dream. Hank had drowned! And | had gonehieck on him.



“You were sleepwalkin’!” my mother said in disbdliand | seized this immediately.

“I guess,” | said, nodding. Everything after thatsaa blur-1 was dead tired and scared
and not sure if what I'd seen at the river hadlydappened or had in fact been a dream.
| was horrified at the thought of ever facing Cowlagain.

“Ricky used to do that,” Gran added from the hajjw&aught ‘im one night out past the
silo.”

This helped calm things somewhat. They led medditthen and sat me at the table.
My mother scrubbed me while Gran doctored the Jaigsass cuts on my arms. The
men saw that matters were under control, so thfeyolgather eggs and milk.

A loud thunderstorm hit just as we were about to @&ad the sounds were a great relief to
me. We wouldn’t be going to the fields for a fewurs | wouldn’t be near Cowboy.

They watched me as | picked at my food. “I'm okaysaid at one point.

The rain fell heavy and loud onto our tin roof, \@rong out conversation so that we ate
in silence, the men worrying about the cotton weenen worrying about me.

| had enough worries to crush us all.
“Could I finish later?” | asked, slightly shovingynplate away. “I'm really sleepy.”

My mother decided that | would go back to bed asl for as long as | needed to. As the
women were clearing the table, | whispered to myheoand asked her if she would lie
down with me. Of course she would.

She fell asleep before | did. We were in my pardrgd, in their semidark bedroom, still
and cool and listening to the rain, with the methim kitchen not far away, drinking
coffee and waiting, and | felt safe.

| wanted it to rain forever. The Mexicans and tipeuslls would leave. Cowboy would be
shipped home, back to where he could cut and slhsle wanted, and I'd never know
about it. And sometime next summer, when plans wexde for the harvest, I'd make
sure Miguel and his band of Mexicans were not rthblck to our county.

| wanted my mother next to me, with my father ngatlwanted to sleep, but when |
closed my eyes | saw Hank and Cowboy on the bridgas suddenly hopeful that Hank
was still there, still in Camp Spruill rummaging # biscuit, still throwing rocks at the
barn at midnight. Then it would all be a dream.



Chapter 26

| clung to my mother throughout the day, aftersterm passed, after lunch, after the rest
of them went to the fields and we stayed arounchthese. There were whispers between
my parents and a frown from my father, but she agesmant. There were times when
little boys just needed to be with their mothenwalk afraid to let her out of my sight.

The very thought of telling what | saw on the bedgade me weak. | tried not to think
about either the killing or the telling of it, biitwas impossible to think of anything else.

We gathered vegetables from the garden. | folloledwith the straw basket, my eyes
cutting in all directions, ready for Cowboy to lelapm nowhere and slaughter both of us.
| could smell him, feel him, hear him. | could d8e nasty liquid eyes watching every
move we made. The weight of his switchblade on ongliead grew heavier.

| thought of nothing but him, and | stayed closentp mother.

“What's the matter, Luke?” she asked more than ohems aware that | wasn't talking,
but | couldn’t force words out. There was a faingimg in my ears. The world was
moving slower. | just wanted a place to hide.

“Nothin’,” | said. Even my voice was different-loand scratchy.

“You still tired?”

“Yes ma’am.”

And I'd be tired for a month if it kept me out diet fields and away from Cowboy.

We stopped to examine Trot’s house painting. Simeeavere there and not picking
cotton, Trot was nowhere to be seen. If we leftitbese, then he would return to his
project. The east wall now had a white strip altbtée feet high, running from the front
almost to the rear. It was clean and neat, obwuah&l work of someone who wasn’t
burdened with time.

At his current pace there was no way Trot wouldsfirthe house before the Spruills left.
What would happen after they left? We couldn’t iwea house with a two-toned east
wall.

| had more important things to worry about.

My mother decided she would “put up,” or can, sdaomatoes. She and Gran spent

hours during the summer and early fall putting egetables from our garden-tomatoes,
peas, beans, okra, mustard greens, and corn. Byghef November the pantry shelves



would be packed four-deep with quart jars of foaugh to get us through the winter
and early spring. And, of course, they also puenpugh for anyone who might need a
little help. | was certain that we’d be hauling o the Latchers in the months to come,
now that we were kinfolk.

The very thought made me furious, but again, | wasorried about the Latchers
anymore.

My job was to peel tomatoes. Once peeled they wbeldhopped and placed into large
pots and cooked just enough to soften them, thekegkinto Kerr quart jars, with a
tablespoon of salt, and secured with new lids. W&tdithe same jars from year to year,
but we always bought new lids. A slight leak arotimel seal and a jar would spoil, and it
was always a bad moment during the winter when @rany mother opened ajar and its
contents couldn’t be eaten. It didn’'t happen often.

Once properly packed and sealed, the jars weregliaca row inside a large pressure
cooker half-filled with water. There they would bfar half an hour, under pressure, to
remove any remaining air and to further seal ttieGiran and my mother were very fussy
about their canning. It was a source of pride antbegvomen, and | often heard the
ladies around the church boast of putting up soynwens of butter beans or of this and
that.

The canning began as soon as the garden starteédgong. | was forced to help with it
occasionally and always hated it. Today was differéoday | was quite happy to be in
the kitchen with my mother, with Cowboy out in tiredds far away.

| stood at the kitchen sink with a sharp paringérand when | cut the first tomato |
thought of Hank on the bridge. The blood, the suwtade, the painful cry with the first
cut, then the silent look of horror as other cotkofved. In that first instant, | think Hank
knew he was about to be carved up by someone vdurid it before. He knew he was
dead.

My head hit the leg of a kitchen chair. When | aeak the sofa, my mother was holding
ice on a knot above my right ear. She smiled aid] $éou fainted, Luke.”

| tried to say something but my mouth was too &tye gave me a sip of water and told
me | wasn't going anywhere for a while. “Are yoreti?” she asked.

| nodded and closed my eyes.

Twice a year the county sent a few loads of gravelur road. The trucks dumped it, and
right behind them a road grader came along andde\teings out. The grader was

operated by an old man who lived near Caraway.adkeahblack patch over one eye, and
the left side of his face was scarred and disfiduoethe point of making me cringe when



| saw it. He’d been injured in the First War, acting to Pappy, who claimed to know
more about the old man than he was willing to @tis was his name.

Otis had two monkeys that helped him grade thesaadund Black Oak. They were

little black things with long tails, and they ralorg the frame of the grader, sometimes
hopping down on the blade itself, just inches altbeedirt and gravel. Sometimes they
sat on his shoulder, or on the back of his seaindhe long rod that ran from the steering
wheel to the front end. As Otis motored up and ddvenroad, working the levers,
changing the angle and pitch of the blade, spittiogicco juice, the monkeys jumped
and swung without fear and seemed to have a dtlighhe.

If, for some dreadful reason, we kids didn’t makeithe Cardinals, many of us wanted
to be road grader operators. It was a big, powenfathine under the control of one man,
and all those levers had to be worked with suchigi@n-hands and feet moving with
great coordination. Plus, level roads were crucighe farmers of rural Arkansas. Few
jobs were more important, at least in our opinion.

We had no idea what it paid, but we were certaivais more profitable than farming.

When | heard the diesel engine, | knew Otis wak blawalked hand in hand with my
mother to the edge of the road, and sure enoudglveba our house and the bridge were
three mounds of new gravel. Otis was spreadirgiatyly working his way toward us.
We stepped back under a tree and waited.

My head was clear, and | felt strong. My mothertkegging at my shoulder, as if she
thought | might faint again. As Otis drew neartdpgped closer to the road. The engine
roared; the blade churned up dirt and gravel. Wiee\getting our road fixed, a most
important event.

Sometimes Otis waved, sometimes he did not. | sSawdars and his black eye patch. Oh,
the questions | had for that man!

And | saw only one monkey. He was sitting on thémfieame, just beyond the steering
wheel, and he looked very sad. | scanned the gfadéis little partner, but there were
no other monkeys.

We waved at Otis, who glanced at us but did noteAzack. This was a terrible sign of
rudeness in our world, but then Otis was differ&sicause of his war wounds, he had no
wife, no children, nothing but isolation.

Suddenly the grader stopped. Otis turned and lodkedh at me with his good eye, then
motioned for me to climb aboard. | instantly movedard him, and my mother rushed
forward to say no. Otis yelled, “It's okay! He'lelfine.” It didn’t matter: | was already
climbing up.



He yanked my hand and pulled me up to the platfehare he sat. “Stand here,” he said
gruffly, pointing to a little spot next to him. “Hbon here,” he growled, and | clutched a
handle next to an important-looking lever that swerrified to touch. | looked down at
my mother, who had her hands on her hips. She hadsrg) her head as if she could
choke me, but then | saw a hint of a smile.

He hit the throttle, and the engine behind us wé#wdife. He pushed the clutch with his
foot, moved a gearshift, and we were off. | couddvalked faster, but with the noise
from the diesel it seemed as if we were racingg@lon

| was on Otis’s left side, very close to his faaed | tried not to look at his scars. After a
couple of minutes, he seemed oblivious to my presehhe monkey, however, was quite
curious. He watched me as if | were an intrudesnthe slinked along on all fours, slowly,
prepared to lunge at me at any moment. He jumptml@tis’s right shoulder, walked
around the back of his neck, and settled ontodfishoulder, staring at me.

| was staring at him. He was no bigger than a tsajyrrel, with fine black fur and little
black eyes barely separated by the bridge of hée.nidis long tail fell down the front of
Otis’s shirt. Otis was working the levers, movihg gravel, mumbling to himself,
seemingly unaware of the monkey on his shoulder.

When it was apparent that the monkey was contshtqustudy me, | turned my attention
to the workings of the road grader. Otis had tleel®ldown in the shallow ditch, tilted at
a steep angle so that mud and grass and weed$®iagedug out and shoved into the
road. | knew from previous observations that held/go up and down several times,
cleaning the ditches, grading the center, spredtiegravel. Pappy was of the opinion
that Otis and the county should fix our road mdterg but most farmers felt that way.

He turned the grader around, ran the blade intotier ditch, and headed back toward
our house. The monkey hadn’'t moved.

“Where’s the other monkey?” | said loudly, not feom Otis’s ear.
He pointed down at the blade and said, “Fell off.”

It took a second for this to register, and therasworrified at the thought of that poor

little monkey falling over the blade and meetingtsan awful death. It didn’t seem to

bother Otis, but the surviving monkey was undoulgtetburning the loss of his buddy.
He just sat there, sometimes looking at me, sonestigazing away, very much alone.

And he certainly stayed away from the blade.

My mother hadn’t moved. | waved at her, and sheadaat me, and again Otis took no
part in any of it. He spat every so often, a lotngaan of brown tobacco juice that hit the
ground in front of the rear wheels. He wiped hisuthowith a dirty sleeve, both right and
left, depending on which hand happened to be enbagh a lever. Pappy said that Otis
was very levelheaded-tobacco juice ran out of lotiners of his mouth.



Past our house | could see, from my lofty positibe, cotton trailer in the middle of a
field and a few straw hats scattered about. | $earentil | found the Mexicans, in the
same general area as usual, and | thought of Coatnioghere, switchblade in his pocket,
no doubt quite proud of his latest killing. | womelé@ if he’d told his pals about it.
Probably not.

For a moment | was frightened because my mothetbaek behind us, alone. This
didn’t make any sense, and | knew it, but most gfthoughts were irrational.

When | saw the tree line along the river, a new fggped me. | was suddenly afraid to
see the bridge, the scene of the crime. Surelg there bloodstains, evidence that
something awful had happened. Did the rain wasimthway? Days often went by
without a car or truck passing over the bridge. Hiagone seen Hank’s blood? There was
a good chance the evidence would be gone.

Had there really been bloodshed? Or was it alldadsaam?

Nor did | want to see the river. The water movexdy} this time of the year, and Hank
was such a large victim. Could he be ashore by ndMaghed up on a gravel bar like a
beached whale? | certainly didn’t want to be the tinfind him.

Hank had been cut to pieces. Cowboy had the neasgshblade and plenty of motive.
It was a crime that even Stick Powers could solve.

| was the only eyewitness, but I'd already decitieduld take it to my grave.

Otis shifted gears and turned around, no smalivi&ta road grader, as | was learning. |
caught a glimpse of the bridge, but we were to@feay to see much. The monkey grew
weary of staring at me and shifted shoulders. Hk@e at me around Otis’s head for a
minute or so, then just sat there, perched likevaln studying the road.

Oh, if Dewayne could see me now! He’d burn withyeride’d be humiliated. He'd be so
overcome with defeat that he wouldn’t speak to areaflong time. | couldn’t wait for
Saturday. I'd spread the word along Main Street lfdaspent the day with Otis on the
road grader-Otis and his monkey. Just one monkeygh, and I'd be forced to tell what
happened to the other. And all those levers anttaisrthat, from the ground, looked so
thoroughly intimidating but in reality were no pfetn for me at all. I'd learned how to
operate them! It would be one of my finest moments.

Otis stopped in front of our house. | climbed daawd yelled, “Thank you!” but he was
off without a nod or word of any sort.

| suddenly thought about the dead monkey, andtestarying. | didn’t want to cry, and
| tried not to, but the tears were pouring out, hoduldn’t control myself. My mother
came running from the house, asking what was wrbdigin't know what was wrong; |



was just crying. | was scared and tired, almosttfagain, and | just wanted everything to
be normal, with the Mexicans and the Spruills dutwr lives, with Ricky home, with the
Latchers gone, with the nightmare of Hank erasechfmy memory. | was tired of
secrets, tired of seeing things | was not supptssde.

And so | just cried.

My mother held me tightly. When | realized she virgghtened, | managed to tell her
about the dead monkey.

“Did you see it?” she asked in horror.

| shook my head and kept explaining. We walked liadke porch and sat for a long
time.

Hank’s departure was confirmed at some point duttiegday. Over supper my father
said that Mr. Spruill had told him that Hank hafl 8uring the night. He was hitchhiking
back to their home in Eureka Springs.

Hank was floating at the bottom of the St. Framiigeer, and when | thought about him
down there with the channel catfish, | lost my appeThe adults were watching me
closer than usual. During the past twenty-four bdl fainted, had nightmares, cried
several times, and, as far as they knew, gone lfmam@walk in my sleep. Something was
wrong with me, and they were concerned.

“Wonder if he’ll make it home,” Gran said. This faahed a round of stories about folks
who’d disappeared. Pappy had a cousin who had inégating with his family from
Mississippi to Arkansas. They were traveling in wd trucks. They came to a railroad
crossing. The first truck, the one driven by thasio in question, crossed first. A train
came roaring by, and the second truck waited fr [gass. It was a long train, and when
it finally cleared, there was no sign of the firstck on the other side. The second truck
crossed and came to a fork in the road. The cauasnever seen again, and that had
been thirty years ago. No sign of him or the truck.

I'd heard this story many times. | knew Gran wogtdnext, and sure enough, she told
the tale about her mother’s father, a man who'eldsgix kids then hopped on a train and
fled to Texas. Someone in the family stumbled achos twenty years later. He had
another wife and six more kids.

“You okay, Luke?” Pappy said when the eating wasroll of his gruffness was gone.
They were telling stories for my benefit, tryinggmuse me because | had them worried.

“Just tired, Pappy,” | said.



“You want to go to bed early?” my mother asked, anddded.

| went to Ricky’s room while they washed the dishdy letter to him was now two

pages long, a monumental effort. It was still in wiyting tablet, hidden under the
mattress, and it covered most of the Latcher cdnfliread it again and was quite pleased
with myself. | toyed with the idea of telling Riclapout Cowboy and Hank, but decided
to wait until he came home. By then the Mexicansiide gone, things would be safe
again, and Ricky would know what to do.

| decided that the letter was ready to be maileeh started worrying about how | might
accomplish mailing it. We always sent our lettdrtha same time, often in the same
large manila envelope. | decided that I'd consuthwir. Lynch Thornton at the post
office on Main Street.

My mother read me the story of Daniel in the liodsh, one of my favorites. Once the
weather broke and the nights became cool, we $pentime on the porch and more time
reading before bed. My mother and | read, the stt& not. She preferred Bible stories,
and this suited me fine. She would read awhilen tyglain things. Then read some more.
There was a lesson in every story, and she maed suderstood each one. Nothing
irritated me more than for Brother Akers to scrgwtlie details in one of his long-winded
sermons.

When | was ready for bed, | asked her if she watdg there, in Ricky’s bed with me,
until | fell asleep.

“Of course | will,” she said.

Chapter 27

After a day of rest, there was no way my father daalerate further absence from the
fields. He pulled me out of bed at five, and we tadvout our routine chores of gathering
eggs and milk.

| knew I couldn’t continue to hide in the househwity mother, so | bravely went
through the motions of getting ready to pick cottitsh have to face Cowboy at some
point before he left. It was best to get it ovetrmand to do it with plenty of folks around.

The Mexicans were walking to the fields, skippihg morning ride on the flatbed trailer.
They could start picking a few minutes earlier splukept them away from the Spruills.
We left the house just before dawn. | held firniPeppy’s seat on the tractor and watched
my mother’s face slowly disappear in the kitchendaw. I'd prayed long and hard the
night before, and something told me she would e sa



As we made our way along the field road, | studielJohn Deere tractor. I'd spent
hours on it, plowing, disking, planting, even haglicotton to town with my father or
Pappy, and its operation had always seemed surifigiecomplex and challenging. Now,
after thirty minutes on the road grader, with iizing array of levers and pedals, the
tractor seemed quite simple. Pappy just sat tieneds on the wheel, feet still, half-
asleep-while Otis had been a study in constantanathother reason why | should grade
roads and not farm if, of course, the baseballeradtel not work out, a most unlikely
event.

The Mexicans were already half a row down, loghacotton and oblivious to our
arrival. | knew Cowboy was with them, but in thelgdight | couldn’t tell one Mexican
from the other.

| avoided him until we broke for lunch. Evidentlg’d seen me during the morning, and |
guess he figured a little reminder would be appeter While the rest of his pals ate
leftovers under the shade of the cotton trailenvmy rode in with us. He sat alone on
one side of the flatbed, and | ignored him untilwere almost to the house.

When | finally mustered the courage to look at hivawas cleaning his fingernails with
his switchblade, and he was waiting for me. He sdhd wicked grin that conveyed a
thousand words-and he gently waved the knife atNeone else saw it, and | looked
away immediately.

Our agreement had just been solidified even further

By late afternoon the cotton trailer was full. Afeequick dinner Pappy announced that
he and | would haul it to town. We went to thedehnd hooked it to the truck, then left
the farm on our newly graded road. Otis was quiteaftsman. The road was smooth,
even in Pappy’s old truck.

As usual, Pappy said nothing as he drove, andussfine with me because | also had
nothing to say. Lots of secrets but no way to uthiiteem. We crossed the bridge slowly,
and | scanned the thick, slow waters below butsaihing out of the ordinary-no sign of
blood or of the crime I'd witnessed.

More than a full day had passed since the killamgprmal day of work and drudgery on
the farm. | thought about the secret with evenatirebut | was masking it well, | thought.
My mother was safe, and that was all that mattered.

We passed the road to the Latchers’, and Pappgegiatieir way. For the moment, they
were just a minor nuisance.

On the highway, farther away from the farm, | begathink that one day soon I might
be able to unload my burden. | could tell Pappynal just the two of us. Before long



Cowboy would be back in Mexico, safe in that forewgorld. The Spruills would return
home, and Hank wouldn't be there. | could tell Bggmd he would know what to do.

