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			This book is for Karen and Patsy.

			Karen, you’ve been my friend since high school. Everything you have ever said to me was right. You’ve always helped me, and always been there for me.

			Thank you for everything.
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			Thank you for everything.

			I love you both.
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			An Odd Silence

			The thing I remember most was the silence of the car wreck. I know it’s an odd thing to say, but I’ve never been one to shy away from being odd. Silence is what I remember most. Now, it wasn’t all quiet. No sir! There are all sorts of sudden and terrible sounds during one of these things. The squeal of straining brakes. The screech of your tires tearing up the blacktop. The crash and smash of what seems like every pane of glass in the world shattering at once. The groan of one and a half tons of metal wrapping itself around you in ways it wasn’t meant to wrap.

			Sure, there’s a whole series of sounds that comes with that awful moment in time, but there is also a sort of stillness just before impact. There’s a point in time, tiny as it is, where everything goes quiet. I remember that silence most of all. That instant, maybe a heartbeat, maybe less, before I rammed my Chevy into a tree.

			I only headed out that morning because my daughter needed some milk. Pete, my husband at the time, was supposed to fetch it, but he refused to go. No surprise there. Though it wasn’t the worst of his crimes by a long shot, I suppose.

			We will get to Pete later.

			Either way, the store was at the bottom of the hill just a mile or so from the house. I should’ve only been gone a few minutes. It was supposed to be such a quick trip that I didn’t even change clothes. I was still in my housecoat and slippers. At least my drawers were clean. Well, they were before the wreck. After the wreck? Nothing was clean afterwards.

			It first occurred to me that something was wrong just as I was gliding down to the bottom of the hill. I had a stop sign, so I laid on the brake. I should’ve slowed. I should’ve rolled to a halt. I did neither of those things. I kept on keeping on, barreling toward the intersection and the danger that waited there. Every second I was picking up speed. What could I do?

			I surely didn’t want to hit the tree. I had a couple of other choices that fine morning my brakes failed. I could’ve driven straight into the intersection, taking my chances with the other cars. Lord knows how many others I’d have struck along the way. I certainly didn’t want to be the center of a pileup like that.

			If I’d been feeling adventurous, I could’ve driven straight off of an embankment to my left and dropped into a ditch several feet below. I’d seen it in plenty of movies, and while it always looked exciting, I didn’t think that would turn out well. Hell, none of the choices had much of a chance of turning out anything remotely like well. Hitting that tree on the right was the only way I felt like we might have a good chance of surviving.

			You’ll notice I just said we. Yeah, I wasn’t the only one in the car that day. My baby daughter Deedee was there too, in a little pumpkin seat right next to me. From one parent to another, I hope you’re never in that kind of situation. No one should ever have to make a choice like that. There I was, staring a guaranteed accident in the face, and I had to make a split-second decision about where to end up. Not only for me but for my child too. As well as the little one I had growing inside of me. You see, I was three months pregnant at the time too. Damn. They say when it rains it pours, and I was about to get soaked.

			Intersection. Embankment. Tree.

			It all happened so fast, but my God at the time it felt like a million years. Again, somewhere in that moment there was a breath of silence. Nothing more than a chance to blink, but it was long enough for a few ideas to race through my mind faster than I was barreling for that tree.

			I remember thinking, “Please God, keep Deedee safe.”

			I remember thinking, “This is going to hurt like a son of a bitch.”

			But most of all, I remember thinking, “I have got to get away from Pete before he kills me.”
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			Chicken Shit and Briars

			Before I get into the monstrosity that was my ex-husband Pete, I feel like I need to step back and bit and tell you a little more about myself. I wasn’t always the Hillbilly superstar you see on the television and internet today. I don’t really think I’m all that interesting, but folks seem to want to hear what I have to say, and I sure like talking. So that works out well, don’t it?

			I was born on a warm spring day in March of 1946 in Atlanta, Georgia, to Virginia and Tommy Oakes. They named me Delores Blanche, after my Grandmother Blanche. She died giving birth to my uncle Boogie when my dad was real little. My parents took me back to their home in Lawrenceville. I was raised mostly in Lawrenceville, Georgia, though I’ve been all over the great state of Georgia, as well as a few other places. I moved mostly for work, occasionally for pleasure. Now, those words seem to sum up most of my life.

