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​Prologue

​Do Not Ask Me to Prove a Mule Talked
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Do not ask me to prove a mule can talk.

I ain’t fixing to stand here and argue with nobody who already made up his mind. Folks believe worse with less reason every day the Lord sends. They believe bankers with clean hands and dirty books. They believe sheriffs who don’t stand straight unless somebody important is watching. They believe drunk men when the story sounds sweet enough, and politicians when the lie comes wearing a good coat.

But let an old Black cowhand say a mule opened his mouth and told the plain truth, and now everybody wants evidence.

I done known judges.

Most of ’em did less judging than that mule.

His name was Old Judge.

I did not name him that. A mule like him comes into this world already carrying his title. You look at him one time and know better than to call him Sugar, Prince, Baby, or any other soft name that don’t belong on an animal with that much opinion standing in him.

Old Judge had ears long enough to hear sin two counties over. Had eyes on him made a man remember money he borrowed and meant to forget. He was gray around the muzzle, knot-kneed, swaybacked some, and scarred up in places that told me he had worked for fools before me.

He did not bray much.

Didn’t need to.

Some animals make noise ’cause they ain’t got nothing to say. Old Judge could stand still and accuse a man better than most lawyers.

I had him near the end.

His end and mine, though the Lord had not yet sent my papers down.

By then, I was old. Not porch-old like young folks say when a man starts liking shade and sets down before supper. I mean old enough that getting out of bed was a meeting between my knees, my back, and whatever mercy God felt like lending me that morning.

My hands had gone crooked. My beard had turned white where it wanted and gray where it pleased. My bones had weather in them. My eyes could still see, but they had got tired of being surprised.

I had more memories than teeth.

More regrets than I cared to sort before breakfast.

People called me Pickled Dill.

That was not the name my mama gave me. She named me Dale Rufus Dillard.

Dale Dillard was plain and decent, fit for a man who might have lived respectable if life had not got hold of him first. Rufus was private business. A man got some things he can survive being called and some things he prefers buried under law, marriage, and good manners. Only a few souls knew Rufus sat in the middle of my name, and I trusted them to carry it quiet.

But life will rename you.

Don’t ask permission, neither.

Somewhere between a vinegar barrel, a church supper, and one piece of foolishness I will explain when I feel properly ashamed, folks started calling me Pickled Dill.

I hated it at first.

Any man would.

Sounded like something left too long on a pantry shelf. Like trouble preserved in vinegar and set out for public use.

But fighting a name is like wrestling mud.

You only prove it can climb higher.

So I quit fighting.

A funny name don’t make a man funny. Sometimes it just teaches him how to survive being laughed at. By the time I was grown, men who laughed at Pickled Dill usually quit laughing when they needed a horse settled, a mule handled, a wagon freed from mud, a cow pulled from bad wire, or a fool talked down before blood got on the floor.

I been a cowhand, mule man, fence fixer, wagon driver, hay cutter, barn sleeper, husband, widower, liar, helper, coward, friend, and witness.

That last one carries weight.

A witness got to keep seeing after everybody else gets tired of looking.

I have seen boys become men, men become fools, fools become legends, and legends die with their boots off, asking for water same as anybody.

And I loved one woman proper.

Her name was Ola Mae.

Now, if this story got a saint in it, don’t go looking at me. And don’t look at that mule, either. Old Judge had wisdom, I give him that, but he also had a mean little habit of stepping on a man’s foot and acting like the whole matter belonged to gravity.

If there was a saint, it might have been Ola Mae.

She would not have liked me saying that.

Ola Mae did not care for people making holiness sound soft. She believed goodness ought to have elbows. She could love you, feed you, correct you, and shame the foolishness right out your mouth without raising her voice.

She was not sweet the way folks say sweet when they don’t know what else to call a woman.

She was good.

Good is stronger than sweet.

I loved her.

I also failed her in small ways for years, which is how most men do their worst work. Not all at once. Not with thunder. Just little by little. A joke where an answer belonged. Silence where confession should have stood. Pride wearing work boots and calling itself responsibility.

Ola Mae saw through me.

That woman could look at a man and find the locked room.

She told me once, “Dale, you ain’t lighthearted. You hiding.”

I laughed.

That was my mistake.

A man ought to be careful laughing when a woman hands him the truth.

After Ola Mae died, the house got bigger.

Folks say a house feels empty after a wife dies. That ain’t right. Empty would have been kinder. Empty is just space. What I had was worse. I had a house full of everything she was not there to touch.

Her cup. Her chair. Her good Bible. Her sewing basket. Her apron hook. Her side of the bed lying there with no duty left in it.

A man can outlive his wife and still have arguments with her every morning.

Most times, she wins.

I kept working after Ola Mae passed. Work is what men do when they don’t know how to mourn without making a public nuisance of themselves. I fixed fence. Hauled feed. Mended tack. Sharpened tools that did not need sharpening.

Folks said I was bearing up well.

Folks say a lot when they don’t have to sleep in your house.

Truth was, I had not made peace.

I had just got tired of fighting out loud.

That ain’t the same thing.

A man can set a sack by the door and claim he done carrying it, but if he steps over it every day, that sack still owns part of the house.

I had sacks everywhere.

Pride. Grief. Old anger. Apologies gone stale from waiting too long. Truth wrapped up in jokes so nobody would ask what stood behind it.

Folks thought I was wise.