We entered Black Oak behind another trailer anldviadd it to the gin. When we parked
| scrambled out and stuck close to Pappy’s sidemeSarmers were huddled just outside
the gin office, and a serious discussion had beeemuway for a while. We walked up on
them and listened.

The news was somber and threatening. The nightddfeavy rains had hit Clay County,
north of us. Some places reported six inches im&ms. Clay County was upstream on
the St. Francis. The creeks and streams were ftbogehere and pouring into the river.

The water was rising.

There was a debate as to whether this would affecthe minority opinion was that the
storm would have little impact on the river neaa&d Oak. We were too far away and,
absent more rains, a small rise in the St. Framoigddn’t flood anything. But the
majority view was far more pessimistic, and sirfee lulk of them were professional
worriers anyway, the news was accepted with greatern.

One farmer said his almanac called for heavy raimsid-October.

Another said his cousin in Oklahoma was gettingdked, and since our weather came
from the West, he felt it was a sure sign thatrtties were inevitable.

Pappy mumbled something to the effect that the hezdtom Oklahoma traveled faster
than any news.

There was much debate and lots of opinions, andvhgall tone was one of gloom.
We’'d been beaten so many times by the weather trdomarkets, or by the price of
seed and fertilizer, that we expected the worst.

“We ain’t had a flood in October in twenty yeardgclared Mr. Red Fletcher, and this set
off a heated debate on the history of autumn flodtiere were so many different
versions and recollections that the issue was kepll confused.

Pappy didn’t join the fray, and after half an hofifistening we backed away. He
unhooked the trailer, and we headed home, in slepiccourse. A couple of times | cut
my eyes at him and found him just as | expectedemwiorried, driving with both hands,
forehead wrinkled, his mind on nothing but the cagnilood.

We parked at the bridge and walked through the toukde edge of the St. Francis River.
Pappy inspected it for a moment as if he mightitsese. | was terrified that Hank would
suddenly float to the top and come ashore riglfitant of us. Without a word, Pappy
picked up a stick of driftwood about an inch inrde&ter and three feet long. He knocked
a small limb off it and drove it with a rock intbe sandbar where the water was two



inches deep. With his pocketknife, he notched waier level. “We’ll check it in the

mornin’,” he said, his first words in a long time.

We studied our new gauge for a few moments, batiaioethat we would see the river
rise. When it didn’t happen, we returned to thekru

The river scared me and not because it might fletashk was out there, cut and dead and
bloated with river water, ready to wash ashore @ls®meone would find him. We'd

have a real murder on our hands, not a just angilike the Sisco beating, but a genuine
slaying.

The rains would get rid of Cowboy. And the rainswbswell the river and move it
faster. Hank, or what was left of him, would getegivdownstream to another county or
maybe even another state where someday someond fialihim and not have the
slightest clue as to who he was.

Before | fell asleep that night, | prayed for rdiprayed as hard as | possibly could. |
asked God to send the biggest flood since Noah.

We were in the middle of breakfast on Saturday imgravhen Pappy stomped in from
the back porch. One look at his face satisfiedcowiosity. “River’s up four inches,
Luke,” he said to me as he took his seat and begghing for food. “And there’s
lightnin’ to the west.”

My father frowned but kept chewing. When it caméht® weather, he was always
pessimistic. If the weather was fine, then it wast p matter of time before it turned bad.
If it was bad, then that’s what he’d expected lhg. Gran took the news with no
expression at all. Her younger son was fightinganea, and that was far more important
than the next rain. She had never left the sod,slre knew that some years were good,
some bad, but life didn’t stop. God gave us lifd aralth and plenty of food, and that
was more than most folks could say. Plus, Granlittidpatience for all the fretting over
the weather. “Can’t do anything about it,” she sardr and over.

My mother didn’t smile or frown, but she had a ous look of contentment. She was
determined not to spend her life scratching a meaxgetence from the land. And she
was even more determined that | would not farm. d#sts on the farm were numbered,
and another lost crop could only hasten our departu

By the time we finished eating, we heard thundeanGnd my mother cleared the dishes,
then made another pot of coffee. We sat at the taédking and listening, waiting to see
how rough the storm would be. | thought my prayaswabout to be answered, and | felt
guilty for such a devious wish.

But the thunder and lightning moved to the nortb.rhiin fell. By 7 A. M. we were in the
fields, picking hard and longing for noon.



When we left for town, only Miguel hopped in theckaf the truck. The rest of the
Mexicans were working, he explained, and he neéaédy a few things for them. | was
relieved beyond words. | wouldn’t be forced to ridevith Cowboy crouched just a few
feet away from me.

We hit rain at the edge of Black Oak, a cool deznistead of a fierce storm. The
sidewalks were busy with folks moving slowly untlee store canopies and balconies,
trying, but failing, to stay dry.

The weather kept many farm families away from toWnis was evident when the four
o’clock matinee began at the Dixie theater. Hadf $leats were empty, a sure sign that it
was not a normal Saturday. Halfway through the §how the aisle lights flickered, then
the screen went blank. We sat in the darknessy tegolanic and bolt, and listened to the
thunder.

“Power’s out,” said an official voice in the redPlease leave slowly.”

We huddled into the cramped lobby and watchedahefall in sheets along Main Street.
The sky was dark gray, and the few cars that pasgeded their headlights.

Even as kids we knew that there was too much r@ammany storms, too many rumors
of rising waters. Floods happened in the springlyaduring the harvest. In a world
where everyone either farmed or traded with fargreerget season in mid-October was
quite depressing.

When it slacked off a little, we ran down the si@#ko find our parents. Heavy rains
meant muddy roads, and the town would soon be eawptize farm families left for

home before dark. My father had mentioned buyisgw blade, so | ducked into the
hardware store in hopes of finding him. It was aled with people waiting and watching
the weather outside. In little pockets of conveosatold men were telling stories of
ancient floods. Women were talking about how muh there’d been in other towns-
Paragould, Lepanto, and Manila. The aisles weledfilvith people who were just talking,
not buying or looking for merchandise.

| worked my way through the crowd, looking for matler. The hardware store was
ancient, and toward the rear it became darker awern-like. The wooden floors were
wet from the traffic and sagged from years of #de¢he end of an aisle, | turned and
came face-to-face with Tally and Trot. She was imgic gallon of white paint. Trot was
holding a quart. They were loitering like everybadye, waiting for the storm to pass.
Trot saw me and tried to hide behind Tally. “Helloke,” she said with a smile.

“Howdy,” | said, looking at the paint bucket. Shet & on the floor beside her. “What’s
the paint for?”



“Oh, it's nothin’,” she said, smiling again. Oncgaan | was reminded that Tally was the
prettiest girl I'd ever met, and when she smilechatmy mind went blank. Once you've
seen a pretty girl naked, you feel a certain atteastt to her.

Trot wedged himself tightly behind her, like a téatchiding behind his mother. She and
| talked about the storm, and | relayed the exgitiews about the power going out in the
middle of the matinee. She listened with interast the more | talked the more | wanted
to talk. | told her about the rumors of rising watand about the gauge Pappy and | had
set at the river. She asked about Ricky, and vedahbout him for a long time.

Of course | forgot about the paint.

The lights flickered, and the power returned. I5wéll raining, though, and no one left
the store.

“How’s that Latcher girl?” she asked, her eyesidgraround as if someone might hear
her. It was one of our great secrets.

| was about to say something, when it suddenlynleithat Tally’s brother was dead, and
she knew nothing about it. The Spruills probablyuidht Hank was home by now, back
in Eureka Springs, back in their nice little pathteuse. They’'d see him in a few weeks,
sooner if it kept raining. | looked at her anddrie speak, but all | could think about was
how shocked she’d be if | said what | was thinking.

| adored Tally, in spite of her moods and her decie spite of her funny business with
Cowboy. | couldn’t help but adore her, and | cettiadidn’t want to hurt her. The very
thought of blurting out that Hank was dead madenmak in the knees.

| stuttered and stammered and looked at the flogas suddenly cold and scared. “See
you later,” | managed to say, then turned and lbacked to the front.

During a break in the rain, the stores emptiedfaliks scurried along the sidewalks,
heading for the cars and trucks. The clouds wdtelatk, and we wanted to get home
before the showers hit again.

Chapter 28

Sunday was gray and overcast, and my father dodmé& for the notion of getting wet
while riding in the back of the truck on the wayctaurch. Plus, our truck was not exactly
waterproof, and the women usually got dripped oiteniding in the cab during a good
shower. We rarely missed a Sunday worship, buthiteat of rain occasionally kept us at
home. We hadn’t missed a service in months, awdh&m Gran suggested we eat a late



breakfast and listen to the radio we quickly agr&sdlevue Baptist was the largest
church in Memphis, and its services were broadmastation WHBQ. Pappy didn'’t like
the preacher, said he was too liberal, but we enjdyearing him nonetheless. And the
choir had a hundred voices, which was about eigtdge than the one at the Black Oak
Baptist Church.

Long after breakfast, we sat at the kitchen tadfging coffee (myself included),
listening to a sermon being delivered to a congregaf three thousand members, and
worrying about the drastic change in the weathke ddults were worrying; | was only
pretending.

Bellevue Baptist had an orchestra, of all thingl when it played the benediction,
Memphis seemed a million miles away. An orchestra church. Gran’s older daughter,
my aunt Betty, lived in Memphis, and though shendidiorship at Bellevue she knew
someone who did. All the men wore suits. All thenfiges drove nice cars. It was indeed
a different world.

Pappy and | drove to the river to check our gatige.rains were taking a toll on Otis’s
recent grade work. The shallow ditches besidedhd were full, gullies were forming
from the runoff, and mud holes were holding watee stopped in the middle of the
bridge and studied the river on both sides. Evesuld tell the water was up. The
sandbars and gravel bars were covered. The watethicker and a lighter shade of
brown, evidence of drainage from the creeks thatleough the fields. The current
swirled and was moving faster. Debris-driftwood éogk and even a green branch or
twofloated atop the water.

Our gauge was still standing, but barely. Justaifiehes remained above the water.
Pappy had to get his boots wet to retrieve th&.stie pulled it up, examined it as if it

had done something wrong, and said, almost to HijMiEl ‘bout ten inches in twenty-
four hours.” He squatted and tapped the stick mtk. Watching him, | became aware

of the noise of the river. It wasn't loud, but tlvater was rushing by and streaming over
the gravel bars and against the bridge piers. Tt splashed through the thick shrubs
hanging over the banks and pecked away at the obatsiearby willow tree. It was a
menacing noise. One I'd never heard.

Pappy was hearing it all too well. With the stiekpointed at the bend in the river, far to
the right, and said, “It'll get the Latchers fir§they’re on low ground.”

“When?” | asked.

“Depends on the rain. If it stops, then it might flood at all. Keeps rainin’ though, and
it'll be over the banks in a week.”

“When's the last time it flooded?”

“Three years ago, but that was in the spring. falkflood was a long time ago.”



| had plenty of questions about floods, but it wasa subject Pappy liked to dwell on.
We studied the river for a while, and listenedttohen we walked back to the truck and
drove home.

“Let’s go to Siler’s Creek,” he said. The field dsawere too muddy for the truck, so
Pappy fired up the John Deere, and we pulled otlieofarmyard with most of the
Spruills and all of the Mexicans watching us witleaj curiosity. The tractor was never
operated on Sunday. Surely Eli Chandler was natitatisovork on the Sabbath.

The creek had been transformed. Gone were thewbtars where Tally liked to bathe.
Gone were the cool little rivulets running aroundks and logs. Instead the creek was
much wider and filled with muddy water rushing e tSt. Francis, half a mile away. We
got off the tractor and walked to the bank. “Tlssvhere our floods come from,” Pappy
said. “Not the St. Francis. The ground’s lower hared when the creek runs over, it
heads straight for our fields.”

The water was at least ten feet below us, stillgafontained in the ravine that had been
cut through our farm decades earlier. It seemeagsiple that the creek could ever rise
high enough to escape.

“You think it'll flood, Pappy?” | asked.

He thought long and hard, or maybe he wasn'’t thigkit all. He watched the creek and
finally said, with no conviction whatsoever, “No.ell be fine.”

There was thunder to the west.

| walked into the kitchen early Monday morning, &appy was at the table, drinking
coffee, fiddling with the radio. He was trying tizk up a station in Little Rock to check
on the weather. Gran was at the stove, frying batbea house was cold, but the heat and
smell from the skillet warmed things consideraly. father handed me an old flannel
coat, a hand-me-down from Ricky, and | reluctaptly it on.

“We pickin’ today, Pappy?” | asked.

“We'll know directly,” he said, without taking hisyes off the radio.

“Did it rain last night?” | asked Gran, who hadred over to kiss my forehead.

“All night long,” she said. “Now go fetch some edgs



| followed my father out of the house, down thelbsaieps, until | saw something that
stopped me cold. The sun was barely up, but thaseplenty of light. There was no
mistake in what | was seeing.

| pointed and managed to say only, “Look.”

My father was ten steps away, heading for the @matoops. “What is it, Luke?” he
asked.

In the spot under the oak tree where Pappy hadegdris truck every day of my life, the
ruts were bare. The truck was gone.

“The truck,” | said.

My father walked slowly to my side, and for a lange we stared at the parking spot.
The truck had always been there, forever, like @frtbe oaks or one of the sheds. We
saw it every day, but we didn’t notice it becauseas always there.

Without a word, he turned and walked up the baegsstacross the porch, and into the
kitchen. “Any reason why the truck would be gonb&’asked Pappy, who was trying
desperately to hear a scratchy report from sonaaviay place. Gran froze and cocked her
head sideways as if she needed the question relp@atppy turned the radio off. “Say
what?” he said.

“The truck’s gone,” my father said.

Pappy looked at Gran, who looked at my father. Talelpoked at me as if I'd once
again done something wrong. About this time my raptntered the kitchen, and the
entire family marched single file out of the hoasl right up to the muddy ruts where
the truck should’ve been.

We searched the farm, as if the truck could hawneetmw moved itself to another
location.

“I left it right here,” Pappy said in disbelief. @burse he’d left it right there. The truck
had never been left overnight anywhere else oifattme.

In the distance Mr. Spruill yelled, “Tally!”

“Somebody took our truck,” Gran said, barely auelibl

“Where was the key?” my father asked.

“By the radio, same as always,” Pappy said. Thexgs avsmall pewter bowl at the end of

the kitchen table, next to the radio, and the tkkekwas always left there. My father
went to inspect the bowl. He returned promptly saidl, “The key’s gone.”



“Tally!” Mr. Spruill yelled again, louder. There wan flurry of activity in and around the
Spruills’ camp. Mrs. Spruill emerged and began waglquickly toward our front porch.
When she saw us standing beside the house, gaakthg empty parking space, she ran
over and said, “Tally’s gone. We can't find her rmse.”

The other Spruills were soon behind her, and bdtorg the two families were looking at
each other. My father explained that our truck wassing. Mr. Spruill explained that his
daughter was missing.

“Can she drive a truck?” Pappy asked.

“No, she can’t,” Mrs. Spruill said, and this congalied matters.

There was silence for a moment as everybody poddbeesituation.

“You don’t suppose Hank could’ve come back andigato you?” Pappy asked.

“Hank wouldn’t steal your truck,” Mr. Spruill saidith a mix of anger and confusion. At
that moment almost anything seemed both likelyiamubssible.

“Hank’s home by now,” Mrs. Spruill said. She wastha verge of tears.
| wanted to scream, “Hank’s dead!” and then rup tihie house and hide under a bed.
Those poor people didn’t know their son would nawake it home. This secret was

becoming too heavy to carry alone. | took a stdprizemy mother.

She leaned close to my father and whispered, “Bgtieheck on Cowboy.” Because |
had told her about Tally and Cowboy, my mother afasad of the rest of them.

My father thought for a second, then looked indhiection of the barn. So did Pappy,
Gran, and finally the rest of the group.

Miguel was slowly making his way to us, taking tilee, leaving tracks in the wet grass.
His dirty straw hat was in his hand, and he walkeslich a way that made me think that
he had no desire to do whatever he was about to do.

“Mornin’, Miguel,” Pappy said, as if the day wad tf the same old beginning.

“Senor,” he said, nodding.

“Is there a problem?” Pappy asked.

“Si, senor. A little problem.”

“What is it?”



“Cowboy is gone. | think he sneaked away in thénnhig

“Must be contagious,” Pappy mumbled, then spat iinéograss. It took a few seconds for
the Spruills to add things together. At first Talgisappearance had nothing to do with
Cowboy’s, at least to them. Evidently they knewhmag about the couple’s secret little
romance. The Chandlers figured things out longieetloe Spruills, but then we had the
benefit of my inside knowledge.

Reality slowly settled in.

“You think he took her?” Mr. Spruill said, almost panic. Mrs. Spruill was sniffling
now, trying to hold back her tears.

“I don’t know what to think,” Pappy said. He was chumore concerned with his pickup
than with the whereabouts of Tally and Cowboy.

“Did Cowboy take his things with him?” my fatherkasl Miguel.
“Si, senor.”
“Did Tally take her things with her?” my father &skMr. Spruill.

He didn’'t answer, and the question hung in theiaiil Bo said, “Yes sir. Her bag’s
gone.”

“What's in her bag?”
“Clothes and such. And her money jar.”

Mrs. Spruill cried harder. Then she wailed, “Oh bapy!” | wanted to crawl under the
house.

The Spruills were a beaten bunch. All heads werengdshoulders shrunk, eyes half-
closed. Their beloved Tally had run away with soneethey considered low-bred, a
dark-skinned intruder from a godforsaken counttyeifl” humiliation before us was
complete, and very painful.

| was hurting, too. How could she have done surréble thing?

She was my friend. She treated me like a confidard,she protected me like a big sister.
| loved Tally, and now she had run off with a vigsokiller.

“He took her!” Mrs. Spruill bawled. Bo and Dale ladr away, leaving only Trot and Mr.
Spruill to tend to the matter. Trot’s normally vat#éook had been replaced with one of
great confusion and sadness. Tally had been hisqios, too. Now she was gone.



The men launched into a windy discussion of whatdmext. The top priority was to
find Tally, and the truck, before she could getfimo There was no clue as to when the
two left. They had obviously used the storm to cdkieir getaway. The Spruills had
heard nothing during the night, nothing but thuraled rain, and the driveway passed
within eighty feet of their tents.

They could’'ve been gone for hours, certainly endtirgle to drive to Jonesboro or
Memphis or even Little Rock.

But the men seemed optimistic that Tally and Cowbayld be found, and quickly. Mr.
Spruill left to unhitch his truck from the tentscatables. | begged my father to let me go
with them, but he said no. Then | went to my mathed she held firm, too. “It's not
your place,” she said.

Pappy and my father squeezed into the front sehtMii. Spruill, and off they went,
sliding on our road, tires spinning, mud slingirehind them.

| went past the silo to the weedy remains of ansalke shed and sat for an hour under
the rotted tin roof, watching rain drip in frontwfe. | was relieved that Cowboy had left
our farm, and for this | thanked God in a shortdiatere prayer. But any relief in his
departure was overshadowed by my disappointmendlig. | managed to hate her for
what she had done. | cursed her, using words Rieklytaught me, and when | had
spewed forth all the foul language | could remembasked God to forgive me.

And | asked Him to protect Tally.