			Mostly for work, occasionally for pleasure.

			My father’s side of the family were the Oakes. He had six brothers and one sister, and, fortunately for them, plenty of money between them. Most of the Oakes were in politics. One was even the Mayor of Lawrenceville. A couple more were councilmen. Smarts and ambition always ran in the family. I guess I got some of that too because I’ve never thought of myself as either dumb or lazy.

			I am one of only two blue-eyed Oakes in existence. Almost all the Oakes have brown eyes and black hair and are really good-looking folks. I took more after my mother’s people, the Hughes. You’d think that would be lucky too, since my mom was Miss Gwinnett County in her youth. She was a beautiful woman. Knockout gorgeous! Dark haired with violet eyes, she looked a lot like Elizabeth Taylor, and was built like a brick shithouse!

			But no, I didn’t get either the handsome genes of the Oakes or that sultry look of the Hughes. I kind of ended up with something in-between. As a girl I turned out wispy thin, with flaxy blonde hair and sky-blue eyes. Now that sounds right nice, don’t it? Sure, I turned plenty of heads in my day, but there was just something about the others in my family that I was always a little jealous of.

			Save for Aunt Louise.

			I wasn’t the only one to draw the short straw in the looks department. As gorgeous as my mother was, for some strange reason I turned out the spitting image of her sister, Aunt Louise. Now Louise was pretty enough, but again, there was just something about the look of the Oakes I always envied.

			I told Aunt Louise once that I wished I had taken after the Oakes and been real pretty and brown eyed and dark haired. That only pissed Louise off.

			She said, “Speak for your damned self! I look just as good as anybody when I am fixed up!”

			I said, “I hate to tell you this, Louise, but no you don’t. And the reason I can say that is because I look just like you.”

			She’s gone now. I sure loved her.

			I had one sibling, my brother Tommy Mack. He is also gone, but certainly not forgotten. He was eight years older than me and never let me forget it. He was smart and handsome, just like Daddy. He also had a little too much of my daddy in him when it came to the subject of women. Like father, like son, I guess. Nevertheless, I couldn’t ask for a better brother.

			He always took care of me when I was little, and he tried his best to look after me when I got older. More than once he stepped in and took his fists to someone who hurt me physically or emotionally, or both. He was more like a father than my own daddy. Even though he was eight years older than me, he did everything for me. He bought me my skates and my first bra, and even told me the facts of life. He went into the navy when I was in the fourth grade, but he made a point of keeping in touch and making sure I was growing up right.

			I spent the first few years of my life in a little house with my mother, my father, and Tommy Mack. My earliest memories are from that house. We didn’t have a television back then; all the kids used to go across the street to our neighbors’ home to listen to Howdy Doody on the radio. I remember, specifically, one afternoon in early summer when my neighbor gave me a peach to eat.

			We were in Georgia—of course it was gonna be a peach.

			I am sure it was just a normal sized peach. In my hands, on that day, it seemed enormous. I remember being in awe of the size of it, how it filled my tiny hands. It was so juicy and sweet and fresh. I can still feel the peach fuzz brushing against my cheek.

			I also remember washing dishes. Sure I was just a tiny girl, just a few years old really. That didn’t stop me from pulling my tiny weight. I said I’d always been a hard worker, and apparently that started at a very young age. I can still picture the kitchen in that old house. Our old table was black and white. It’s weird the details you focus on, isn’t it? I used to pull one of those kitchen chairs up to the sink, clamber up into it, and set to washing dishes by myself. And it wasn’t because anyone told me to do it either! I wanted to. I liked helping my mother and keeping things nice and tidy. Heaven knows she needed the help.

			As I said, my mother was a good-looking woman, and she was also a hard-working woman, almost to a fault. On the one hand, she kept a real clean house and cooked all weekend for our family. On the other, she worked weeknights almost her whole life, and as a result I didn’t see much of her during the weekdays. She didn’t participate in my schooling at all. My mother never came to see me march, or to any school events, or asked about my homework. I always made good grades, but that was because I made sure I had everything done by myself. I was kind of on my own in that respect. I don’t resent her for it, it’s just the way things were. I reckon she did her best. My friend Karen said me being left on my own so much gave me a certain amount of self-sufficiency. I have always been able to take care of myself because I have taken care of myself for so much of my life.

			I remember her going to work and leaving me alone at night. This was after my brother had gone into the military, so he was well gone. She would leave me a pot of beans and a pone of cornbread for dinner. If I wanted anything else, I would have to make it myself. Sometimes I did, most times I didn’t. I had a little dog, Butch, who I would keep with me on the couch in case someone tried to get in the house while I was alone. In fact, when I would watch horror shows on the television at night, I would leave the front door and the backdoor open, just in case. If someone tried to come in either door, I had the other one open to run out of!

			There are two things that I can say about my mother. She could do anything she put her mind to, and she was truly a mess. One time she showed out when she was at the grocery store with my Aunt Jeanette. Momma and Jeanette were there to pick up a jar of peanut butter and a pound of tomatoes, or as we say in our refined Southern tongue, ‘maters. Well, while they were there, my momma ran into a woman my daddy had been running around on her with. Oh my, Momma saw red when she saw that blonde.

			She attacked the woman, launching herself at the blonde and nearly knocking both of them down. I wasn’t there but I heard it was quite the fist fight between the two. My momma called the woman all sorts of names and snatched her up by her hair. She swung the blonde all over the sidewalk, fussing and hollering the whole time. Jeanette called out her name, “Virginia! Virginia!” until Momma finally calmed down and let the lady go. The blonde took off for fear of her own life, and Momma straightened herself out, brushed herself off, and got on with her shopping.

			Only when she got inside the store, she mixed up her order of peanut butter and ‘maters, instead asking the clerk for “a pound of peters, please.” The poor clerk jumped about five feet off the ground in shock. Momma and Jeanette both ran out of the store and didn’t go back for a while, considering what Momma had just ordered!

			She was a pistol, to be certain, but she was also a Christian. She inherited her love of God from her mother and got on her knees every night to pray. She loved Jimmy Swaggart and watched a lot of television evangelists. She also smoked, but wouldn’t do so in public because she said it wasn’t ladylike. She could also play the piano, the guitar, and accordion, and never read a lick of sheet music. It was all played by ear. She could do just about anything she wanted. I really admired her for that.

			My mother liked to garden and stayed brown from working in the sun so much. In fact, it was melanoma that took her life. She was living with me at the time and I noticed a strange mole on her leg. I kept after her to get it looked at, and when she finally did it was too late. When the doctor gave us the bad news, I cried like a baby. Momma, on the other hand, laughed up a storm.

			“Why are you laughing,” I said.

			“I can’t believe this is getting to you,” she said.

			“Momma,” I said in disbelief, “do you not understand what he’s saying? You’re going to die.”

			“I heard him the first time. I am right with my God. I am ready to go. I just didn’t think in a million years you would take it so hard.”

			She died a few weeks later. I don’t think I ever understood my momma. I don’t know if she ever understood me either. Sometimes, despite being joined by blood, folks just don’t connect.

			I had a sort of better relationship with my dad. Where my mother loved Tommy Mack, I was Daddy’s little girl. My father was also good-looking and a hard worker. He and his brothers had a livestock business together. He bought and sold all sorts of animals for as far back as I can remember, though it was mostly horses. The barn where they kept their animals had a huge sign over it that said: “We buy and sell anything with hair on it!”

			I always thought that was funny.

			I hear tell that one of my uncles sold the other a mule, which died shortly after. The mule, not the man. The uncle that bought the mule demanded his money back, but my other uncle wouldn’t give a refund. They didn’t talk to each other for years and years, all over a damned mule. Can you believe that? I can, because I know my family. You probably got similar family. I think we all do.

			My mom and dad shared an intense but doomed relationship. They first separated when I was about two or three years old. They didn’t divorce at that time, but they did stay apart for a long time. My dad was mostly a good man. He worked hard and did what he could to provide when we all were together. Though that didn’t keep him from running around on my momma like he wasn’t married. He was a womanizer, no other way to say it. My mom put up with a lot, but she wouldn’t put up with that kind of thing, and I don’t blame her. After years of his antics, she said enough was enough. At that time, divorce was just not a thing you did. So, they stayed legally married, even though they lived apart.