It took the men two hours to find Stick Powers.d4&l he’'d been en route from
headquarters in Jonesboro, but Pappy said he laskédde’d been sleeping for a week.
Stick was plainly thrilled to have such a high egimithin his jurisdiction. Stealing the
truck of a farmer was only a notch below murdeoun code, and Stick kicked into high
gear. He radioed every jurisdiction he could pipkon his old radio, and before long
most of northeast Arkansas was buzzing with thesnew

According to Pappy, Stick was not too worried abbaity’s whereabouts. He guessed
correctly that she had voluntarily run off with akican, which was a low-class and
disgraceful thing to do, but not exactly a feloayen though Mr. Spruill kept using the
word “kidnapping.”

It was doubtful that the two lovebirds would vemtarlong journey in our truck. They
most certainly wanted to flee Arkansas, and Stiasoned that their most likely means
would be by bus. They would be too suspicious hhikers; Arkansas drivers were not
likely to pick up such a swarthy character as Cowlegpecially with a young white girl
at his side. “They’re probably on a bus headedliNo&tick said.



When Pappy told us this, | remembered Tally’s dreativing in Canada, a long way
from the heat and humidity. She wanted lots of sraovd for some reason she had
chosen Montreal as her place in the world.

The men discussed money. My father did the mathgaledsed that Cowboy had earned
close to four hundred dollars picking cotton. Ne@ &mew, though, how much he’d sent
home. Tally had earned about half that much andonaldably saved most of it. We
knew she’d been buying house paint for Trot, bubhwaeé no idea of her other
expenditures.

It was at this point in Pappy’s narrative that Inted to bare my soul about Hank.
Cowboy had robbed him after he killed him. Thereswa way of knowing how much
picking money Hank had saved, but | knew for carthat there was $250 of Samson’s
money now in Cowboy’s pocket. | almost blurted thig as we sat around the kitchen
table, but | was simply too frightened. Cowboy wase, but they might catch him
somewhere.

Wait, | kept telling myself. Just wait. The momenll come when | can unload my
burdens.

Whatever their finances, it was obvious that Taly Cowboy had enough money to ride
a bus for a long time.

And we were broke, as usual. There was a briefemation about how to replace the
truck in the event that it was never found, butgtbject was too painful to pursue. Plus,
| was listening.

We ate an early lunch, then sat on the back pardhwatched the rain.

Chapter 29

Stick’s old, loud patrol car came rolling into thient yard, with our stolen truck right
behind it. Stick got out, full of importance becaud’d solved the most urgent part of the
crime. Black Oak’s other deputy was driving thecksuwhich, as far as we could tell, had
not changed at all. The Spruills ran over, anxiousome word about Tally.

“Found it at the bus station in Jonesboro,” Stick@unced as the small crowd gathered
around him. “Just like | figured.”

“Where was the key?” asked Pappy.



“Under the seat. And the tank’s full of gas. Ddibw if it was full when they left here,
but it’s full now.”

“It was half empty,” Pappy said, astonished. Weenadt surprised, not only to see the
truck again but to see it unchanged in any way.d/¢gent the day worrying about a
future with no truck, with no means of transpodatiWe’d be in the same boat as the
Latchers, forced to bum rides to town from anybpdgsing by. | couldn’t imagine such
a plight, and | was now more determined than evaptneday live in a city where folks
had cars.

“I guess they just borrowed it,” Mr. Spruill sammost to himself.

“That’s the way | see it,” Stick said. “You stillamt to press charges?” he asked Pappy.
He and my father exchanged frowns. “I guess napgdy said.

“Did anybody see them?” Mrs. Spruill asked quietly.

“Yes ma’am. They bought two tickets for Chicagarntung around the bus station for
five hours. The clerk knew somethin’ was up, bgtifed it wasn’t his business. Runnin’
off with a Mexican ain’t the smartest thing in terld, but it ain’t no crime. The clerk
said he watched them through the night, and theg to ignore each other as if nothin’
was happenin’. They wouldn’t sit together. But wiilea bus loaded they got on
together.”

“What time did the bus leave?” Mr. Spruill asked.

“Six this mornin’.” Stick removed a folded envelofrem his pocket and handed it to Mr.
Spruill. “Found this on the front seat. | thinksita note from Tally to y’all. | ain’t read
it.”

Mr. Spruill handed it to Mrs. Spruill, who quickgpened it and removed a sheet of paper.
She started reading, and she began wiping her Eyesybody watched her, waiting
without a sound. Even Trot, who was hiding behirdaBd Dale, leaned forward and
watched the letter being read.

“Ain’t none 0’ my business, ma’am,” Stick said, ‘tatithere’s any useful information,
then maybe | need to know.”

Mrs. Spruill kept reading, and when she finishée, loked at the ground and said, “She
says she ain’t comin’ home. She says she and Coatgogonna get married and live up
North, where they can find good jobs and such.” i#ags and sniffles had suddenly
vanished. Mrs. Spruill was now more angry than laimgt else. Her daughter hadn’t been
kidnapped; she’d run off with a Mexican, and she gaing to marry him.

“They gonna stay in Chicago?” Stick asked.



“Don’t say. Just says up North.”

The Spruills began drifting away, backpedalingeatreat. My father thanked Stick and
the other deputy for bringing our truck home.

“You're gettin’ more rain than most folks,” Stickisl as he opened the door to his patrol
car.

“It's wet all over,” Pappy shot back.

“River’s risin’ to the north,” Stick said, as if lveere an expert. “More rain’s on the way.”
“Thanks, Stick,” Pappy said.

Stick and the other deputy got into the patrol &ick settling himself behind the wheel.
Just as he was about to close the door he jumpeshdusaid, “Say, Eli, | called the
sheriff up at Eureka Springs. He ain’'t seen thednig, Hank. The boy shoulda been
home by now, don’t you think?”

“I reckon. He left a week ago.”

“Wonder where he is?”

“Ain’t none of my concern,” Pappy said.

“l ain’t through with him, you know. When | find im, I'm gonna put his big ass in the
jail in Jonesboro, and we’re gonna have us a'trial.

“You do that, Stick,” Pappy said, then turned aihutYou do that.”

Stick’s bald tires slipped and spun in the mud,Hmufinally got to the road. My mother
and Gran returned to the kitchen to start cooking.

Pappy got his tools and spread them on the tailofatee truck. He opened the hood and
began a thorough inspection of the engine | saheriender, handing him wrenches,
watching every move.

“Why would a nice girl like Tally want to marry aéican?” | asked.

Pappy was tightening a fan belt. There was litdelt that Cowboy hadn’t bothered to
stop, open the hood, and meddle with the enginéewle was fleeing with Tally, but
Pappy nonetheless was compelled to adjust andahfixiaker as if the vehicle had been
sabotaged. “Women,” he said.

“What do you mean?”



“Women do stupid things.”

| waited for clarification, but his answer was cdetp.

“I don’t understand,” | finally said.

“Neither do I. Neither will you. You're not suppaké understand women.”

He removed the air filter and gazed with suspi@bthe carburetor. For a moment it
looked as if he’d found evidence of tampering, thei he turned a screw and seemed
content.

“You think they’ll ever find her?” | asked.

“They ain’t lookin’. We got the truck back, so tk& no crime, no police tryin’ to find
‘em. | doubt if the Spruills’ll go look for ‘em. Whbother? If they got lucky and found
‘em, what'’re they gonna do?”

“Can’t they make her come home?”

“No. Once she gets married, then she’s an adull. ¢&m’'t make a married woman do a
damned thing.”

He cranked the engine and listened to it idleoltrsled the same to me, but Pappy
thought he heard a new rattle. “Let’s take it fjping’ he said. Wasting gasoline was a sin
in Pappy’s book, but he seemed anxious to burttle dif the free stuff Tally and

Cowboy had left behind.

We got in and backed onto the road. | was sittihgne Tally had been, just hours earlier,
when they’d sneaked away during the storm. | thbo§hothing but her, and | was as
bewildered as ever.

The road was too wet and muddy to allow Pappyachéis perfect speed of thirty-
seven miles an hour, but he still thought he céeilldhat something was wrong with the
engine. We stopped at the bridge and looked aivke The gravel bars and sandbars
were gone; there was nothing but water betweebdh&s-water and debris from upriver.
It rushed by, faster than | had ever seen it. Papgiick, his flood gauge, was long gone,
washed away by the swirling currents. We didn’tchgeo tell us that the St. Francis was
about to flood.

Pappy seemed mesmerized by the water and its naiseldn’t tell if he wanted to curse
or cry. Neither would’ve helped, of course, andihk that Pappy, for perhaps the first
time, realized he was about to lose another crop.



Whatever was wrong with the engine had fixed itbglthe time we returned home.
Pappy announced over supper that the truck wasas ap ever, whereupon we launched
into a long and creative discussion about Tally @od/boy and where they might be and
what they might be doing. My father had heard thate were a lot of Mexicans up in
Chicago, and he guessed that Cowboy and his nele imould simply blend into that

vast city and never be seen again.

| was so worried about Tally that | could barelyci® down my food.

Late the next morning, with the sun trying its ktespeek through the clouds, we
returned to the fields to pick cotton. We weredicé sitting around the house watching
the skies. Even | wanted to go to the fields.

The Mexicans were especially anxious to work. Tiveye, after all, two thousand miles
from home and not getting paid.

But the cotton was too wet and the ground was ¢fto Blud caked on my boots, and it
stuck to my picking sack, so that after an howltl ds if | were dragging a tree trunk. We
quit after two hours and left for the house, aaad dispirited group.

The Spruills had had enough. It came as no surfiisee them breaking camp. They did
so slowly, as if they were only reluctantly adnnigtidefeat. Mr. Spruill told Pappy that
there was no use in their staying if they coulavork. They were tired of the rains and
we couldn’t blame them. They’d been camping outsigrweeks in our front yard. Their
old tents and tarps were sagging under the weiggdt the rain. The mattresses they
slept on were half-exposed to the weather andtspdat with mud. | would’ve left a long
time before.

We sat on the porch and watched them gather th@irand pack it all haphazardly into
the truck and trailer. There would be more room math Hank and Tally gone.

| was suddenly frightened by their leaving. Theyuldobe home soon, and Hank
wouldn’t be there. They would wait, then searclkntitart asking questions. | wasn’t
sure if and how this might one day affect me, buak scared just the same.

My mother forced me into the garden, where we gathenough food for twenty people.
We washed the corn, cucumbers, tomatoes, okragraeahs in the kitchen sink, then she
carefully arranged it all in a cardboard box. Gpaihtogether a dozen eggs, two pounds
of country ham, a pound of butter, and two quad (# strawberry preserves. The
Spruills would not leave without food for the trip.

By mid-afternoon they had finished packing. Thaick and trailer were hopelessly
overloaded-boxes and burlap sacks clung to the sidesely secured by baling wire and
destined to fall off. When it was apparent theyavabout to leave, we walked as a



family down the front steps and across the yashioour farewells. Mr. and Mrs. Spruill
met us and accepted our food. They apologizecetorihg before the cotton was picked,
but we all knew there was a good chance the cr@pe finished anyway. They tried to
smile and be gracious, but their pain was obvigatching them, | couldn’t help but
think that they would always regret the day thegidied to work on our farm. If they had
picked another one, Tally wouldn’'t have met Cowbéyd Hank might still be alive,
though given his lust for violence he was probatdgmed to an early death. “He who
lives by the sword dies by the sword,” Gran waslfohquoting.

| felt guilty about all the evil thoughts I'd helyainst them. And | felt like a thief
because | knew the truth about Hank, and they didn’

| said good-bye to Bo and Dale, neither of whom maath to say. Trot was hiding
behind the trailer. As the farewells were windiraywth, he shuffled toward me and
mumbled something | did not understand. Then hekstut his hand and offered me his
paintbrush. | had no choice but to take it.

The exchange was witnessed by the adults, andrfmraent nothing was said.

“Over here,” Trot grunted, and he pointed to theick. Bo took the cue and reached for
something just inside the tailgate. He pulled faxva gallon of white enamel, a clean
unopened bucket with a bright Pittsburgh Paint lagmss the front. He set it on the
ground in front of me, then produced another one.

“It's for you,” Trot said.

| looked at the two gallons of paint, then | lookdPappy and Gran. Though the house
painting had not been discussed in days, we hadkhor some time that Trot would
never finish the project. Now he was passing thetgome. | glanced at my mother and
saw a curious smile on her lips.

“Tally bought it,” Dale said.

| tapped the brush on my leg and finally manageshig “Thanks.” Trot gave me a goofy
grin, which made the rest of them smile. Once atey headed toward their truck, but
this time they managed to get in. Trot was in thédr, alone now. Tally had been with
him when we first saw them. He looked sad and deder

Their truck started with great reluctance. Theatiwhined and scraped, and when it
finally released, the entire assemblage lurcheddad. The Spruills were off, pots and
pans rattling, boxes shaking from side to sideaBd Dale bouncing on a mattress, and
Trot curled into a corner of the trailer, bringing the rear. We waved until they were out
of sight.

There’d been no talk of next year. The Spruillseveot coming back. We knew we’d
never see them again.



What little grass was left in the front yard ha@mbdattened, and when | surveyed the
damage | was instantly glad they were gone. | kddke ashes where they’d built their
fires on home plate and once again marveled atihs@nsitive they’d been. There were
ruts from their truck and holes from their tentgmINext year I'd put up a fence to keep
hill people off my baseball field.

My immediate project, however, was to finish whadtThad begun. | hauled the paint to
the front porch, one gallon at a time, and wasrssed by the weight. | was expecting
Pappy to say something, but the situation drewamroent from him. My mother,
however, gave some orders to my father, who quiekdgted a scaffold on the east side
of the house. It was a two-by-six oak plank, efglet long, braced by a sawhorse on one
end and an empty diesel drum on the other. Itit#ieghtly toward the drum, but not
enough to unbalance the painter. My father openedirtst gallon, stirred it with a stick,
and helped me onto the scaffold. There were someéibstructions, but since he knew
so little about house painting | was let loosestarh on my own. | figured if Trot could

do it, so could I.

My mother watched me carefully and offered suchdwms as “Don't let it drip” and

“Take your time.” On the east side of the houset Tiad painted the first six boards from
the bottom, from the front of the house to the raad with my scaffold | was able to
reach another three feet above his work. | wasmé& sow | would paint up to the roof,
but | decided | would worry about it later.

The old boards soaked up the first layer of pdihe second one went on smooth and
white. After a few minutes | was fascinated by nyrkvbecause the results were
immediate.

“How am | doin’?” | asked without looking down.

“It's beautiful, Luke,” my mother said. “Just woskow, and take your time. And don’t
fall.”

“I’'m not gonna fall.” Why did she always warn meaagst dangers that were so obvious?

My father moved the scaffold twice that afternoang by supper-time | had used an
entire gallon of paint. | washed my hands withdgap, but the paint was stuck to my
fingernails. | didn’t care. | was proud of my nevait. | was doing something no
Chandler had ever done.

The house painting was not mentioned over suppeightier matters were at hand. Our
hill people had packed up and left, and they hatedm with a large amount of the
cotton still unpicked. There had been no rumorstbér workers leaving because of wet
fields. Pappy didn’'t want folks to know we werelgiag anything to the rains. The
weather was about to change, he insisted. We’'drri@a so many storms this late in the
year.



At dusk we moved to the front porch, which was remen quieter. The Cardinals were a
distant memory, and we rarely listened to anyttalsg after supper. Pappy didn’t want to
waste electricity so | sat on the steps and loakedt our front yard, still and empty. For
six weeks it had been covered with all manner eftehand storage. Now there was
nothing.

A few leaves dropped and scattered across the Yaednight was cool and clear, and
this prompted my father to predict that tomorrowuwdobe a fine opportunity to pick
cotton for twelve hours. All | wanted to do wasrgai

Chapter 30

| glanced at the clock above the stove as we tatead ten minutes after four, the earliest
breakfast | could remember. My father spoke onhglenough to give his weather
forecast-cool, clear, not a cloud anywhere, withdhound soft but firm enough to pick
cotton.

The adults were anxious. Much of our crop was gtiharvested, and if it remained so,
our little farming operation would fall farther stlebt. My mother and Gran finished the
dishes in record time, and we left the house iackpThe Mexicans rode with us to the
fields. They huddled together on one side of thigetr and tried to stay warm.

Clear, dry days had become rare, and we attackedrtle as if it might be the last. | was
exhausted by sunrise, but complaining would onlynge a harsh lecture. Another crop
disaster was looming, and we needed to work urgitivopped. The desire for a brief nap
arose, but I knew my father would whip me with It if he caught me sleeping.

Lunch was cold biscuits and ham, eaten hurriedthénshade of the cotton trailer. It was
warm by midday, and a siesta would have been apptepinstead, we sat on our
picking sacks, nibbled our biscuits, and watchedstky. Even when we talked, our eyes
were looking up.

And, of course, a clear day meant that the storere wn the way, so after twenty
minutes of lunch, my father and Pappy declaredtkak to be over. The women jumped
up as quickly as the men, anxious to prove theydooork just as hard. | was the only
reluctant one.

It could’ve been worse: The Mexicans didn’t everpdb eat.

| spent the tedious afternoon thinking about Tahgn Hank, then back to Tally. | also
thought about the Spruills and envied them for gisca | tried to imagine what they



would do when they arrived home and Hank wasnitetheaiting for them. | tried to tell
myself that | didn’t really care.

We had not received a letter from Ricky in severagks. | had heard the adults whisper
about this around the house. | had not yet seribnty narrative to him, primarily
because | wasn’'t sure how to mail it without geftcaught. And | was having second
thoughts about burdening him with the Latcher nddeshad enough on his mind. If
Ricky were home, we’d go fishing and I'd tell himesything. I'd begin with the Sisco
killing and spare no details-the Latcher baby, Han# Cowboy, everything. Ricky
would know what to do. | longed for him to come heam

| don’t know how much cotton | picked that day, Bot sure it was a world record for a
seven-year-old. When the sun fell behind the tedasg the river, my mother found me,
and we walked to the house. Gran stayed behinkingias fast as the men.

“How long they gonna work?” | asked my mother. Wergvso tired that walking was a
challenge.

“Till dark, 1 guess.”

It was almost dark when we got to the house. | eéid collapse on the sofa and sleep
for a week, but my mother asked me to wash my handshelp with supper. She made
corn bread and warmed up leftovers while | peetetisliced tomatoes. We listened to
the radio-not a word about Korea.

In spite of a brutal day in the fields, Pappy andfather were in good spirits when we
sat down to eat. Between them, they had pickecealeundred pounds. The recent rains
had driven up the price of cotton in the Memphiskag and if we could just get a few
more days of dry weather, then we might survivellagroyear. Gran listened from a
distance. She listened but did not hear, and | ksteswvas off in Korea again. My
mother was too tired to talk.

Pappy hated leftovers, but he still thanked thedlfor them. He also gave thanks for the
dry weather and asked for more of it. We ate slptflg day’s exhaustion finally settled
in. Conversation was soft and short.

| heard the thunder first. It was a low rumble,daray, and | glanced around the table to
see if the adults had heard it, too. Pappy wagiglibout the cotton markets. A few
minutes later the rumbling was much closer, andnalfgdtning cracked in the distance,
we stopped eating. The winds picked up, and theobhon the back porch began to
gently rattle. We avoided eye contact.

Pappy folded his hands together and rested hisvslba the table as if he might pray
again. He had just asked God for more good wealtlmy. we were about to get another
drenching.