			My mom got a new job after her and Daddy split up. The new job was the next town over, and that was just too far to drive back and forth every day. Aunt Louise was kind enough to let my mom move in with her, but she and her husband, Truman, already had kids of their own. There wasn’t really room for two more children. So, Tommy Mack and I stayed with my grandparents on their farm for a few years.

			The farm was on Roebuck Road, which is now Hurricane Shoals Road. You wouldn’t know that from looking at it now. It’s a main road in Lawrenceville now, full of businesses and the likes. Back when I was a little girl, it was all farm land and families. Time changes everything. Some for better, some for worse. Ah well, I guess you can’t escape it. I sure didn’t!

			My mother’s side of the family didn’t have money like my dad’s side. To put it plainly, we were poor. The farm was big but a simple place. Sure, we had electric lights and running water in the kitchen, but we also had an outhouse and no refrigerator. We used to put our butter and milk in a bucket and lower it into the well to keep it cold. We lived on a budget and did inexpensive things like stringing popcorn to put on the tree instead of buying Christmas decorations. My grandmother even used to dust the tree with flour to look like snow.

			You see? Simple things. Those were some of the best years of my life. You don’t need money to be happy. Sometimes money only makes things more complicated. It can also make folks meanspirited, which I would learn soon enough.

			I remember we always had to take a bath in a big tin tub because we didn’t have a shower. That didn’t stop my brother, Tommy Mack. He decided to rig his own shower system out of an old outhouse, a rope, and two buckets. He would fill the two buckets with warm water, then prop them up on the top of the outhouse in the backyard.

			He would pull a cord and dump the first bucket on himself. After scrubbing himself up, he would pull the second cord and dump the other bucket on him to rinse himself. It was a great idea and worked like a charm. I admired my brother so much. He was a smart man and a good sibling. I miss him dearly.

			My grandparents were good people. We all called my grandfather Potchi and my grandmother Mama Hughes. They were so different from each other but at the same time just alike. I guess that’s what makes for a good marriage. Just enough in common to get along, but just enough differences to keep it interesting.

			Potchi was a lot of fun and had a good sense of humor. Lucky for me, I was his favorite grandchild. He would let me ride the mule when he would plow the garden. My grandmother was always afraid I would fall off of the plow but all I had to do was ask and he would let me up. I remember his big hands lifting me off of the ground and hauling me to the back of the mule. The smell of soil turning over is still fresh in my mind.

			A few weeks after we moved in, I was playing in my room early one morning and I heard a terrible sound. There I was minding my own business when there came a loud crack echoing across the house. I might have been just a little girl, but I wasn’t so young that I didn’t recognize a gunshot when I heard it! I dropped my things and took off in a run for the front porch. There, I found my grandmother fussing and hollering and Potchi was laughing and shaking his head and holding his shotgun. From what I could gather, she was mad at him because he was hunting from the porch.

			Yes, you read that right. He was hunting from the porch.

			Potchi would sit on the porch and call up quail, then he would fire on them from the porch. It used to make my grandmother so angry. She was worried he was going to accidentally shoot someone. And now that we lived there, she was double worried. I thought it was funny, but then again, I was just a kid. I thought everything was funny.

			Mama Hughes instilled a love of God in my momma, and also in me. Her father, my great-grandfather, was a minister, and so she was real religious. I never got quite as religious as her and Momma was. We said the blessing at every meal and always went to church. She never wore pants and thought drinking was a sin. We couldn’t even play old maid because she didn’t like card games either.

			In the evening she made all of us get on our knees by our beds to pray. The only problem was, I was such a restless child, not to mention a skinny little girl. As soon as I would lower down, my knees would start to hurt, which made me wiggle around like a little puppy. Well, if you moved, Mama Hughes would knock you in the head to set you straight. I reckon that might be why I don’t have any common sense. I was knocked on my head a lot when I was a little girl. I never did learn to just hold still.

			We had a lot of animals on the farm, but we had more pigs than anything else. Everything we ate was made from pork. Pork chops, pork tenderloin, pork sausages…. You name it, we made it out of pork. Hell, I didn’t have a beef patty until I was almost fourteen! I always tell folks that’s why I am so damned fat. Too much pork for too many years.