My father’s shoulders dropped a few inches. He edhtis forehead and gazed at a wall.
The rain began pecking the roof, a little too Igudind Gran said, “It's hail.”

Hail meant high winds and fierce rain, and sureughaa storm roared across our farm.
We sat at the table for a long time listening t® tifwunder and rain, ignoring the half-
eaten supper before us, wondering how many incloegdwall and how long it would be
before we could pick again. The St. Francis couldold much more, and when it spilled
out, the crops would be finished.

The storm passed, but the rain continued, heatignas. We finally left the kitchen. |
walked to the front porch with Pappy and saw nghont a pool of water between our
house and the road. | felt sorry for him as harsttie swing and gazed in disbelief at the
waves of water God was sending us.

Later my mother read Bible stories to me, her vbiaesly audible above the rain on the
roof. The tale of Noah and the flood was off-limitéell asleep before young David slew
Goliath.

The next day my parents announced that they warmgrinto town. | was invited-it
would’ve been too cruel to deny me the tripbut Bagapd Gran were not included. It was
a little family outing. Ice cream was mentionedagsossibility. Thanks to Cowboy and
Tally, we had some free gasoline, and there wasmpto do around the farm. Water
was standing between the rows of cotton.

| sat in the front with them and paid close attemtio the speedometer. Once we turned
onto the main highway and headed north toward Blaak, my father finished shifting
and sped up to forty-five miles an hour. As fat asuld tell, the truck ran the same as it
did at thirty-seven, but | wasn't about to mentibis to Pappy.

It was oddly comforting to see the other farmsddbg the rain. No one was trudging
through the fields, trying to pick. Not a single Xitean could be seen.

Our land was low, prone to early flooding, and wi@'st crops before when other farmers
had not. Now it appeared as if everybody was ggtoaked in equal measure.

It was midday with nothing to do but wait, and amflies were gathered on porches,
watching the traffic. The women were shelling pddse men were talking and worrying.
The children were either sitting on the steps ayiplg in the mud. We knew them all,
every house. We waved, they waved back, and wael@nlost hear them say, “Reckon
why the Chandlers are headin’ to town?”

Main Street was quiet. We parked in front of thediaare store. Three doors down at the
Co-op, a group of farmers in overalls was engageskiious conversation. My father felt
obliged to report there first, or at least to Iiste their thoughts and opinions on when the



rain might end. | followed my mother to the drugstovhere they sold ice cream at a
soda fountain in the rear. A pretty town girl nan@ddy had worked there for as long as
| could remember. Cindy had no other customerseattoment, and | received an
especially generous helping of vanilla ice creameced with cherries. It cost my mother
a nickel. | perched myself on a stool. When it wiggr that | had found my spot for the
next thirty minutes, my mother left to buy a fevintys.

Cindy had an older brother who’d been killed inraggome car wreck, and every time |
saw her | thought about the stories I'd heard. &lielbeen a fire, and they couldn’t get
her brother out of the wreckage. And there’d beeroavd, which, of course, meant there
were many versions of just how awful it really w8be was pretty, but she had sad eyes,
and | knew this was because of the tragedy. Sh&tdignt to talk, and that was fine

with me. | ate slowly, determined to make the ig®am last a long time, and watched her
move around behind the counter.

I'd heard enough whispers between my parents tavkhat they were planning to make
some sort of telephone call. Since we didn’'t owphane, we’'d have to borrow one. |
was guessing it would be the phone at Pop and’Pstote.

Most of the homes in town had phones, as did albiisinesses. And the farmers who
lived two or three miles from town had phones, ®@oce the lines ran that far. My
mother once told me it would be years before thiayng phone lines out to our place.
Pappy didn’t want one anyway. He said that if yad i phone then you had to talk to
folks whenever it was convenient for them, not y&uelevision might be interesting, but
forget a phone.

Jackie Moon came through the door and made hisbaek to the soda counter. “Hey,
little Chandler,” he said, then tousled my hair aatidown beside me. “What brings you
here?” he asked.

“Ice cream,” | said, and he laughed.

Cindy stepped in front of us and said, “The usual?”

“Yes ma’am,” he said. “And how are you?”

“I'm fine, Jackie,” she cooed. They studied eadieotcarefully, and | got the impression
that something was going on. She turned to preparaesual, and Jackie examined her
from head to toe.

“Y'all heard from Ricky?” he asked me, his eyed sin Cindy.

“Not lately,” | said, staring too.

“Ricky’s a tough guy. He'll be all right.”



“I know,” | said.

He lit a cigarette and puffed on it for a momeitédll wet out there?” he asked.
“Soaked.”

Cindy placed a bowl of chocolate ice cream andmafiblack coffee in front of Jackie.
“They say it's supposed to rain for the next twaek&” he said. “I don’t doubt it.”

“Rain, rain, rain,” Cindy said. “That’s all peopialk about these days. Don’t you get
tired of talkin’ about the weather?”

“Ain’t nothin’ else to talk about,” Jackie said. &\if you're farmin’.

“Only a fool would farm,” she said, then tossed hand towel on the counter and walked
to the front register.

Jackie finished a bite of ice cream. “She’s propaight about that, you know.”
“Probably so.”

“Your daddy goin’ up North?” he asked.

“Goin’ where?”

“Up North, to Flint. | hear some of the boys aneatly makin’ calls, tryin’ to get on at
the Buick plant. They say the jobs are tight tléary can’t take as many as they used to,
so folks are already scramblin’ to get on. Cottaiist to hell again. Another good rain
and the river's over the banks. Most farmers’lllloeky to make half a crop. Kind of silly,
ain’t it? Farm like crazy for six months, lose extbing, then run up North to work and
bring back enough cash to pay off debts. Then @aather crop.”

“You goin’ up North?” | asked.

“Thinkin’ about it. I'm too young to get stuck onfarm for the rest of my life.”

“Yeah, me too.”

He sipped his coffee, and for a few moments wenjleontemplated the foolishness of
farming.

“I hear that big hillbilly took off,” Jackie finayl said.

Fortunately | had a mouthful of ice cream, so t jusdded.



“I hope they catch him,” he said. “I'd like to sk&n go to trial, get what's comin’ to him.
| already told Stick Powers that I'd be a withndssaw the whole thing. Other folks are
comin’ out now, tellin’ Stick what really happenéihe hillbilly didn’t have to kill that
Sisco boy.”

| shoveled in another scoop and kept nodding. lleadhed to shut up and look stupid
when the subject of Hank Spruill came up.

Cindy was back, snuffling behind the counter, wipthis and that and humming all the
while. Jackie forgot about Hank. “You ‘bout finighi® he said, looking at my ice cream.
| guess he and Cindy had something to discuss.

“Just about,” | said.

She hummed, and he stared until | finished. Wheémditen the last bit, | said good-bye
and went to Pop and Pearl’s, where | hoped to leenre about the telephone call. Pearl
was alone by the register, her reading glassekeotit of her nose, her gaze meeting
mine the second | walked in. It was said that sienkthe sound of each truck that
passed along Main Street and that she could ngtidentify the farmer driving it but
also could tell how long it had been since he’dloeetown. She missed nothing.
“Where’s EIli?” she asked after we’'d exchanged @aates.

“He stayed at home,” | said, looking at the binTobtsie Rolls. She pointed and said,
“Have one.”

“Thanks. Where’s Pop?”

“In the back. Just you and your parents, huh?”
“Yes ma’am. You seen ‘em?”

“No, not yet. They buyin’ groceries?”

“Yes ma’am. And | think my dad needs to borrow am#” This stopped her cold as she
thought of all the reasons why he needed to catlesme. | unwrapped the Tootsie Roll.

“Who's he callin’?” she asked.

“Don’t know.” Pity the poor soul who borrowed Péagphone and wanted to keep the
details private. She’d know more than the persotherother end.

“Y'all wet out there?”

“Yes ma’am. Pretty wet.”



“That’s such bad land anyway. Seems like y’all #melLatchers and the Jeters always
get flooded first.” Her voice trailed off as shenteamplated our misfortune. She glanced
out the window, slowly shaking her head at the pecs of another bleak harvest.

I'd yet to see a flood-at least not one that | do@imember-so | had nothing to say. The
weather had dampened everyone’s spirits, incluBearl’s. With heavy clouds hanging
over our part of the world, it was hard to be ojdiin. Another gloomy winter was
coming.

“I hear some people are goin’ up North,” | saiinew Pearl would have the details if the
rumors were indeed true.

“I hear that, too,” she said. “They’re tryin’ tonk up jobs just in case the rains stay.”
“Who’s goin’?”

“Hadn’t heard,” she said, but | could tell from ttume of her voice that she had the latest
gossip. The farmers had probably used her phone.

| thanked her for the Tootsie Roll and left therstd he sidewalks were empty. It was
nice to have the town to myself. On Saturdays yaud:hardly walk for all the people. |
caught a glimpse of my parents in the hardwareediaying something, so | went to
investigate.

They were buying paint, lots of it. Lined up petfgon the counter, along with two
brushes still in their plastic wrappers, were foree-gallon buckets of white Pittsburgh
Paint. The clerk was totaling the charges whenlkedaup. My father was fumbling for
something in his pocket. My mother stood closeisoside, straight and proud. It was
obvious to me that she had pushed the buying gbairg. She smiled down at me with
great satisfaction.

“That’s fourteen dollars and eighty cents,” therklgaid.

My father withdrew his cash and began countingsbill

“I can just put it on your account,” the clerk said

“No, this doesn’t go there,” my mother said. Papmuld have a heart attack if he got a
monthly statement showing that much spent for paint

We hauled it to the truck.

Chapter 31



The buckets of paint were lined along the back Ipdike soldiers poised for an ambush.
Under my mother’s supervision, the scaffolding wasved by my father and rigged at
the northeast corner of the house, enabling maitd from the bottom almost to the
roofline. | had turned the first corner. Trot wowkl been proud.

Another gallon was opened. | removed the wrapmenfone of the new brushes and
worked the bristles back and forth. It was fivehies wide and much heavier than the one
Trot had given me.

“We’re gonna work in the garden,” my mother saMl/€’ll be back directly.” And with
that she left with my father in tow, carrying thigfethe largest baskets on the farm. Gran
was in the kitchen making strawberry preservespiPams off worrying somewhere. |
was left alone.

The investment by my parents in this project addeiht to my mission. The house
would now be painted in its entirety, whether Palpksd it or not. And the bulk of the
labor would be supplied by me. There was, howawehurry. If the floods came, |
would paint when it wasn't raining. If we finishéake crop, I'd have all winter to
complete my masterpiece. The house had never lzeteg in its fifty years. Where was
the urgency?

After thirty minutes | was tired. | could hear marpnts talking in the garden. There were
two more brushes-another new one and the one &given me-just lying there on the
porch beside the buckets of paint. Why couldn’tpayents pick up the brushes and get
to work? Surely they planned to help.

The paintbrush was really heavy. | kept my stratest and slow and very neat. My
mother had cautioned me against trying to applymoch at once. “Don't let it drip.”
“Don’t let it run.”

After an hour | needed a break. Lost in my own dofdcing such a mammoth project, |
began to think ill of Trot for dumping it on me. ¥deainted about a third of one side of
the house then fled. | was beginning to think frexhaps Pappy was right after all. The
house didn’t need painting.

Hank was the reason. Hank had laughed at me anliddsny family because our house
was unpainted. Trot had risen to my defense. HeTailg had conspired to start this
project, not knowing that the bulk of it would falh my shoulders.

| heard voices close behind me. Miguel, Luis, ar@bRad walked up and were eyeing
me with curiosity. | smiled and we exchanged budaseges. They moved in closer,
obviously puzzled as to why the smallest Chandder lbeen given such a large task. For
a few minutes, | concentrated on my work and inaingdvay along. Miguel was at the
porch inspecting the unopened gallons and the dtheshes. “Can we play?” he asked.



What an absolutely wonderful idea!

Two more gallons were opened. | gave Miguel my bbyasd within seconds, Luis and
Rico were sitting on the scaffold, their bare fe@hging down, painting as if they’d been
doing it all their lives. Miguel started on the kgmrch. Before long the other six
Mexicans were sitting on the grass in the shadehag us.

Gran heard the noise, and she stepped outsideguigr hands with a dish towel. She
looked at me and laughed, then went back to hawberry preserves.

The Mexicans were delighted to have something tdr'tie rains had forced them to Kill
long hours in and around the barn. They had nktiutake them to town, no radio to
listen to, no books to read. (We weren’t even guieey knew how to read.) They rolled
dice occasionally, but they would stop the momera of us drew near.

They attacked the unpainted house with a vengedieesix non-painters offered
endless advice and opinions to those with the lesidBvidently some of their
suggestions were hilarious because at times tmtgpailaughed so hard they couldn’t
work. The Spanish grew faster and louder, all taghing and talking. The challenge
was to convince one with a brush to relinquisloiitd spell and allow the next one to
improve on the work. Roberto emerged as the exyéth a dramatic flair, he instructed
the novices, Pablo and Pepe especially, on prepénique. He walked behind the others
as they worked, quick with advice or a joke orlautee. The brushes changed hands, and
through the ridicule and abuse, a system of teakemerged.

| sat under the tree with the other Mexicans, watghhe transformation of the back
porch. Pappy returned on the tractor. He parkbg the tool shed and, from a distance,
he watched for a moment. Then he circled wide édftbnt of the house. | couldn’t tell if
he approved or not, and I’'m not sure that it matteanymore. There was no spring in his
step, no purpose to his movement. Pappy was jashenbeaten farmer in the midst of
losing yet another cotton crop.

My parents returned from the garden with the basleeten with produce. “Well, if it
isn't Tom Sawyer,” my mother said to me.

“Who's he?” | asked.
“I'll tell you the story tonight.”

They placed the baskets on the porch, careful aadathe painting area, and went inside.
All the adults were gathered in the kitchen, amehdered if they were talking about me
and the Mexicans. Gran appeared with a pitchereaf tea and a tray of glasses. That
was a good sign. The Mexicans took a break and/edjtheir tea. They thanked Gran,
then immediately started bickering over who gotlihgshes.



The sun battled the clouds as the afternoon pa$eede were moments when its light
was clear and unbroken and the air was warm, alsursimerlike. Inevitably, we would
look up at the sky in hopes that the clouds werally leaving Arkansas, never to return,
or at least not until the spring. Then the earthed dark again, and cooler.

The clouds were winning, and we all knew it. ThexMans would soon be leaving our
farm, just as the Spruills had. We couldn’t expgesple to sit around for days, watching
the sky, trying to stay dry, and not getting paid.

The paint was gone by late afternoon. The reauohouse, including the porch, was
finished, and the difference was astounding. Thikamt, shiny boards contrasted sharply
with the unpainted ones at the corner. Tomorrowwwsald attack the west side,
assuming | could somehow negotiate more paint.

| thanked the Mexicans. They laughed all the wagklia the barn. They would fix and
eat their tortillas, go to bed early, and hope tbayld pick cotton tomorrow.

| sat in the cool grass, admiring their work, n@inting to go inside because the adults
were not in good spirits. They would force a smailene and try to say something
amusing, but they were worried sick.

| wished | had a brother-younger or older, | didtdre. My parents wanted more children,
but there were problems of some sort. | needegady another kid to talk with, play
with, conspire with. | was tired of being the otityle person on the farm.

And | missed Tally. | tried valiantly to hate hbyt it simply wasn't working.

Pappy walked around the corner of the house ameated the new coat of paint. |
couldn’t tell if he was upset or not.

“Let’s ride down to the creek,” he said, and withanother word we walked to the
tractor. He started it, and we followed the rutshia field road. Water was standing
where the tractor and cotton trailer had gone nmangs. The front tires splashed mud as
we chugged along. The rear tires chewed up thengrand made the ruts deeper. We
were slogging through a field that was fast becgnairmarsh.

The cotton itself looked pitiful. The bolls sagdeaim the weight of the rainfall. The
stalks were bent from the wind. A week of blazimgshine might dry the ground and the
cotton and allow us to finish picking, but such tes was long gone.

We turned north and crept along an even soggiérttiea same one Tally and | had
walked a few times. The creek was just ahead.

| stood slightly behind Pappy, clutching the umlarstand and the brace above the left
rear tire, and | watched the side of his face.jaligs were clenched, his eyes were
narrowed. Other than the occasional flare of tempemwas not one to show emotion. I'd



never seen him cry or even come close. He worrgedise he was a farmer, but he did
not complain. If the rains washed away our crapsntthere was a reason for it. God
would protect us and provide for us through gocakyand bad. As Baptists we believed
God was in control of everything.

| was certain there was a reason the CardinalsHegptennant, but | couldn’t understand
why God was behind it. Why would God allow two tessfrom New York to play in the
World Series? It completely baffled me.

The water was suddenly deeper in front of us,r&tkés up the front tires. The trail was
flooded, and for a moment | was puzzled by this.Wéee near the creek. Pappy stopped
the tractor and pointed. “It's over the banks, sag&d matter-of-factly, but there was
defeat in his voice. The water was coming througfimcket that once sat high above the
creek bed. Somewhere down there Tally had bathadtool, clear stream that had
disappeared.

“It's flooding,” he said. He turned off the tract@nd we listened to the sounds of the
current as it came over the sides of Siler’'s Ceggkran onto the bottomland that was
our lower forty acres. It got lost between the r@ksotton as it crept down the slight
valley. It would stop somewhere in the middle @ fleld, about halfway to our house, at
a point where the land began a gentle slope upwduete it would gather and gain depth
before spreading east and west and covering masircicreage.

| was finally seeing a flood. There had been otbeitd’d been too young to remember
them. All of my young life I'd heard tall tales o¥ers out of control and crops
submerged, and now | was witnessing it for mysedfif for the first time. It was
frightening because once it started no one knewnith@ould end. Nothing held the
water; it ran wherever it wanted. Would it reach bause? Would the St. Francis spill
over and wipe out everyone? Would it rain for faitgys and forty nights and cause us to
perish like the ones who'd laughed at Noah?

Probably not. There was something in that storyuabwe rainbow as God’s promise to
never again flood the earth.

It was certainly flooding now. The sight of a raimbwas almost a holy event in our lives,
but we hadn’t seen one in weeks. | didn’t undestamw God could allow such things to
happen.

Pappy had been to the creek at least three tintgsydine day, watching and waiting and
probably praying.

“When did it start?” | asked.
“I reckon an hour ago. Don’t know for sure.”

| wanted to ask when it would stop, but | alreadgw the answer.



“It's backwater,” he said. “The St. Francis is fod, there’s no place for it to go.”

We watched it for a long time. It poured forth ar@e toward us, rising a few inches on
the front tires. After a while | was anxious to tdsmck. Pappy, however, was not. His
worries and fears were being confirmed, and hemesmerized by what he was seeing.

In late March, he and my father had begun plowirgfields, turning over the saill,
burying the stalks and roots and leaves from tke&ipus crop. They were happy then,
pleased to be outdoors after a long hibernatioeyMmatched the weather and studied the
almanac, and they had begun hanging around thg@o-oear what the other farmers
were saying. They planted in early May if the weatias right. May 15 was an absolute
deadline for putting the cotton seeds in the grotvhgcontribution to the operation
began in early June, when school was out and wasgkn sprouting. They gave me a
hoe, pointed me in the right direction, and for snaours a day | chopped cotton, a task
almost as hard and mind-numbing as picking thd.sMlifsummer as the cotton and the
weeds around it grew, we chopped. If the cottowmied by July 4, then it was going to
be a bumper crop. By late August we were readydi. By early September we were
searching for hill people and trying to line up soMexicans.

And now, in mid-October, we were watching it geeptvaway. All the labor, the sweat
and sore muscles, all the money invested in segdeatilizer and fuel, all the hopes and
plans, everything was now being lost to the backvgadf the St. Francis River.

We waited, but the flood did not stop. In fact thent tires of the tractor were half-
covered with water when Pappy at last started nigine. There was barely enough light
to see. The trail was covered with water, and ar#te the flood was spreading we’d lose
the lower forty by sunrise.

| had never witnessed such silence over suppereiat Gran could find anything
pleasant to say. | played with my butter beanstded to imagine what my parents were
thinking. My father was probably worried about ttiep loan, a debt that would now be
impossible to repay. My mother was working on heragpe from the cotton patch. She
was not nearly as disappointed as the other tltheksaA disastrous harvest, following
such a promising spring and summer, gave her amalrsf artillery to use against my
father.

The flood kept my mind off heavier matters-Hankllyi,aCowboy-and for this reason it
was not an unpleasant subject to think about. Batd nothing.

School would reopen soon, and my mother decidaéduls begin a nightly routine of
reading and writing. | was longing for the classm@omething | would never admit, and
so | enjoyed the homework. She commented on hoty g cursive writing had

become and declared that | needed a lot of pradflgeeading wasn’t too smooth either.



“See what pickin’ cotton’ll do to you?” | said.

We were alone in Ricky’s room, reading to each ob&ore | went to bed. “I have a
secret for you,” she whispered. “Can you keep aetet

If you only knew, | thought. “Sure.”

“Promise?”

“Sure.”

“You can't tell anybody, not even Pappy and Gran.”

“Okay, what is it?”

She leaned even closer. “Your father and | arekthimbout goin’ up North.”

“What about me?”

“You're goin’, too.”

That was a relief. “You mean to work like Jimmy B2l

“That’s right. Your father has talked to Jimmy Dad@d he can get him a job at the
Buick plant in Flint, Michigan. There’s good mongy there. We’'re not stayin’ forever,
but your father needs to find somethin’ steady.”

“What about Pappy and Gran?”

“Oh, they’ll never leave here.”

“Will they keep farmin’?”

“I suppose. Don’t know what else they'd do.”

“How can they farm without us?”

“They’ll manage. Listen, Luke, we can'’t sit heraayafter year losin’ money while we
borrow more. Your father and | are ready to try stnm’ else.”

| had mixed emotions about this. | wanted my parémbe happy, and my mother would
never be content on a farm, especially when fotaddbe with her in-laws. | certainly
didn’t want to be a farmer, but then my future wwagady secure with the Cardinals. But
the thought of leaving the only place I'd ever iweas unsettling. And | couldn’t
imagine life without Pappy and Gran.



“Itll be excitin’, Luke,” she said, her voice dt& whisper. “Trust me.”
“l guess so. Ain’t it cold up there?”

“Isn’t,” she corrected me. “There’s a lot of shanthe wintertime, but | think that'll be
fun. We'll make a snowman and snow ice cream, agtl have us a white Christmas.”

| remembered Jimmy Dale’s stories about watchiegDhbtroit Tigers play and how folks
had good jobs and televisions and the schools better. Then | remembered his wife,
the rotten Stacy with her whiny nasal voice, and lid scared her in the outhouse.
“Don’t they talk funny up there?” | asked.

“Yes, but we’ll get used to it. It'll be an advengy Luke, and if we don't like it, then
we’ll come home.”

“We’ll come back here?”

“We’ll come back to Arkansas, or somewhere in tbats.”

“I don’t want to see Stacy.”

“Neither do I. Look, you go to bed and think ab@iuRemember, it's our secret.”
“Yes ma’am.”

She tucked me in and turned off the light.

More news to file away.

Chapter 32

As soon as Pappy took his last bite of scramblegs gue wiped his mouth and looked
through the window over the sink. There was endiggtt to see what we wanted. “Let’s
take a look,” he said, and the rest of us followed out of the kitchen, off the back

porch, and across the rear yard in the directiah@barn. | was huddled under a sweater,
trying to keep up with my father. The grass was, @wetl after a few steps so were my
boots. We stopped at the nearest field and starbe alark tree line in the distance, at

the edge of Siler’'s Creek, almost a mile away. &lveere forty acres of cotton in front of
us, half our land. There were also floodwatersjwsé didn’t know how much.



Pappy began walking between two rows of cotton,smoh we could only see his
shoulders and straw hat. He would stop when hedftlie creek’s advance. If he walked
for a while, then the creek had not done the damagyieared. Perhaps it was retreating,
and maybe the sun would come out. Maybe we coldaga something.

At about sixty feet, the distance from the mountidme plate, he stopped and looked
down. We couldn’t see the ground or what was coggit, but we knew. The creek was
still moving toward us.

“It's already here,” he said over his shoulder. ‘@inches of it.”

The field was flooding faster than the men had jsted. And given their talent for
pessimism, this was no small feat.

“This has never happened in October,” Gran saithgamg her hands on her apron.

Pappy watched the action around his feet. We kepéges on him. The sun was rising,
but it was cloudy, and the shadows came and wémtald a voice and looked to the right.
The Mexicans had assembled in a quiet group, wagahs. A funeral couldn’t have been
more somber.

We were all curious about the water. I'd personalithessed it the day before, but | was
anxious to see it creeping through our fields, inghts way toward our house, like some
giant snake that couldn’t be stopped. My fathepstel forward and walked between two
rows of cotton. He stopped near Pappy and putdnsi$ion his hips, just like his father.
Gran and my mother were next. | followed, and aotaway, the Mexicans joined in as
we fanned out through the field in search of thedwaters. We stopped in a neat line,
all of us staring at the thick, brown overflow fr@iler's Creek.

| broke off a piece of stalk and stuck it in thegnd at the edge of the advancing water.
Within a minute, the stick was engulfed by the entr

We retreated slowly. My father and Pappy talkeMiguel and the Mexicans. They were
ready to leave, either to go home or to anothen fahere the cotton could be picked.
Who could blame them? | hung around, just closaighao listen. It was decided that
Pappy would go with them to the back forty, whére ground was slightly higher, and
there they would try to pick for a while. The cattwas wet, but if the sun broke through,
then maybe they could get a hundred pounds each.

My father would go to town, for the second day @, and check with the Co-op to see
if there was another farm where our Mexicans migbitk. There was much better land in
the northeastern part of the county, higher fielday from creeks and away from the St.
Francis. And there had been rumors that the fgtksaar Monette had not received as
much rain as those of us in the southern end ofdhety.

| was in the kitchen with the women when my fattetayed the new plans for the day.



“That cotton’s soakin’ wet,” Gran said with disappal. “They won't pick fifty pounds.
It's a waste of time.”

Pappy was still outside and didn’t hear these comsdy father did, but he was in no
mood to argue with his mother. “We’ll try and mabhem to another farm,” he said.

“Can | go to town?” | asked both parents. | wadejanxious to leave because the
alternative might be a forced march with the Mergto the back forty, where I'd be
expected to drag a picking sack through mud anémwetile trying to pluck off soaked
cotton bolls.

My mother smiled and said, “Yes, we need some gaint

Gran gave another look of disapproval. Why werespending money we didn’t have on
house paint when we were losing another crop? Heweélwe house was about half and
half-a striking contrast between new white andpate brown. The project had to be
finished.

Even my father seemed uneasy about the idea ahgavith more cash, but he said to
me, “You can go.”

“I'll stay here,” my mother said. “We need to pyt some okra.”

Another trip to town. | was a happy boy. No presdorpick cotton, nothing to do but
ride down the highway and dream of somehow obtginandy or ice cream once |
arrived in Black Oak. | had to be careful, thouglcause | was the only happy Chandler.

The St. Francis seemed ready to burst when we atlo@ipthe bridge. “Reckon it's safe?”
| asked my father.

“Sure hope so.” He shifted into first, and we creper the river, both of us too afraid to
look down. With the weight of our truck and thederof the river, the bridge shook when
we reached the middle. We picked up speed and seene on the other side. We both
exhaled.

Losing the bridge would be a disaster. We'd besiwal. The waters would rise around
our house, and we would have no place to go. Bwehatchers would be better off.
They lived on the other side of the bridge, theeaide as Black Oak and civilization.

We looked at the Latchers’ land as we drove pdstelr house is flooded,” my father
said, though we couldn’t see that far. Their crepse certainly gone.

Closer to town, there were Mexicans in the fietdsugh not as many as before. We
parked by the Co-op and went inside. Some grimefdaemers were sitting in the back,



sipping coffee and talking about their problems. fisither gave me a nickel for a Coca-
Cola, then he joined the farmers.

“Y’all pickin’ out there?” one asked him.
“Maybe a little.”
“How’s that creek?”

“She came over last night. Moved more than halila before sunrise. The lower forty’s
gone.”

They observed a moment of silence for this ternit@ess, each of them staring at the
floor and feeling pity for us Chandlers. | hatethfang even more.

“I guess the river’s holdin’,” another man said.
“It is out our way,” my father said. “But it wonke long.”

They all nodded and seemed to share this predic#orybody else got water over the
banks?” my father asked.

“I hear the Tripletts lost twenty acres to Deerékiebut | ain’t seen it myself,” said one
farmer.

“All the creeks are backin’ up,” another said. “thta lot of pressure on the St.
Francis.”

More silence as they contemplated the creeks andréssure.

“Anybody need some Mexicans?” my father finally egk"‘l got nine of ‘em with
nothin’ to do. They'’re ready to head home.”

“Any word from number ten?”

“Nope. He’s long gone, and we ain’t had time to yabout him.”

“Riggs knows some farmers up north of Blythevillaoill take the Mexicans.”
“Where’s Riggs?” my father asked.

“He’ll be back directly.”

Hill people were leaving in droves, and the conatos settled on them and the
Mexicans. The exodus of labor was further evideghaéthe crops were finished. The



dreary mood in the rear of the Co-op grew eveneataso | left to check on Pearl and
perhaps cajole a Tootsie Roll out of her.

Pop and Pearl’s grocery store was closed, a fratne. A small sign gave its hours as
nine to six, Monday through Friday, and nine toenom Saturday. Closed on Sundays,
but that went without saying. Mr. Sparky Dillonetimechanic down at the Texaco place,
came up behind me and said, “Ain’t open till nisen.”

“What time is it?” | asked.
“Eight-twenty.”

I’d never been in Black Oak at such an early hblaoked up and down Main Street,
uncertain as to where | should shop next. | setitethe drugstore, with the soda fountain
in the rear, and | was walking toward it when Idoe@affic. Two trucks were

approaching from the south, from our end of thentpurhey were obviously hill people,
going home, with their belongings stacked high stnapped to the frames of the trucks.
The family in the first truck could have passedtfa Spruills, with teenagers squatting
on an old mattress and gazing sadly at the sterdseg passed. The second truck was
much nicer and cleaner. It, too, was loaded witbhdem boxes and burlap bags, but they
were packed neatly together. The husband drovethendife sat in the passenger’s seat.
From the woman’s lap a small child waved at mehag passed. | waved back.

Gran always said that some of the hill people hadrrhomes than we did. | could never
understand why they packed up and came down fren®#tarks to pick cotton.

| saw my father go into the hardware store, sdlbfeed him. He was in the back, near
the paint, talking with the clerk. Four gallonswdiite Pittsburgh Paint were on the
counter. | thought about the Pittsburgh PirategyThad finished last again in the
National League. Their only great player was Rapter, who'd hit thirty-seven home
runs.

Someday | would play in Pittsburgh. | would proudigar my Cardinal red and crush the
lowly Pirates.

It had taken all the paint we had left to finisk tlear of the house the day before. The
Mexicans were about to leave. To me it made senbayt more paint and take advantage
of the free labor present on our farm. Otherwisg'thbe gone, and I'd once again get
stuck with the entire project.

“That’s not enough paint,” | whispered to my fatlasrthe clerk added the bill.

“I'll do for now,” he said with a frown. The issweas money.



“Ten dollars plus tax of thirty-six cents,” the dtesaid. My father reached into his pocket
and pulled out a thin roll of bills. He slowly caed them out, as if he didn’t want to let

go.
He stopped at ten-ten one-dollar bills. When it wamfully clear he didn’t have enough,
he faked a laugh and said, “Looks like | just brioiign bucks. I'll pay you the tax next
time I'min.”

“Sure, Mr. Chandler,” the clerk said.

They carried two gallons each and loaded the paiiotthe back of our truck. Mr. Riggs
was back at the Co-op, so my father went to hagie thlk about our Mexicans. |
returned to the hardware store and went straigthtetalerk.

“How much is two gallons?” | asked.

“Two-fifty a gallon, total of five dollars.”

| reached into my pocket and pulled out my moneélere’s five,” | said as | handed him
the bills. At first he didn’t want to take it.

“Did you pick cotton for that money?” he asked.
“Yes sir.”

“Does your daddy know you're buyin’ paint?”
“Not yet.”

“What're y'all paintin’ out there?”

“Our house.”

“Why you doin’ that?”

“‘Cause it ain't never been painted.”

He reluctantly took my money. “Plus eighteen cdotgax,” he said. | handed him a
dollar bill and said, “How much does my daddy owethe tax?”

“Thirty-six cents.”
“Take it out of this.”

“Okay.” He gave me the change, then loaded two rgalens into our truck. | stood on
the sidewalk watching our paint as if someone mighto steal it.



Next to Pop and Pearl’s | saw Mr. Lynch Thorntdre postmaster, unlock the door to the
post office and step inside. | walked toward hieegping a watchful eye on the truck. Mr.
Thornton was usually a cranky sort, and many betiehat this was because he was
married to a woman who had a problem with whiskdlyforms of alcohol were frowned
upon by almost everyone in Black Oak. The countyg diy. The nearest liquor store was
in Blytheville, though there were some bootleggderthe area who did quite well. | knew
this because Ricky’d told me. He'd said he didik¢ lwhiskey, but he had a beer every
now and then. I'd heard so many sermons on the e¥ilcohol that | was worried about
Ricky’s soul. And while it was sinful enough for m& sneak around and drink, for
women to do so was scandalous.

| wanted to ask Mr. Thornton how | could go abouwatiling my letter to Ricky, and do so
in a way that no one would know it. The letter wWage pages long, and | was quite
proud of my effort. But it had all the Latcher batbstails, and 1 still wasn’t sure | should
send it to Korea.

“Howdy,” | said to Mr. Thornton, who was behind tbeunter adjusting his visor and
settling in for the morning.

“You that Chandler boy?” he said, barely looking up
“Yes sir.”

“Got somethin’ for you.” He disappeared for a sat,ahen handed me two letters. One
was from Ricky.

“That all?” he said.
“Yes sir. Thank you.”
“How’s he doin’?”
“He’s fine, | guess.”

| ran from the post office back to our truck, chitey the letters. The other was from the
John Deere place in Jonesboro. | studied the @me Ricky. It was addressed to all of us:
Eli Chandler and Family, Route 4, Black Oak, Arkasidn the upper left corner was the
return address, a confusing collection of lettexd mumbers with San Diego, California,
on the last line.

Ricky was alive and writing letters; nothing elsalty mattered. My father was walking
toward me. | ran to meet him with the letter, arelsat in the doorway of the dry goods
store and read every word. Ricky was again in ayhand his letter was only one page.
He wrote us that his unit had seen little actiord though he seemed frustrated by this, it



was music to our ears. He also said that rumoascafasefire were everywhere, and that
there was even talk of being home by Christmas.

The last paragraph was sad and frightening. Omésdfuddies, a kid from Texas, had
been killed by a land mine. They were the sameaagehad gone through boot camp
together. When Ricky got home, he planned to deoid Worth to see his friend’s
mother.

My father folded the letter and stuck it in his malés. We got in the truck and left town.

Home by Christmas. | couldn’t think of a finer gift

We parked under the pin oak, and my father wethtédoack of the truck to collect the
paint. He stopped, counted, then looked at me.

“How’d we end up with six gallons?”

“I bought two,” | said. “And | paid the tax.”

He didn’t seem sure what to say. “You use your ipiakoney?” he finally asked.
“Yes sir.”

“I wish you hadn’t done that.”

“l want to help.”

He scratched his forehead and studied the issuerfonute or so, then said, “l reckon
that’s fair enough.”

We hauled the paint to the back porch, and thetekeled he would go to the back forty
to check on Pappy and the Mexicans. If the cottariccbe picked, then he’'d stay there. |
was given permission to start painting the wes sidthe house. | wanted to work alone.
| wanted to seem outmatched and undermanned Bnttrenity of the job before me so
that when the Mexicans returned, they'd feel séoryme.

They arrived at noon, muddy and tired and withelitb show for their morning.
“Cotton’s too wet,” | heard Pappy say to Gran. \iefaed okra and biscuits, then | went
back to my work.

| kept one eye on the barn, but for an eternigbbred with no relief in sight. What were
they doing back there? Lunch was over, the tostilbamg since put away. Surely their
siestas were also complete. They knew the housdalapainted. Why wouldn’t they
come help?



The sky darkened in the west, but | didn’t noticentil Pappy and Gran stepped onto the
back porch. “Might rain, Luke,” Pappy said. “Bet&top paintin’.”

| cleaned my brush and put the paint under a bendhe back porch as if the storm
might damage it. | sat above it, with Pappy on side and Gran on the other, and we
once again listened to the low rumblings in thetlsaest. We waited for more rain.

Chapter 33

Our new ritual was repeated the next day aftetealdeeakfast. We walked across the
rain-soaked grass between our house and our baiwe stood at the edge of the cotton
field and saw water, not rainfall that had collectieiring the night, but the same thick
floodwater from the creek. It stood three inchespdend seemed ready to swell beyond
the field and begin its slow march toward the b#ra,tool shed, the chicken coops, and,
eventually, the house.

The stalks were slanted to the east, permanentiydyethe wind that had laid siege to
our farm last night. The bolls were sagging unterweight of the water.

“Will it flood our house, Pappy?” | asked.

He shook his head and put his arm around my shimultiéo, Luke, it's never got to the
house. Come close a time or two, but the housg@d three feet above where we're
standin’ right now. Don’t you worry about the hotise

“It got in the barn once,” my father said. “The yaéter Luke was born, wasn't it?”

“Forty-six,” Gran said. She never missed a dateit‘iBwas in May,” she added. “Two
weeks after we'd planted.”

The morning was cool and windy with high, thin adswand little chance of rain. A
perfect day for painting, assuming, of course, tltatuld find some help. The Mexicans
drifted close, but not close enough to speak.

They would be leaving soon, perhaps within houre:dMaul them to the Co-op and

wait for them to be picked up by a farmer with diand. | heard the adults discussing
this over coffee before sunrise, and | almost gaadcNine Mexicans could paint the
west side of our house in less than a day. It wtakké me a month. There was no time to
be timid.



As we retreated, | headed for the Mexicans. “Buehas,” | said to the group. “Como
estd?”

All nine answered in some fashion. They were gdiagk to the barn after another
wasted day. | walked along with them until | wasdaough away that my parents
couldn’t hear. “Y’all want to paint some?” | asked.

Miguel rattled the translation, and the entire greeemed to smile.