			Well, I say we ate a lot of pork, but we also ate a fair amount of chicken. You ever kept chickens? If you haven’t, let me tell you one thing about chickens: they go where they want, and I don’t mean just walking. I bet I stepped in more chicken shit than dirt when I was little. And not in my shoes either. No sir! That was barefoot as you please! None of us wore shoes when we didn’t have to. We ran around barefoot and free. I was always stepping in chicken shit and briars.

			Again, simple things.

			I also had a habit of stepping in holes as a kid. Though to be fair, we had a lot of holes in our yard for a reason. You remember me saying that Mama Hughes thought drinking was a sin? Well, Potchi had different ideas about it. He was a fan of white lightning, and while he wasn’t a heavy drinker by any means, he did like to fix a hot toddy every once in a while. Since Mama Hughes didn’t like for him to have it, he used to bury it in the yard. The trouble with this was he could never remember where he had buried it. When he went after it, he left little lumps and holes all over the yard. I bet there’s still a half dozen jars of the stuff all along Hurricane Shoals Road right now.

			Their farm was a huge meeting place of sort for folks all over the area. I remember we used to set out wooden sawhorses with flats of tin across them. Then everyone would get together and slice whatever fruits were in season and set them out to dry. We would can the garden vegetables and get up to all kinds of stuff as a community. That was back when folks knew their neighbors. And knew everything about them too.

			I enjoyed my time on that farm. Mama Hughes taught me about love and patience and how to behave. She never said a bad word about anyone. My grandparents were good people. And they were good to us when we needed it most.

			When I was about six, we had to move away from the farm. My great-grandmother who owned the property passed away. She left everything to other family, and through all that mess Potchi and Mama Hughes lost the farm. We were all sad, but there was nothing we could do about it. I made a lot of great memories on that farm and would miss it greatly. I did get to move back in with my mother, so that was a good thing.

			For a little while we lived in an apartment complex in Atlanta. My mother, grandmother, grandfather, me, and my brother all lived in this little place. It was a so small for so many folks yet somehow, we managed. My grandfather worked as a bouncer in a nightclub. That really irritated my religious grandmother.

			There used to be a kid that lived in the same complex and his name was Little Bobby. That kid absolutely tortured me. Every day he would pick on me and harass me and pull my hair and aggravate me. I was just in kindergarten, and he was a year or two older, so he was in the first grade. He made my life a living hell. I had just left the paradise of the Hughes Farm behind for this tiny little apartment and the terror of Little Bobby. I was miserable.

			Tommy Mack wanted to help me, but he couldn’t. Little Bobby was a little too little for my brother to take on in a fight. So he came up with another alternative.

			“You’re gonna fight him,” Tommy Mack said.

			“I don’t wanna fight him, Macky boy!” I said.

			“You have to. I can’t clip his little ass. I’d be in big trouble. I’m a lot older than him. But you, you’re just the right size to do it.”

			My brother took me out and helped me find a rock that had a point on every single edge. He had me hide behind a tree and wait for Little Bobby to come on down the street. When that kid got about two feet from me, my brother whispered to me to throw that rock as hard as I could.

			I hesitated. Was this really how I wanted to handle a bully? With even more violence? Even as a kindergartener I knew that hitting folks was wrong and throwing rocks at them had to be worse. I didn’t want to do it.

			Then I started thinking about all of the times I begged him not to pull my hair or cried when he called me names or ran home out of breath because he was chasing me all over creation for no good reason. I thought about how he had made me feel. Sort of like he had beaned me with a sharp rock.

			So, I threw it.

			And that rock nailed him right in the face.

			Lord have mercy he set to crying right away and clutched his little cheek where the rock had knocked a chunk out of the skin. He ran right home crying to his momma and everything. Tommy Mack and I went back home too, he with a satisfied look and me feeling all sorts of worried. I felt kind of sick to my stomach. Little Bobby got what he deserved, yet I still felt bad being the one to deliver the blow.

			I ended up going to my grandmother as soon as we got back, telling her everything that had happened. Mama Hughes took it all in stride, not saying a word, neither praise nor judgment. Tommy Mack was just beside himself with glee. He loved it when a plan came together.