Ten minutes later three of the six paint bucketsevepen and there were Mexicans
hanging all over the west side of our house. Tloeglht over the three brushes. Another
crew was rigging a scaffold. | was pointing herd #rere, giving instructions that no one
seemed to hear. Miguel and Roberto were spittinp fibveir own commands and
opinions in Spanish. Both languages were beingreghm equal measure.

My mother and Gran peeked at us through the kitetiadow as they washed the
breakfast dishes. Pappy went to the tool shedlthdiwith the tractor. My father was off
on a long walk, probably surveying the crop damegg wondering what to do next.

There was an urgency to the painting. The Mexi¢akead and laughed and badgered one
another, but they worked twice as fast as two @ayber. Not a second was wasted. The
brushes changed hands every half hour or so. Thi®reements were kept fresh. By
mid-morning they were halfway to the front porahwhs not a large house.

| was happy to retreat and stay out of the way. Me&icans worked so fast it seemed
downright inefficient for me to take up a brush atal the momentum. Besides, the free
labor was temporary. The hour was soon approachiren I'd be left alone to finish the
job.

My mother brought iced tea and cookies, but thatpag did not stop. Those under the
shade tree with me ate first, then three of theangkd places with the painters.

“Do you have enough paint?” my mother whispereoh&

“‘No ma’am.”

She returned to the kitchen.

Before lunch, the west side was finished, a thétlny coat sparkling in the intermittent
sun. There was a gallon left. | took Miguel to #aest side, where Trot had begun a
month earlier, and pointed up to an unpainted $tiap I'd been unable to reach. He

barked some orders, and the crew moved to the @gpmide of the house.

A new method was employed. Instead of makeshiff@ding, Pepe and Luis, two of
the smaller ones, balanced themselves on the strsudfl Pablo and Roberto, the two



heaviest ones, and began painting just below tb#ime. This, of course, drew an
endless stream of comments and jokes from thether

When the paint was gone, it was time to eat. | kh@mnds with all of them and thanked
them profusely. They laughed and chattered ale back to the barn. It was midday,
the sun was out, and the temperature was rising wadéched them walk away, | looked
at the field beside the barn. The floodwaters weaght. It seemed odd that the flood
could advance when the sun was shining.

| turned and inspected the work. The back and bioless of our house looked almost new.
Only the front remained unpainted, and since by heoss a veteran, | knew that | could
complete the job without the Mexicans.

My mother stepped outside and said, “Lunchtime,d.tikhesitated for a second, still
admiring the accomplishment, so she walked to whes&s standing, and together we
looked at the house. “It's a very good job, Lukehe said.

“Thanks.”

“How much paint is left?”

“None. It’s all gone.”

“How much do you need to paint the front?”

The front was not as long as the east or west bittet had the added challenge of a
porch, as did the rear. “I reckon four or five gal,” | said, as if I'd been house painting
for decades.

“I don’t want you to spend your money on paint,esaid.

“It's my money. Y’all said | could spend it on wieaer | wanted.”

“True, but you shouldn’t have to spend it on sornmetlike this.”

“I don’t mind. | want to help.”

“What about your jacket?”

I'd lost sleep worrying about my Cardinals jack®if now it seemed unimportant. Plus,
I'd been thinking about another way to get one. ylka Santa Claus’ll bring one.”

She smiled and said, “Maybe so. Let’s have lunch.”

Just after Pappy thanked the Lord for the foodirgpgothing about the weather or the
crops, my father grimly announced that the backwgdtad begun trickling across the



main field road into the back forty acres. Thiselepment was absorbed with little
comment. We were numb to bad news.

The Mexicans gathered around the truck and wade@#ppy. They each had a small
sack with their belongings, the same items they'tved with six weeks earlier. | shook
hands with each one and said goodbye. As alwayaslanxious for another ride to town,
even though this little trip was not a pleasant one

“Luke, go help your mother in the garden,” my fatbaid as the Mexicans were loading
up. Pappy was starting the engine.

“I thought | was goin’ to town,” | said.
“Don’t make me repeat myself,” he said sternly.

| watched them drive away, all nine of the Mexicaraving sadly as they looked at our
house and farm for the last time. According to ethér, they were headed to a large
farm north of Blytheville, two hours away, whereyhwould work for three or four
weeks, weather permitting, and then go back to btexvly mother had inquired as to
how they would be shipped home, by cattle truckus, but she did not press the issue.
We had no control over those details, and they sdamuch less important with
floodwaters creeping through our fields.

Food was important, though: food for a long wintare that would follow a bad crop,
one in which everything we ate would come fromdheden. There was nothing unusual
about this, except that there wouldn’t be a sparedo buy anything but flour, sugar,
and coffee. A good crop meant there was a little@yducked away under a mattress, a
few bills rolled up and saved and sometimes usetlifuries like Coca-Cola’s, ice
cream, saltines, and white bread. A bad crop mtbanif we didn’t grow it, we didn’t eat.

In the fall we gathered mustard greens, turnipd,eas, the late-producing vegetables
that had been planted in May and June. There wks& gomatoes left, but not many.

The garden changed with each season, except feenyimhen it was finally at rest,
replenishing itself for the months to come.

Gran was in the kitchen boiling purple hull pead aanning them as fast as she could.
My mother was in the garden waiting for me.

“l wanted to go to town,” | said.

“Sorry, Luke. We have to hurry. Much more rain @neé greens’ll rot. And what if the
water reaches the garden?”

“They gonna buy some paint?”



“I don’t know.”
“I wanted to go buy some more paint.”

“Maybe tomorrow. Right now we have to get thesaipsg out of the ground.” Her dress
was pulled up to her knees.

She was barefoot with mud up to her ankles. I'deneseen my mother so dirty. | fell to
the ground and attacked the turnips. Within minuit®as covered in mud from head to
foot,

| pulled and picked vegetables for two hours, tbleaned them in the washtub on the
back porch. Gran carried them into the kitchen,&hkey got cooked and packed away
in quart jars.

The farm was quiet-no thunder or wind, no Spruilthe front or Mexicans out by the
barn. We were alone again, just us Chandlerstdddattle the elements and to try to stay
above water. | kept telling myself that life wouddd better when Ricky came home
because I'd have someone to play with and talk to.

My mother hauled another basket of greens to thehp&he was tired and sweating, and
she began cleaning herself with a rag and a buwfkeater. She couldn’t stand to be dirty,
a trait she had been trying to pass along to me.

“Let’s go to the barn,” she said. | hadn’t beertha loft in six weeks, since the Mexicans
had arrived.

“Sure,” | said, and we headed that way.

We spoke to Isabel, the milk cow, then climbedl#udsler to the hayloft. My mother had
worked hard to prepare a clean place for the M@sida live. She had spent the winter
collecting old blankets and pillows for them toegleon. She had taken a fan, one that for
years had found good use on the front porch, aackplit in the loft. She had coerced my
father into running an electrical line from the Beuo the barn.

“They’re humans, regardless of what some peoplerattere think,” I'd heard her say
more than once.

The loft was as clean and neat as the day theyi\eedr The pillows and blankets were
stacked near the fan. The floor had been sweptaatce of trash or litter could be
found. She was quite proud of the Mexicans. Shetigaded them with respect, and they
had returned the favor.

We shoved open the loft door, the same one Luisshatk his head through when Hank
was bombing the Mexicans with rocks and dirt cl@ig] we sat on the ledge with our
feet hanging down. Thirty feet up, we had the besw of any place on our farm. The



tree line far to the west was the St. Francis,saraight ahead, across our back field, was
the water from Siler’s Creek.

In places the water was almost to the tops of thi®e stalks. From this view we could
much better appreciate the advancing flood. Weccsee it between the perfect rows
running directly toward the barn, and we couldiseeer the main field road, seeping
into the back forty.

If the St. Francis River left its banks, our housrild be in danger.

“I guess we’re done pickin’,” | said.

“Sure looks like it,” she said, just a little sad.

“Why does our land flood so quick?”

“Because it's low and close to the river. It's nety good land, Luke, never will be.
That's one reason we’re leavin’ here. There’s notof a future.”

“Where we goin'?”

“North. That's where the jobs are.”

“How long—"

“Not long. We’'ll stay until we can save some monégur father’ll work in the Buick

plant with Jimmy Dale. They’re payin’ three dollams hour. We’ll make do, tough it out,
you’ll be in a school up there, a good school.”

“I don’t want to go to a new school.”

“It'll be fun, Luke. They have big, nice schools Nprth.”

It didn’t sound like fun. My friends were in Blakak. Other than Jimmy Dale and Stacy,
| didn’t know a soul up North. My mother put hemkaon my knee and rubbed it, as if

this would make me feel better.

“Change is always difficult, Luke, but it can alse excitin’. Think of it as an adventure.
You wanna play baseball for the Cardinals, donit3/o

“Yes ma’am.”

“Well, you'll have to leave home and go up Norikielin a new house, make new friends,
go to a new church. That'll be fun, won't it?”

“l guess so.”



Our bare feet were dangling, gently swinging bautt forth. The sun was behind a cloud,
and a breeze shifted into our faces. The treegdlumedge of our field were changing
colors to yellow and crimson, and leaves wererfglli

“We can't stay here, Luke,” she said softly, asaf mind were already up North.
“When we come back what're we gonna do?”

“We’re not gonna farm. We’ll find a job in Memphis Little Rock, and we’ll buy us a
house with a television and a telephone. We'll hawéce car in the driveway, and you
can play baseball on a team with real uniforms. Hoes that sound?”

“Sounds pretty good.”

“We’ll always come back and visit Pappy and Grad Ricky. It'll be a new life, Luke,
one that's far better than this.” She nodded towhedfield, toward the ruined cotton out
there drowning.

| thought of my Memphis cousins, the children of father’s sisters. They rarely came to
Black Oak, only for funerals and maybe for Thanksyj, and this was fine with me
because they were city kids with nicer clothes gmdker tongues. | didn’t particularly
like them, but | was envious at the same time. TWeken’t rude or snobbish, they were
just different enough to make me ill at ease. lidist then and there that when | lived in
Memphis or Little Rock | would not, under any cingstances, act like | was better than
anybody else.

“I have a secret, Luke,” my mother said.

Not another one. My troubled mind could not holdther secret. “What is it?”

“I’'m goin’ to have a baby,” she said and smiledreg.

| couldn’t help but smile, too. | enjoyed being thdy child, but, truth was, | wanted
somebody to play with.

“You are?”

“Yes. Next summer.”
“Can it be a boy?”

“I'll try, but no promises.”

“If you gotta have one, I'd like a little brother.”



“Are you excited?”

“Yes ma’am. Does Daddy know about it?”
“Oh yes, he’s in on the deal.”

“Is he happy, too?”

“Very much so.”

“That’s good.” It took some time to digest thist bknew right away that it was a fine
thing. All of my friends had brothers and sisters.

An idea hit, one that | couldn’t shake. Since weenan the subject of having babies, |
was overcome with an urge to unload one of my $&citeseemed like a harmless one
now, and an old one, too. So much had happened $imty and | sneaked off to the
Latchers’ house that the episode was now sortrofyfu

“I know all about how babies are born,” | saiditdd defensively.

“Oh you do?”

“Yes ma’am.”

“How's that?”

“Can you keep a secret, to0?”

“| certainly can.”

| began the story, laying sufficient blame on Tddly everything that might get me in
trouble. She’d planned it. She’d begged me to e ddared me. She’d done this and
that. Once my mother realized where the story wadihg, her eyes began to dance, and

she said every so often, “Luke, you didn’t!”

| had her. | embellished here and there, to helpentbe story and build tension, but for
the most part | stuck to the facts. She was hooked.

“You saw me in the window?” she asked in disbelief.
“Yes ma’am. Gran, too, and Mrs. Latcher.”
“Did you see Libby?”

“No ma’am, but we sure heard her. Does it always lilke that?”



“Well, not always. Keep going.”

| spared no detail. As Tally and | raced back ®fdrm, the headlights in pursuit, my
mother clutched my elbow almost hard enough tokbite&Ve had no idea!” she said.

“Of course not. | barely beat y’all in the housapPy was still snorin’, and | was afraid
y'all would come check on me and see that | waged with sweat and dirt.”

“We were too tired.”

“It was a good thing. | slept about two hours, ti&appy woke me up to go to the fields.
I've never been so sleepy in my life.”

“Luke, | can’t believe you did that.” She wantedstmold, but she was too caught up in
the story.

“It was fun.”

“You shouldn’t have.”

“Tally made me do it.”

“Don’t blame Tally.”

“l wouldn’t've done it without her.”

“I can’t believe the two of you did it,” she salalt | could tell she was impressed with
the story. She grinned and shook her head in amerteftHow often did y’all go
roamin’ around at night?”

“I think that was it.”

“You liked Tally, didn’'t you?”

“Yes ma’am. She was my friend.”

“I hope she’s happy.”

“Me too.”

| missed her, but | hated to admit it to myself.dM, do you think we’ll see Tally up
North?”

She smiled and said, “No, | don’t think so. Thogeres up thereSt. Louis, Chicago,
Cleveland, Cincinnati-have millions of people. Weéver see her.”



| thought about the Cardinals and the Cubs an®&#us. | thought about Stan Musial
racing around the bases in front of thirty thoustams at Sportsman’s Park. Since the
teams were up North, then that was where | wasdteadyway. Why not leave a few
years early?

“I guess I'll go,” | said.

“IUIl be fun, Luke,” she said again.

When Pappy and my father returned from town, teekéd as though they’d been
whipped. | guess they had. Their labor was gores; totton was soaked. If the sun
broke through and the floodwaters receded, they'dithve enough hands to work the
fields. And they weren't sure if the cotton woulg @ut. This time, the sun was not to be
seen, and the water was still rising.

After Pappy went into the house, my father unloamsemigallons of paint and set them on
the front porch. He did this without saying a wdtthugh | was watching his every move.
When he was finished, he went to the barn.

Two gallons would not paint the front of the houseas irritated by this, then | realized
why my father had not bought more. He didn’t hawemoney. He and Pappy had paid
the Mexicans, and there was nothing left.

| suddenly felt rotten because | had kept the pajrdlive after Trot had gone. | had
pushed the project along, and in doing so had tbneg father to spend what little money
he had.

| stared at the two buckets set side by side, ead tame to my eyes. | hadn't realized
how broke we were.

My father had poured his guts into the soil formsignths, and now he had nothing to
show for it. When the rains came, |, for some raabad decided that the house should
be painted.

My intentions had been good, | thought. So whyldi&kl so awful?

| got my brush, opened a can, and began the fimed e of the job. As | slowly made the
short strokes with my right hand, | wiped teardwity left.

Chapter 34



The first frost would kill what was left of our gn. It usually came in the middle of
October, though the almanac that my father reatkasutly as he read the Bible had
already missed its predicted date twice. Undaurtedkept checking the almanac every
morning with his first cup of coffee. It provideddess opportunities for worry.

Since we couldn’t pick cotton, the garden got dterdion. All five of us marched to it
just after breakfast. My mother was certain thatftbst was coming that very night and,
if not, then for sure the next night. And so on.

For a miserable hour | pulled black-eyed peas ioés. Pappy, who hated garden work
more than | did, was nearby picking butter beamsdming so with commendable effort.
Gran was helping my mother pick the last of thedtoas. My father hauled baskets back
and forth, under the supervision of my mother. Whenvalked by me, | said, “I really
want to go paint.”

“Ask your mother,” he said.

| did, and she said | could after | picked one nmumasket of peas. The garden was getting
harvested like never before. By noon there woulle’t stray bean anywhere.

| soon returned to the solitude of house paintilgh the clear exception of operating a
road grader, it was a job | preferred over all dh&he difference between the two was
that | couldn’t actually operate a road grader, iamebuld be years before I'd be able to.
But | could certainly paint. After watching the Means, I'd learned even more and
improved my technique. | applied the paint as thad possible, trying my best to stretch
the two gallons.

By mid-morning one bucket was empty. My mother @men were now in the kitchen,
washing and canning the vegetables.

| didn’t hear the man walk up behind me. But wherchughed to get my attention, |
jerked around and dropped my paintbrush.

It was Mr. Latcher, wet and muddy from the waistvdoHe was barefoot, and his shirt
was torn. He’'d obviously walked from their placeotars.

“Where's Mr. Chandler?” he asked.

| wasn’t sure which Mr. Chandler he wanted. | patkg my brush and ran to the east
side of the house. | yelled for my father, who mbkés head through some vines. When
he saw Mr. Latcher beside me, he stood up quitWhat is it?” he asked as he hurried
toward us.

Gran heard voices and was suddenly on the fromthpony mother right behind her. A
glance at Mr. Latcher told us something was vergngt



“The water’s up in the house,” he said, unabletkimy father in the eye. “We gotta get
out.”

My father looked at me, then at the women on thetporl heir wheels were already
spinning.

“Can you help us?” Mr. Latcher said. “We ain’t gat place to

go.
| thought he was going to cry, and | felt like iyself.

“Of course we’ll help,” Gran said, instantly takiobarge of the situation. From that
point on, my father would do precisely what his hesttold him. So would the rest of us.

She sent me to find Pappy. He was in the tool singidg to stay busy puttering with an
old tractor battery. Everyone gathered by the ttoclormulate a plan.

“Can we drive up to the house?” Pappy asked.

“No sir,” Mr. Latcher said. “Water’s waist-deep dowur road. It's up on the porch now,
six inches in the house.”

| couldn’t imagine all those Latcher kids in a hewdth half a foot of floodwater.

“How’s Libby and the baby?” Gran asked, unabledntain herself.

“Libby’s fine. The baby’s sick.”

“We’ll need a boat,” my father said. “Jeter keepsg aip at the Cockleburr Slough.”

“He won’t mind if we borrow it,” Pappy said.

For a few minutes the men discussed the rescuetdget the boat, how far down the
road the truck could go, how many trips it woulkletlaWhat was not mentioned was just

exactly where the Latchers would go once they leahlvescued from their house.

Again Gran was very much in charge. “You folks stay here,” she said to Mr. Latcher.
“Our loft is clean-the Mexicans just left. You’'lelie a warm bed and plenty of food.”

| looked at her. Pappy looked at her. My fathengéd over, then studied his feet. A
horde of hungry Latchers living in our barn! A sieiby crying at all hours of the night.
Our food being given away. | was horrified at theught, and | was furious with Gran
for making such an offer without first discussingvith the rest of us.



Then | looked at Mr. Latcher. His lips were tremigli and his eyes were wet. He
clutched his old straw hat with both hands at hassty and he was so ashamed that he
just looked at the ground. I'd never seen a podlieier, or more broken man.

| looked at my mother. She, too, had wet eyesahggd at my father. I'd never seen him
cry, and he wasn’t about to at that moment, but/ée clearly touched by Mr. Latcher’'s
suffering. My hard heart melted in a flash.

“Let’s get a move on,” Gran said with authority. 8N get the barn ready.”

We sprang into action, the men loading into thekrghe women heading for the barn.
Just as she was walking away, Gran pulled Papplidoglbow and whispered, “You
bring Libby and that baby first.” It was a directler, and Pappy nodded.

| hopped into the back of the truck with Mr. Latcheho squatted on his skinny legs and
said nothing to me. We stopped at the bridge, whsréather got out and began walking
along the edge of the river. His job was to find Neter's boat at the Cockleburr Slough,
then float it downstream to where we’d be waitihghe bridge. We crossed over, turned
onto the Latchers’ road, and went less than a laghfidret before we came to a quagmire.
Ahead of us was nothing but water.