			“I bet he won’t mess with you again,” Tommy Mack said.

			“I reckon,” I said. “It felt pretty good at the time.”

			“How do you feel now?” Mama Hughes said, ignoring his excitement.

			“Sort of sick?” I said.

			“That’s good,” she said. “It’ll remind you not to do it again.”

			There came a knock on the door soon after that, and we could hear the crying and wailing of Little Bobby out in the hallway of our apartment. My grandmother answered the door to find the kid’s mom red as a beet with anger at what had happened to her precious angel.

			“You need to take care of that daughter of yours,” the woman said. “She threw a rock at my son.” She motioned behind her at the squalling form of Little Bobby, fresh blood running down the side of his face.

			Now, my grandmother was a praying Christian woman. She never said a bad word about anyone. Never cussed a day in her life. Never showed anyone anything but kindness. On that day, I saw a whole different side of Mama Hughes.

			“I will tell you one thing,” she said, very calmly. “We can have words that will result in us never speaking to one another again, and that would be fine if that’s what you want. These kids here can throw rocks at each other, then play games the very next day. He’ll get over it.”

			That was not what the mother wanted to hear. She waggled her finger in my grandmother’s face, demanding satisfaction.

			“Are you not gonna whip that daughter of yours?” she said, that finger just a waggling.

			“She’s my granddaughter,” Mama Hughes said. “And no, I am not going to whip her for this. That son of yours tortured her every day for the last few weeks. I am glad she threw that rock at him. Maybe he will finally learn to leave her alone now. And if you don’t get that finger of yours out of my face, I am liable to tear your hair out.”

			I had never heard her talk like that before and have never heard her talk that way since.

			“The best you can do,” she added, “is take your finger out of my face, and take your behind back home with that spoiled little brat of yours.”

			The mother backed down and left with her spoiled brat, and Mama Hughes didn’t mention the incident to my momma. I felt pretty good about defending myself, but also realized it was a great responsibility to not take crap from someone. There was a burden that came with standing up for yourself, because you were doing all that standing under your own weight.

			I would remember that later in life too.

			That kid never bothered me again. In fact, when we would play hopscotch, he would try to join in. I wouldn’t let him. Maybe I should’ve let bygones be and all that, but I didn’t want to play with that little turd. He could go play with himself for all I cared.

			There was a neighbor that lived behind us that made me a little pink dress. I used to play with her daughter. I still remember that dress, how bright pink it was, with ruffles and such. They used to put a baby mattress out on the ground in front of the apartments, and we would play on it like a mat. Me and my little pink dress on that baby mattress. What a specifically odd thing to remember.

			Eventually my mother got her a little house in Tucker. It was much bigger than the apartment, so we were perfectly happy with it. My mother wasn’t. She found a bigger house to rent, so we moved again. That house was as haunted as heck! I’ll talk some more about that later. My mom finally got tired of renting and just bought her a house in Tucker. We settled down there for a few years until life changes pulled our roots yet again.

			Despite the fact that my parents weren’t divorced yet, they had reached an understanding about custody. That being my mom kept Tommy Mack and me, and Daddy could see us on the occasional weekend. I loved to visit with my dad and whoever he was dating at the time. It wasn’t the ideal family situation, but who really has the ideal family?

			Well, even that didn’t last long.

			When I was about five years old, Daddy came and got me on a Friday for the usual weekend visit. The trouble started when he ended up keeping me almost a whole week. It was a great week for me. I loved every minute of it. I got to spend so much time with him, I just soaked it all in. I was so young at the time, I didn’t understand what was happening. I didn’t realize that the longer I stayed with him and his new girlfriend, the crazier and crazier my mother got. This came to a head after about a week when my very angry momma finally came after me.

			I remember my dad’s girlfriend was in the middle of scrubbing my head when Mom found us. I had no idea what was happening. I was lost in that happy place you go to when someone else is washing your hair. You know what I mean, don’t you? There is nothing quite like that feeling of someone running their fingers through your hair. That warm water racing over your scalp. The shampoo bubbling up on either side of your face. Ain’t that pure-t bliss? The only problem I had with the whole thing was the shampoo itself. This was before they made the kind of shampoo that didn’t sting your eyes. And while my dad’s woman was being as gentle as she could with washing a five-year old’s head, all that went to hell when Momma stormed in.

			There I was, head laid back in the sink, this woman scrubbing away at my scalp, when I hear a familiar voice. No, make that a familiar shriek. My mom came in hollering and screaming at the top of her lungs about my daddy keeping me too long. She pushed the new girlfriend away and snatched me up from the sink. About this time my dad came running in, screaming at my mom. I couldn’t make out what they were saying at this point because as soon as I went upright that shampoo started streaming down my face and straight into my ears. It also slopped down into my eyes. Boy it sure burned like fire! That set me to hollering as well.

			So there we were, the not so ideal family, all screaming and crying and fussing. We were all in pain, though for very different reasons. My momma wouldn’t let my daddy have me anymore after that. She said Daddy couldn’t have me again until I was old enough to look after myself. I would see him occasionally here and there, but no more weekend visits. This lasted until I was around eight, when after years of separation, my parents decided to give it one more try.

			Daddy moved back in and for a little while all was well. We had a few years of Christmases and birthdays together, which was nice. They tried to fix things. They really did. But once the pot is busted you can’t boil water in it anymore, no matter how much you patch it up. They only lasted two more years, and by the time I was ten or so, they had split for the last time and filed for divorce.

			My momma remarried just a little while after she divorced my dad. A lot of people don’t like their step parent, but I loved mine. Don was a good man. Momma did me wrong in how she married him, though. I knew they were seeing each other. I just didn’t know how serious it was. When I was about thirteen, I came home from school one day and they were married! It shocked me so much.

			I couldn’t stay mad at him. He always took really good care of me and Momma. I wasn’t used to someone paying attention to me like that. He would help me with my homework and type up my papers, and he made sure I had clothes for school and stuff like that. He was good for my momma and for me. I will always appreciate everything he did for us.

			Meanwhile, my daddy bought all of the houses around them just to aggravate her. That’s the kind of man he was.

			My brother ended up marrying a nice young woman named Mary Francis. They lived in Asheville, North Carolina, for a little while, where he ran a company that would clean vents in restaurants. They would pay him to come in and clean out the vents over the stoves and all over the ceiling. He took me with him one time, wanting to show me how he worked. I told him I didn’t care, but I think he just wanted to show me his trick.

			You see, his business was kind of a hoax.

			We went to this barbeque place and he told everyone they had to get out or the chemicals would kill them. They closed down for the day and let him do his thing. Well, his thing consisted of using a big fan to blow lye up into the vents. You could just see how the black soot would turn white once the lye settled on it. After he was done with that step, I expected he would do some kind of scrubbing or maybe we’d wait a few hours and come back to hose it out.

			But no. He packed it up and we were done.

			“Tommy Mack?” I asked.

			“Yup?” he asked.

			“You can’t be done,” I said.

			“Sure I am,” he said.

			“You didn’t clean anything. You just blew lye up in there and left it.”

			“I cleaned it. The black soot turned white. That’s good enough. Now keep quiet and let’s go.”

			He called the owners to come back, and they returned with money in hand for a job well done. They also gave us a couple of plates of barbeque. On the way home I told Tommy Mack exactly what I thought of his little scheme.

			“You aughtn’t do that,” I said. “It’s wrong.”

			“It’s fine,” he said. “They got what they wanted, and I got barbeque. Everyone’s happy.”

			“I’m not happy. I’m gonna tell Momma on you.”

			“You go right ahead. I won’t give you none of this barbeque either.”

			I didn’t tell, but I didn’t eat the barbeque either. I felt like he might as well have stolen it. I’d rather go hungry than eat stolen barbeque.

			Later he moved out to Kansas with his wife and opened an exterminating business. He used to joke around about running an honest slogan for his business.

			“If they don’t have termites, I can give them some.”

			He had such a good sense of humor. Pete and I used to go out to Kansas and see them all of the time. Pete would head out to job sites with Tommy Mack and I would spend time with Mary Francis. Once he tried to play a practical joke on Pete and it sort of backfired. He took some termites from the place he was working on and put them in Pete’s pack of cigarettes.
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