“I'll tell ‘em you’re comin’,” Mr. Latcher said, ad with that he was off through the mud,
then the water. Before long it was up to his kn&&&tch out for snakes!” he yelled over
his shoulder. “They’re everywhere.” He was trudgihgugh a lake of water, with
flooded fields on both sides.

We watched him until he disappeared, then we retlta the river and waited for my
father.

We sat on a log near the bridge, the rushing wakaw us. Since we had nothing to say,
| decided it was time to tell Pappy a story. Firsiwore him to secrecy.

| began where it started, with voices in our frgatd late at night. The Spruills were
arguing, Hank was leaving. | followed in the shadpand before | knew what was
happening, | was trailing not only Hank but Cowlasywell. “They fought right up
there,” | said, pointing to the center of the badg

Pappy’s mind was no longer on floods or farmingween rescuing the Latchers. He
glared at me, believing every word but quite astioed. | recounted the fight in vivid
detail, then pointed again. “Hank landed over theght in the middle of the river. Never
came up.”



Pappy grunted but did not speak. | was on my feébint of him, nervous and talking
rapidly. When | described my encounter with Cowbaputes later on the road near our
house, Pappy cursed under his breath. “You shositabld me then,” he said.

“l just couldn’t. | was too scared.”

He got to his feet and walked around the log atfeves. “He murdered their son and
stole their daughter,” he said to himself. “My olg.i

“What're we gonna do, Pappy?”
“Let me think about it.”
“Do you think Hank'll float to the top somewhere?”

“Nope. That Mexican gutted him. His body sank sfinaito the bottom, probably got
eaten by those channel cats down there. Therdsmdeft to find.”

As sickening as this was, | was somewhat relieeduear it. | never wanted to see Hank
again. I'd thought about him every time | crosdael bridge. I'd dreamed of his bloated
corpse popping up from the depths of the river stating the daylights out of me.

“Did | do anything wrong?” | asked.

“No.”

“Are you gonna tell anybody?”

“Nope, | don'’t think so. Let’s keep it quiet. Wethlk about it later.”

We took our positions on the log and studied theewd&appy was deep in thought. |
tried to convince myself that | should feel betiew that I'd finally told one of the adults
about Hank’s death.

After a spell Pappy said, “Hank got what was continhim. We ain’t tellin’ nobody.
You're the only witness, and there’s no sense unworryin’ about it. It'll be our secret,
one we’ll take to our graves.”

“What about Mr. and Mrs. Spruill?”

“What they don’t know won’t hurt ‘em.”

“You gonna tell Gran?”

“Nope. Nobody. Just me and you.”



It was a partnership | could trust. | did indeeel feetter. I'd shared my secret with a
friend who could certainly carry his portion of&nd we had decided that Hank and
Cowboy would be put behind us forever.

My father finally arrived in Mr. Jeter’s flat-botteed johnboat. The outboard was missing,
but navigation was easy because of the strongriuitie used a paddle as a rudder and
came ashore under the bridge, right below us. ldePappy then lifted the boat from the
river and manhandled it up the bank to the trudierTwe drove back to the Latchers’
road, where we unloaded the boat and shovedlietedge of the floodwaters. All three

of us hopped in, our feet covered with mud. Thdtaghaddled as we moved along the
narrow road, two feet above the ground, rows ofedicotton passing by.

The farther we went, the deeper the water becaimewind picked up and blew us into
the cotton. Both Pappy and my father looked as#tyeand shook their heads.

Every Latcher was on the front porch, waiting iarfevatching every move we made as
the boat cut through the lake that surrounded tiaise. The front steps were submerged.
At least a foot of water covered the porch. We miaeeed the boat up to the front of the
house, where Mr. Latcher took it and pulled ithie was chest-deep in the water.

| looked at all of the frightened and sad faceshenporch. Their clothes were even more
ragged than the last time I'd been there. They skieny and gaunt, probably starving. |
saw a couple of smiles from the younger ones, autitlenly felt very important. From
out of the crowd stepped Libby Latcher, holding biady, who was wrapped in an old
blanket. I'd never actually seen Libby before, &aoduldn’t believe how pretty she was.
Her light brown hair was long and pulled tightlyhioed in a ponytail. Her eyes were pale
blue and had a glow to them. She was tall and iasglas the rest. When she stepped
into the boat, both Pappy and my father steadied3iee sat beside me with her baby,
and suddenly | was face-to-face with my newesticous

“I'm Luke,” | said, though it was an odd time to ke&aintroductions.

“I'm Libby,” she said, with a smile that made mydnerace. Her baby was asleep. He
had not grown much since I'd seen him in the windbg/night he was born. He was tiny
and wrinkled and likely hungry, but Gran was wajtior him.

Rayford Latcher came aboard and sat as far away fine as possible. He was one of the
three who'd beaten me the last time | was on {x@perty. Percy, the oldest boy and the
ringleader of that assault, was hiding on the pofeto more children were put into the
boat, then Mr. Latcher jumped in. “We’ll be backariew minutes,” he said to Mrs.
Latcher and the others still on the porch. Thekéabas if they were being left to die.

The rain hit fast, and the winds shifted. Pappy mydather paddled as hard as they
could, but the boat barely moved. Mr. Latcher juthpgo the water, and for a second he



completely vanished. Then he found his footing stiedd up, covered from the chest
down in water. He grabbed a rope attached to thearal began pulling us down the
road.

The wind kept blowing us into the cotton, so myhé&tcrawled out of the boat and began
pushing from the rear. “Watch for snakes,” Mr. ltecwarned again. Both men were
soaking wet.

“Percy almost got bit by one,” Libby said to met ftbated up on the porch.” She was
leaning over the baby, trying to keep him dry.

“What's his name?” | asked.
“Don’t have one yet.”

I'd never heard of such nonsense. A baby withawrae. Most of the ones born into the
Baptist Church had two or three names before thiey got into the world.

“When’s Ricky coming home?” she whispered.
“l don’'t know.”

“Is he okay?”

“Yes.”

She seemed anxious for any news about him, anddie me uncomfortable. However,
it was not unpleasant sitting next to such a prgitiywho wanted to whisper to me. Her
younger siblings were wild-eyed with the adventure.

As we neared the road, the water became shallovtha&nidloat finally hit mud. We all
scrambled out, and the Latchers were loaded intorook. Pappy got behind the wheel.

“Luke, you stay with me,” my father said. As thedk backed away, Mr. Latcher and my
father turned the boat around and began pushingualtidg it back to the house. The
wind was so strong they had to lean into it. | ratise, with my head bowed, trying to
stay dry. The rain came down in cold pellets thiatxgharder by the minute.

The lake around the house was churning as we dosg.dMr. Latcher pulled the boat in
again and began yelling instructions to his wifesrAall Latcher was handed down from
the porch and almost dropped when a gust of wihthhiboat and knocked it away.
Percy thrust forward a broom handle, which | grabteehelp pull the boat back to the
porch. My father was yelling this and that, and Matcher was doing the same. There
were four remaining children, and all of them wainte board at once. | helped them in,
one at a time. “Steady, Luke!” my father said aatotimes.



When the children were in the boat, Mrs. Latchendl over a burlap sack stuffed with
what appeared to be clothing. | figured it was lection of their only possessions. It
landed at my feet, and | clutched it as if it hddtaf value. Next to me was a shoeless
little Latcher girl-not a one of them had shoeshwib sleeves on her shirt to cover her
arms. She was freezing, and she clung to my léigsae might be taken away by the
wind. She had tears in her eyes, but when | lo@ltdter she said, “Thank you.” Mrs.
Latcher climbed in, stepping among her childrefljngat her husband because he was
yelling at her. With the boat fully loaded andthi Latchers accounted for, we turned
around and headed back toward the road. Thoseai bsard cowered low to shield our
faces from the rain.

My father and Mr. Latcher labored furiously to pukk boat against the wind. In places
they were only knee-deep in water, but within a &®ps it would be up to their chests,
making it hard for them to get any leverage. Thayght to keep us in the center of the
road and out of the cotton. The return leg of dtlelvoyage was much slower.

Pappy wasn’t waiting. He had not had enough timdrég off the first load and come
back for the second. When we got to the mud, nhefatied Mr. Jeter’s johnboat to a
fence post, then said, “No sense waitin’ here.”tWdged through more mud and fought
the wind and rain until we came to the river. Ttagdher children were terrified of the
bridge, and I'd never heard such bawling as wesad®ver. They clung to their parents.
Mr. Latcher was now carrying the burlap sack. Hajwver the St. Francis, | looked
down at the planks in front of me and noticed thie, her children, Mrs. Latcher had no
shoes.

When we were safe on our side of the river, we Bappy coming to get us.

Gran and my mother were waiting on the back posdtere they had set up a makeshift
assembly line of sorts. They welcomed the seconswéLatchers and directed them to
the far end of the porch, where there was a pildathes. The Latchers stripped down,
some concerned about privacy, others not, andrgssdd in Chandler hand-me-downs
that had been in the family for decades. Oncetbedfin dry, warm clothing, they were
ushered into the kitchen, where there was enouggh filar several meals. Gran had
sausage and country ham. She’d made two pans afrhade biscuits. The table was
covered with large bowils rilled with every vegetably mother, had grown in the last six
months.

The Latchers packed around the table, all tenahtthe baby was asleep somewhere.
For the most part they were silent, and | coullltif it was because they were ashamed
or relieved or just downright hungry. They passeniad the bowls and occasionally said
thanks to one another. My mother and Gran pouredne made a fuss over them. |
observed them from a doorway. Pappy and my fatleee wn the front porch, sipping
coffee and watching the rain dwindle down.



When the meal was well under way, we drifted toliviag room, where Gran had built a
fire in the fireplace. The five of us sat closati@nd for a long time we listened to the
Latchers in the kitchen. Their voices were muted tbeir knives and forks rattled away.
They were warm and safe and no longer hungry. Havidcpeople be so poor?

| found it impossible to dislike the Latchers anymar hey were folks just like us who'd
had the misfortune of being born sharecroppekgast wrong of me to be scornful.
Besides, | was quite taken with Libby.

| was already hoping that perhaps she liked me.

As we were basking in the satisfaction of our gasdn the baby erupted from
somewhere in the house. Gran jumped to her feetvasdyone in a flash. “I'll see about
him,” I heard her say in the kitchen. “You finigimch.”

| didn’t hear a single Latcher move from the tafleat baby had been crying since the
night he was born, and they were used to it.

We Chandlers, however, were not. It cried all tlay whrough what was left of lunch.
Gran walked the floor with it for an hour as myeuas and Pappy moved the Latchers
into their new accommodations in the loft. Libbyurmed with them to check on the baby,
who was still bawling. The rain had stopped, somwother took it for a walk around the
house, but the outdoors did nothing to satisfiyhtad never heard anything cry so
violently without end.

By mid-afternoon we were rattled. Gran had trieeksal of her home remedies, mild
little concoctions that only made matters worséblirocked the baby in the swing, with
no success. Gran sang to it as she waltzed arberfibuse; more bawling, even louder, |
thought. My mother walked the floor with it. Papgyd my father were long gone. |
wanted to run and hide in the silo.

“Worst case of colic I've ever seen,” | heard Gsayy.

Later, while Libby was again rocking the baby oe tfont porch, | heard another
conversation. Seems that when | was a baby I'dahadigh bout with colic. My mother’s
mother, my grandmother, who was now dead and wiad in town in a painted house,
had given me a few bites of vanilla ice cream.d lmamediately stopped crying, and
within a few days the colic was gone.

At some point later in my babyhood I'd had anotheut. Gran did not normally keep
store-bought ice cream in her freezer. My pareatslbaded me up in the truck and
headed for town. Along the way I'd stopped cryimgl &allen asleep. They figured the
motion of the moving vehicle had done the trick.

My mother sent me to find my father. She took tabybfrom Libby, who was quite
anxious to get rid of it, and before long we weeadiing for the truck.



“Are we goin’ to town?” | asked.
“Yes,” my mother said.
“What about him?” my father asked, pointing to baby. “He’s supposed to be a secret.”

My mother had forgotten about that. If we were sgabin town with a mysterious baby,
the gossip would be so thick it would stop traffic.

“We’ll worry about that when we get there,” shedsahen slammed the door. “Let’s go.”

My father cranked the engine and shifted into re@el was in the middle, the baby just
inches from my shoulder. After a brief pause, thbyberupted again. By the time we got
to the river | was ready to pitch the damned tlonogthe window.

Once over the bridge, though, a curious thing hapgeThe baby slowly grew quiet and
still. It closed its mouth and eyes and fell soasteep. My mother smiled at my father as
if to say, “See, | told you so.”

As we made our way to town, my parents whisperet bad forth. They decided that
my mother would get out of the truck down by ouurmdn, then hurry to Pop and Pearl’s
to buy the ice cream. They worried that Pearl wdaddsuspicious as to why she was
buying ice cream, and only ice cream, since we'tliteed anything else at the moment,
and why exactly my mother was in town on a Wedngsdi@rnoon. They agreed that
Pearl’s curiosity could not be satisfied under emgumstances and that it would be
somewhat amusing to let her suffer from her ownmess. As clever as she was, Pearl
would never guess that the ice cream was for agitiimate baby we were hiding in our
truck.

We stopped at our church. No one was watching sooityer handed the baby to me
with strict instructions on how to properly craglech a creature. By the time she closed
the door, its mouth was wide open, its eyes glowitsgungs filled with anger. It wailed
twice and nearly scared me to death before my ifgabpped the clutch and we were off
again, loose on the streets of Black Oak. The badiyed at me and stopped crying.

“Just don’t stop,” | said to my father.

We drove by the gin, a depressing sight with itk laf activity. We circled behind the
Methodist church and the school, then turned soaotb Main Street. My mother came
out of Pop and Pearl’s with a small paper bag, aatsurprisingly, Pearl was right
behind her, talking away. They were chatting aslvexe past. My father waved as if
nothing were out of the ordinary.

| just knew we were about to get caught with thechar baby. One loud shriek from its
mouth and the whole town would learn our secret.



We looped around the gin again, and when we hetaeatd the church we saw my
mother waiting for us. As we rolled to a stop to lger, the baby’s eyes came open. His
lower lip trembled. He was ready to scream whdmudt him at her and said, “Here, take
him.”

| scrambled out of the truck before she could geMy quickness surprised them.
“Where you goin’, Luke?” my father demanded.

“Y’all ride around for a minute. | need to buy sopent.”
“Get in the truck!” he said.

The baby cried out, and my mother quickly jumped olucked behind the truck and ran
as fast as | could toward the street.

Behind me | heard another cry, one not nearly ad,lthen the truck started moving.

| ran to the hardware store, back to the paint umwhere | asked the clerk for three
gallons of white Pittsburgh Paint.

“Only got two,” he said.

| was too surprised to say anything. How could @Wware store run out of paint? “I
should have some in by next Monday,” he said.

“Gimme two,” | said.

| was sure two gallons wouldn’t finish the fronttbe house, but | gave him six one-
dollar bills, and he handed me the change. “Legetdhese for you,” he said.

“No, | can do it,” | said, reaching for the two Iets. | strained to lift them, then
waddled down the aisle, almost tipping over. | kegghem out of the store and to the
sidewalk. | looked both ways for traffic, and ltésed for the wail of a sick baby.
Thankfully the town was quiet.

Pearl reappeared on the sidewalk in front of haesteyes darting in all directions. | hid
behind a parked car. Then | saw our truck comingtsdbarely moving, looking very
suspicious. My father saw me and rolled to a stajmé middle of the street. | yanked the
two buckets up with all the might | could mustedaan to the truck. He jumped out to
help me. | leapt into the back of the truck, andvarded me the paint. | preferred to ride
back there, away from the littlest Latcher. Jusewmy father got behind the wheel
again, the baby let out a yelp.

The truck lurched forward, and the baby was quigtlled, “Howdy, Pearl!” as we sped
past.



Libby was sitting on the front steps with Gran, tiveg for us. When the truck stopped,
the baby began bawling. The women rushed it t&iticeen, where they began stuffing it
with ice cream.

“Ain’t enough gasoline in Craighead County to kélegt thing quiet,” my father said.
Fortunately, the ice cream soothed it. Little Laicfell asleep in his mother’'s arms.

Because vanilla ice cream had worked when I'd ldid,this cure was taken as further
evidence that the baby was part Chandler. | wagxeattly comforted by this.

Chapter 35

Having a barn full of Latchers was an event thacesainly had not planned on. And
while we were at first comforted by our own Chasticharity and neighborliness, we
were soon interested in how long they might be w#hl broached the subject first over
supper when, after a long discussion about thesdayents, | said, “Reckon how long
they’ll stay?”

Pappy had the opinion that they would be gone as as the floodwaters receded.
Living in another farmer’s barn was tolerable unither most urgent of circumstances, but
no one with an ounce of self-respect would stagyaldnger than necessary.

“What are they gonna eat when they go back?” Gsed “There’s not a crumb of food
left in that house.” She went on to predict thatytd be with us until springtime.

My father speculated that their dilapidated housddn’t withstand the flood, and that
there’d be no place for them to return to. Plusythad no truck, no means of
transportation. They’'d been starving on their l&ordhe last ten years. Where else would
they go? Pappy seemed a little depressed by #wg. vi

My mother mainly listened, but at one point sheghg that the Latchers were not the
type of people who'd be embarrassed by living imsone else’s barn. And she worried
about the children, not only the obvious problerinsealth and nutrition, but also their
education and spiritual growth.

Pappy’s prediction of a swift departure was bad#exlind the table and eventually voted
down. Three against one. Four, if you counted ntg.vo



“We'll survive,” Gran said. “We have enough foodfé®d us and them all winter.
They’re here, they have no place else to go, arillitake care of them.” No one was
about to argue with her.

“God gave us a bountiful garden for a reason,”atded, nodding at my mother. “In
Luke, Jesus said, ‘Invite the poor, the cripplée, lame, the blind, and you will be
blessed.

“We'll kill two hogs instead of one,” Pappy saidVe’ll have plenty of meat for the
winter.”

The hog-killing would come in early December, whiea air was cold and the bacteria
dead. Every year a hog was shot in the head, dippeaciling water, and hung from a
tree next to the tool shed, then gutted and buéchierto a thousand pieces. From it we
got bacon, ham, loin, sausage, and ribs. Everythamgyused-tongue, brains, feet.
“Everything but the squeal” was a line I'd hearldnay life. Mr. Jeter from across the
road was a fair butcher. He would supervise thérgytthen perform the delicate
removals. For his time he took a fourth of the loess.

My first memory of a hog-killing was that | ran bieti the house and puked. With time,
though, I'd come to look forward to it. If you waat ham and bacon, you had to kill a
hog. But it would take more than two hogs to fdeglltatchers until spring. There were
eleven of them, including the baby, who at the maimeas living off vanilla ice cream.

As we talked about them, | began to dream of hepiorth.

The trip now seemed more appealing. | had sympathihe Latchers, and | was proud
that we'd rescued them. | knew that as Christiaaswere expected to help the poor. |
understood all that, but | could not imagine livilgough the winter with all those little
kids running around our farm. I'd start back to@ahvery soon. Would the Latchers go
with me? Since they would be new students, wolld €xpected to show them around?
What would my friends think? | saw nothing but hliation.

And now that they lived with us, it was just a reaif time before the big secret got out.
Ricky would be fingered as the father. Pearl wdigdre out where all the vanilla ice
cream was going. Something would leak somehowwagid be ruined.

“Luke, are you finished?” my father asked, joltimg from my thoughts.

My plate was clean. Everyone looked at it. They &ddlt matters to discuss. It was my
cue to go find something to do.

“Supper was good. May | be excused?” | said, negithy standard lines.

Gran nodded and | went to the back porch and pusteesicreen door so that it would
slam. Then | slid back into the darkness to a bdayctie kitchen door. From there |



could hear everything. They were worried about ngoii@e crop loan would be “rolled
over” until next spring, and they would deal withhien. The other farming bills could be
delayed, too, though Pappy hated the thought ofgildis creditors.

Surviving the winter was much more urgent. Food m@sa concern. We had to have
money for such necessities as electricity, gasodrfdr the truck, and staples like coffee,
flour, and sugar. What if someone got sick and ededdoctor or medicine? What if the
truck broke down and needed parts?

“We haven't given anything to the church this yé@ran said.

Pappy estimated that as much as thirty percemeofitop was still out there, standing in
water. If the weather broke and things got dry,mwght be able to salvage a small
portion of it. That would provide some income, thé gin would keep most of it. Neither
he nor my father was optimistic about picking anyrencotton in 1952.

The problem was cash. They were almost out ohd,there was no hope of any coming
in. They barely had enough to pay for electricitg gasoline until Christmas.

“Jimmy Dale’s holdin’ a job for me at the Buick pk&’ my father said. “But he can’t
wait long. The jobs are tight right now. We needéb on up there.”

According to Jimmy Dale, the current wage was tld@éars an hour, for forty hours a
week, but overtime was available, too. “He sayan earn close to two hundred dollars a
week,” my father said.

“We’ll send home as much as we can,” my mother ddde

Pappy and Gran went through the motions of praotgsbut everyone knew the decision
had been made. | heard a noise in the distancguwely familiar sound. As it drew
closer, | cringed and wished I'd hidden on the froorch.

The baby was back, upset again and no doubt crainija ice cream. | sneaked off the
porch and walked a few steps toward the barn.drsttadows | saw Libby and Mrs.
Latcher approaching the house. | ducked besideftioen coop and listened as they
went by. The constant wailing echoed around ounfar

Gran and my mother met them at the back porchglt ivas switched on, and | watched
as they huddled around the little monster thenaxhiim inside. Through the window |
could see my father and Pappy scramble for the fyorch.

With four women working on him, it took only a feminutes to stop the crying. Once
things were quiet Libby left the kitchen and weuntside. She sat on the edge of the
porch in the same place Cowboy had occupied thénddad shown me his switchblade.
| walked to the house and said, “Hi, Libby,” whewds a few feet away.



She jumped, then caught herself. Poor girl's newe® rattled by her baby’s colic.
“Luke,” she said. “What're you doin’?”

“Nothin’.”

“Come sit here,” she said, patting the spot nexteto | did as | was told.
“Does that baby cry all the time?” | asked.

“Seems like it. | don’t mind, though.”

“You don’'t?”

“No. He reminds me of Ricky.”

“He does?”

“Yes, he does. When’s he comin’ home? Do you kriayke?”

“No. His last letter said he might be home by Cimess.”

“That’s two months away.”

“Yeah, but | ain’'t so sure about it. Gran says gwaidier says he’s comin’ home by
Christmas.”

“I just can’t wait,” she said, visibly excited blye prospect.

“What's gonna happen when he gets home?” | askadsure if | wanted to hear her
answer.

“We’'re gonna get married,” she said with a big,tyyremile. Her eyes were filled with
wonder and anticipation.

“You are?”
“Yes, he promised.”

| certainly didn’t want Ricky to get married. Heltwieged to me. We would fish and play
baseball, and he’d tell war stories. He’'d be myligther, not somebody’s husband.

“He’s the sweetest thang,” she said, gazing upeasky.

Ricky was a lot of things, but I'd never call hinveet. Then again, there was no telling
what he’d done to impress her.



“You can't tell anybody, Luke,” she said, suddesérious. “It's our secret.”
That’s my specialty, | felt like saying. “Don’t wgt,” | said, “I can keep one.”
“Can you read and write, Luke?”

“Sure can. Can you?”

“Pretty good.”

“But you don’t go to school.”

“I went through the fourth grade, then my motheptkeavin’ all them babies, so | had to
quit. I've written Ricky a letter, tellin’ him akbout the baby. Do you have his address?”

| wasn’t sure Ricky wanted to receive her lettad for a second | thought about playing
dumb. But | couldn’t help but like Libby. She was@azy about Ricky that it seemed
wrong not to give her the address.

“Yeah, | got it.”

“Do you have an envelope?”

“Sure.”

“Could you mail my letter for me? Please, Lukeohd think Ricky knows about our
baby.”

Something told me to butt out. This was betweemthé guess | can mail it,” | said.

“Oh, thank you, Luke,” she said, almost squealBige hugged my neck hard. “I'll give
you the letter tomorrow,” she said. “And you proeny®u’ll mail it for me?”

“I promise.” | thought about Mr. Thornton at thespoffice and how curious he’d be if
he saw a letter from Libby Latcher to Ricky in Karé¢'d figure it out somehow. Perhaps
| should ask my mother about it.

The women brought baby Latcher to the back portteres Gran rocked it while it slept.
My mother and Mrs. Latcher talked about how tiriee little fellow was-all that nonstop
crying had worn it out-so that when it did fall oifslept hard. | was soon bored with all
the talk about the baby.

My mother woke me just after sunrise, and instdagtolding me out of bed to face
another day on the farm, she sat next to my pilow talked. “We’re leavin’ tomorrow



mornin’, Luke. I’'m going to pack today. Your fath&ill help you paint the front of the
house, so you'd better get started.”

“Is it rainin’?” | asked, sitting up.

“No. It's cloudy, but you can paint.”

“Why are we leavin’ tomorrow?”

“It's time to go.”

“When’re we comin’ back?”

“I don’t know. Go eat your breakfast. We have aybday.”

| started painting before seven, with the sun yaabbve the tree line in the east. The
grass was wet and so was the house, but | hadaiceciBefore long, though, the boards
dried, and my work went smoothly. My father joined, and together we moved the
scaffold so he could reach the high places. Then sicher found us, and after watching
the painting for a few minutes he said, “I'd likeehelp.”

“You don’t have to,” my father said from eight fag.

“I'd like to earn my keep,” he said. He had notheige to do.

“All right. Luke, go fetch that other brush.”

| ran to the tool shed, delighted that I'd onceiagdtracted some free labor. Mr. Latcher
began painting with a fury, as if to prove his vinort

A crowd gathered to watch. | counted seven Latcberhe ground behind us, all of the
kids except Libby and the baby, just sitting theredying us with blank looks on their
faces.

| figured they were waiting for breakfast. | igndrinem and went about my work.

Work, however, would prove difficult. Pappy came fiee first. He said he wanted to
ride down to the creek to inspect the flood. | daieklly needed to paint. My father said,
“Go ahead, Luke,” and that settled my protest.

We rode the tractor away from the house, throughltoded fields until the water was
almost over the front wheels. When we could goarther, Pappy turned off the engine.
We sat for a long time on the tractor, surroundgthle wet cotton we’d worked so hard
to grow.

“You'll be leavin’ tomorrow,” he finally said.



“Yes sir.”
“But you'll be comin’ back soon.”

“Yes sir.” My mother, not Pappy, would determineemhwve came back. And if Pappy
thought we’d one day return to our little placegioa family farm and start another crop,
he was mistaken. | felt sorry for him, and | misb&d already.

“Been thinkin’ more ‘bout Hank and Cowboy,” he saiis eyes never moving from the
water in front of the tractor. “Let’s leave it H&e we agreed. Can’t nothin’ good come
from tellin’ anybody. It's a secret we’ll take taiograves.” He offered his right hand for
me to shake. “Deal?” he said.

“Deal,” | repeated, squeezing his thick, callusedd

“Don’t forget about your pappy up there, you hear?”

“l won't.”

He started the tractor, shifted into reverse, akéed through the floodwaters.

When | returned to the front of the house, Peragher had taken control of my brush
and was hard at work. Without a word, he handéalnte and went to sit under a tree. |
painted for maybe ten minutes, then Gran walked tirg porch and said, “Luke, come

here. | need to show you somethin’.

She led me around back, in the direction of thee 8ud puddles were everywhere, and
the flood had crept to within thirty feet of therbaShe wanted to take a stroll and have a
chat, but there was mud and water in every diracifde sat on the edge of the flatbed
trailer.

“What're you gonna show me?” | said after a lorigrsie.

“Oh, nothin’. | just wanted to spend a few minuédsne. You're leavin’ tomorrow. | was
tryin’ to remember if you'd ever spent a night aweym here.”

“I can’t remember one,” | said. | knew that I'd loelgorn in the bedroom where my
parents now slept. | knew Gran’s hands had touahedirst, she’d birthed me and taken
care of my mother. No, | had never left our house,even for one night.

“You'll do just fine up North,” she said, but withitle conviction. “Lots of folks from
here go up there to find work. They always do fus, and they always come home.
You'll be home before you know it.”



| loved my Gran as fiercely as any kid could lov& grandmother, yet somehow | knew
I’d never again live in her house and work in helds.

We talked about Ricky for a while, then about tlaédhers. She put her arm around my
shoulders and held me close, and she made me gromoie than once that I'd write
letters to her. | also had to promise to study habegy my parents, go to church and learn
my Scriptures, and to be diligent in my speechwouldn’t sound like a Yankee.

When she was finished extracting all the promise&s exhausted. We walked back to
the house, dodging puddles.

The morning dragged on. The Latcher horde dispeafted breakfast, but they were back
in time for lunch. They watched as my father arartfather tried to out paint each other
across the front of our house.

We fed them on the back porch. After they ate, Lipblled me aside and handed over
her letter to Ricky. | had managed to sneak a pldirte envelope from the supply we
kept at the end of the kitchen table. I'd addresstaRicky, via the army mail route in
San Diego, and I'd put a stamp on it. She was goipgessed. She carefully placed her
letter inside, then licked the envelope twice.

“Thank you, Luke,” she said and kissed me on thheHead.

| put the envelope under my shirt so no one coeddis | had decided to mention it to my
mother but hadn’t found the opportunity.

Events were moving quickly. My mother and Gran $plea afternoon washing and
pressing the clothes we would take with us. Myda@nd Mr. Latcher painted until the
buckets were empty. | wanted time to slow down,fbusome reason the day became
hurried.

We endured another quiet supper, each of us waabedt the trip North, but for
different reasons. | was sad enough to have ndtiggpe

“This’ll be your last supper here for a spell, Lukappy said. | don’'t know why he said
that, because it sure didn’t help matters.

“They say the food up North is pretty bad,” Graidsa&ying to lighten things up. That,
too, fell flat.

It was too chilly to sit on the porch. We gatheirethe living room and tried to chat as if
things were the same. But no topic seemed apptep@durch matters were dull.
Baseball was over. No one wanted to mention Riblot.even the weather could hold
our attention.



We finally gave up and went to bed. My mother tutkee in and kissed me good night.
Then Gran did the same. Pappy stopped for a fewlsyaomething he’d never done
before.

When | was finally alone, | said my prayers. Thestared at the dark ceiling and tried to
believe that this was my last night on the farm.

Chapter 36

My father had been wounded in Italy in 1944. He waated there, then on a hospital
boat, then shipped to Boston, where he spent tinpdysical rehabilitation. When he
arrived at the bus station in Memphis, he had tw&UArmy duffel bags stuffed with
clothes and a few souvenirs. Two months later heiethmy mother. Ten months after
that, | arrived on the scene.

I’d never seen the duffel bags. To my knowledgeg thedn’'t been used since the war.
When | walked into the living room early the nexdrming, they were both half-filled

with clothing, and my mother was busy arrangingdtier necessities to be packed. The
sofa was covered with her dresses, quilts, and stines she’d pressed the day before. |
asked her about the duffel bags, and she told atdhiby’d spent the last eight years in a
storage attic above the tool shed.

“Now hurry and eat breakfast,” she said, foldingwel.

Gran was holding nothing back for our final meajgg, sausage, ham, grits, fried
potatoes, baked tomatoes, and biscuits. “It's g laus ride,” she said.

“How long?” | asked. | was sitting at the table,itivey for my first cup of coffee. The
men were out of the house somewhere.

“Your father said eighteen hours. Heaven knows wjarill get a good meal again.” She
delicately placed the coffee in front of me, thésskd me on the head. For Gran, the only
good meal was one cooked in her kitchen with ingmed that came straight off the farm.

The men had already eaten. Gran sat next to mehwitboffee and watched as | plowed
into the feast she’d laid on the table. We wenualgh the promises again-to write letters,
to obey my parents, to read the Bible, to say nayers, to be diligent so as not to
become a Yankee. It was a virtual roll call of coamiments. | chewed my food and
nodded at the appropriate moments.



She explained that my mother would need help whemeéw baby arrived. There would
be other Arkansas people up there in Flint, googgtiBasouls who could be depended on,
but | had to help with chores around the house.

“What kind of chores?” | asked with a mouthful obfl. I'd thought the notion of chores
was confined to the farm. I'd thought | was leavihgm behind.

“Just house stuff,” she said, suddenly vague. Geghnever spent a night in a city. She
had no idea where we would be living, nor did wéod just be helpful when the baby
gets here,” she said.

“What if it cries like that Latcher baby?” | asked.
“It won't. No baby has ever cried like that.”

My mother passed through with a load of clothes. steps were quick. She’d been
dreaming of this day for years. Pappy and Granpemndaps even my father thought that
our leaving was just a temporary departure. To royher it was a milestone. The day
was a turning point not only in her life but espdlgiin mine. She had convinced me at
an early age that | would not be a farmer, an@avihg we were cutting ties.

Pappy wandered into the kitchen and poured hinaselip of coffee. He sat in his chair at
the end of the table, next to Gran, and watche@gaheHe was not good at greetings, and
he certainly couldn’t handle farewells. The lesd slae better in his book.

When | had stuffed myself to the point of being améortable, Pappy and | walked to
the front porch. My father was hauling the duffabb to the truck. He was dressed in
starched khaki work pants, a starched white siirgveralls. My mother was wearing a
pretty Sunday dress. We didn’t want to look likeugees from the cotton fields of
Arkansas.

Pappy led me into the front yard, down to a poihere second base used to be, and from
there we turned and looked at the house. It glawele clear morning sun. “Good job,
Luke,” he said. “You done a good job.”

“Just wish we’d finished,” | said. To the far riglatt the corner where Trot had begun,
there was an unpainted section. We'd stretchethitdour gallons as far as possible and
had come up a little short.

“I figure another half gallon,” Pappy said.

“Yes sir. That's about right.”

“I'll get it done this winter,” he said.

“Thanks, Pappy.”



“When y’all come home, it'll be finished.”
“I'd like that.”

We all converged at the truck, and everyone hu@greah for the last time. For a second |
thought she was going to run through the list ohpises again, but she was too choked
up. We got ourselves loaded-Pappy behind the wheein the middle, my mother by
the window, my father in the back with the duffalgs-and we backed onto the road.

When we pulled away, Gran was sitting on the fstaps, wiping her face. My father
had told me not to cry, but | couldn’t help it.lutched my mother’'s arm and hid my face.

We stopped in Black Oak. My father had a small eradt the Co-op. | wanted to say
good-bye to Pearl. My mother had Libby’s letteRicky, which she took to the post
office and sent on its way. She and | had discugssdength, and she, too, felt that it
was none of our business. If Libby wanted to waitetter to Ricky and break the news
about their baby, we shouldn’t stop her.

Pearl, of course, knew we were leaving. She huggedeck until | thought it was going
to break, then she produced a small paper saek filith candy. “You'll need this for the
trip,” she said. | gawked at the endless supplghaicolate and mints and jawbreakers in
the bag. The trip was already a success. Pop aghestrook my hand as if | were an
adult, and wished me luck.

| hurried back to the truck with my candy and shdweo Pappy, who was still behind
the wheel. My parents came back quickly, too. Weswmt in the mood for a grand
send-off. Our leaving was due to frustration arapdailure. We weren’t exactly anxious
for the town to know we were fleeing North. It wagl-morning, though, and the town
was still quiet.

| watched the fields along the highway to Jonesbbhey were as wet as ours. The road
ditches were overflowing with brown water. The &®and streams were over their
banks.

We passed the gravel road where Pappy and | haddmai find hill people. There we
had met the Spruills, and | had seen Hank and Baltly Trot for the first time. If another
farmer had been there earlier, or if we’'d arrivaigt, then the Spruills would now be
back in Eureka Springs with their family intact.

With Cowboy driving, Tally had made this same trigghis same truck in the middle of a
storm at night. Running away to a better life uptNgjust like us. It was still hard to
believe she had fled like that.



| didn’t see a single person picking cotton unt reached Nettleton, a small town close
to Jonesboro. There the ditches were not as hdlgtound wasn’t as wet. Some
Mexicans were hard at work.

Traffic slowed us at the edge of the city. | sahigh to take in the sights: the stores and
nice homes and clean cars and people walking aboaild not remember my last visit
to Jonesboro. When a farm kid made it to the ti¢ytalked about it for a week. If he
made it to Memphis, then he might go on for a month

Pappy became visibly nervous in traffic. He grippieel wheel, hit the brakes, mumbled
just under his breath. We turned onto a streettlag@ was the Greyhound station, a
busy place with three shiny buses parked in a oothié left. We stopped at the curb near
a DEPARTURES sign and quickly unloaded. Pappy wasntch for hugs, so it didn’t
take long to say good-bye. But when he pinched n@ek, | saw moisture in his eyes.
For that reason he hustled back to the truck arderashasty getaway. We waved until
he was out of sight. My heart ached as | watchsald truck turn the corner and
disappear. It was headed back to the farm, bathetfloods, back to the Latchers, back
to a long winter. But at the same time, | was x&dknot to be going back.

We turned and walked into the station. Our advenivais now beginning. My father
placed the duffel bags near some seats, then hevesrat to the ticket counter.

“I need three tickets to St. Louis,” he said.

My mouth fell open, and | looked at him in complateazement. “St. Louis?” | said.
He grinned but said nothing.

“Bus leaves at noon,” the clerk said.

My father paid for the tickets, and we took ourtse®ext to my mother. “Mom, we’re
goin’ to St. Louis!” | said.

“It's just a stop, Luke,” my father said. “From tieewe catch a bus to Chicago, then to
Flint.”

“You think we’ll see Stan Musial?”
“I doubt it.”

“Can we see Sportsman’s Park?”
“Not this trip. Maybe the next one.”

After a few minutes | was released to roam arotedstation and inspect things. There
was a small cafe where two army boys were drinkféee. | thought of Ricky and



realized | would not be there when he came horsawi a family of Negroes, a rare sight
in our part of Arkansas. They were clutching theigs and looked as lost as we did. |
saw two more farm families, more refugees fromfibhed.

When | rejoined my parents they were holding haardtswere deep in conversation. We
waited forever, it seemed, then finally they cafledus to board. The duffel bags were
packed in the cargo section under the bus, andoeeclimbed on.

My mother and | sat together, with my father rigkhind us. | got the window seat, and |
stared through it, missing nothing as we maneuvtmedigh Jonesboro and then got on
the highway, speeding along, going North, stilreunded by nothing but wet cotton
fields.

When | could pull my eyes away from the windowodked at my mother. Her head was
resting on the back of her seat. Her eyes wered|and a grin was slowly forming at
the corners of her mouth.