That is one of old age’s tricks.

Live long enough without getting shot, hanged, drowned, kicked in the head, or married badly twice, and people start mistaking survival for wisdom. They bring you problems and expect you to hand back Scripture, weather signs, and horse sense all tied neat in a feed sack.

I gave what I could.

Sometimes I even told the truth.

But there is a kind of truth a man can give away cheap because it don’t cost him nothing. Then there is the kind that turns around and asks for his own name.

I had dodged that kind a long time.

Old Judge did not let me dodge it forever.

He waited.

That mule had a gift for waiting. He could stand beside a gate so long weeds started doubting themselves. He could stare at a bucket of oats like it had made promises in writing. He could refuse a good path for reasons known only to him and the Lord, and some days I trusted his reasons more than mine.

I talked to him.

Don’t let nobody tell you old men talk to animals because they done lost their minds. Old men talk to animals because animals don’t interrupt with advice they heard from fools.

A mule will hear you out.

He may judge you.

He may walk away.

He may pass wind right when your sorrow starts getting poetic.

But he won’t pretend to understand what he don’t.

I told Old Judge things I had not told living people. Not all at once. A man leaks confession before he pours it. I would be fixing fence and say a little too much. Brushing burrs out his tail and name somebody I had not forgiven. Carrying feed and speak Ola Mae’s name like it still had thorns on it.

Old Judge listened.

Or ignored me.

Hard to tell with mules. They done made a holy art of looking uninterested while memorizing your sins.

The day he spoke was hot enough to make a snake reconsider evil.

Wind had quit. Dust had taken charge. The sun sat over that dry Kansas ground like it had been hired to punish every living thing for standing upright.

I had taken Old Judge down by the lower fence where the cedar posts leaned like tired deacons. One wire had snapped. Another sagged low enough to invite trouble. The gate hung crooked because I had meant to fix it for two years, and meaning to do a thing is the cheapest labor on earth.

Old Judge stopped before we reached it.

I pulled the lead rope.

He did not move.

I spoke to him reasonable.

He remained unconvinced.

I spoke to him less reasonable.

He blinked.

I said a few things that would have made Ola Mae look over the top of her spectacles, if she had still been there to judge me proper.

That mule looked at me with both ears forward, patient as a grave.

Then he opened his mouth.

Now, I ain’t going to tell you yet what he said.

A thing like that got to be earned.

You don’t start a stew by eating the meat raw. And you don’t start a life story at the part where the mule gets tired of your foolishness.

You need to know the boy first.

You need to know the name.

You need to know Ola Mae.

You need to know the work, the graves, the laughter, the lies, and the years I confused silence with strength. You need to know why one old mule’s question could strike harder than a sheriff’s warrant.

Because Old Judge did not tell me nothing new.

That was the hard mercy of it.

He said what God had been saying for years through weather, work, hunger, Scripture, sorrow, women, and silence.

He just said it plain enough that I could not pretend I missed it.

So no, I will not prove a mule talked.

I am only telling what happened.

And if, by the end, you decide that mule never spoke, that is your business. But be careful. A man can deny the mouth that carried the truth and still be responsible for what he heard.

That is how wisdom works.

It don’t need your permission.

It just stands at the gate, refusing to move, and waits until you quit pulling the wrong direction.
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​Chapter One

​The Name They Stuck on Me
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My mama did not name me Pickled Dill.

No woman in her right mind looks down at a newborn child, counts ten fingers, ten toes, one angry little mouth, and says, “Lord, thank You kindly. I believe I’ll call this blessing Pickled Dill.”

No, sir.

My mama named me Dale Rufus Dillard.

Dale Dillard was a proper name. Plain. Respectable. A name could sit in a schoolhouse without causing trouble. A name could sign a paper. A name could stand beside a woman in church and not make nobody laugh into their hand.

Rufus was another matter.

I did not care for Rufus then, and I don’t care for it now. I am old enough that disliking a name ought to be considered settled law. Rufus sounded like a mule with a cough. Sounded like a man selling bad rope and calling it fair trade.

Only a few souls knew Rufus sat in the middle of my name. My mama knew. The preacher knew, because church records got no mercy. Later on, Ola Mae knew, and that woman had sense enough to keep dangerous things quiet unless I got foolish.

Most folks knew me as Dale Dillard.

At least they did at first.

Then life got involved.

Life will rename you if you stand still long enough. Don’t ask permission, neither. It just comes walking up with a bucket in one hand and shame in the other, and before you know it, folks are calling you something your mama never intended.

That is how I became Pickled Dill.

I was born in a cabin that leaned west before I did. That place sat on a hard patch of Kansas ground where the wind found every crack in the wall and treated it like an invitation. We were not the poorest folks in the county, but that was only because somebody else had worked harder at it.

My mama, Ruthie Dillard, kept that house standing with prayer, lye soap, cornmeal, and a look that could send foolishness back where it came from. She was not tall. Didn’t need to be. Some people walk into a room and height gets embarrassed for not mattering.

My father was gone before I knew enough to miss him proper.

That is the plainest way to say it.

Some men die. Some leave. Some get carried off by work, fever, rope, prison, whiskey, pride, or a road that don’t send letters back. My mama did not spend much breath explaining which one took him.

When I asked, she said, “Your father was a man, Dale. That is both answer and warning.”

A child don’t know what to do with a sentence like that.

A grown man spends years finding out it did not have one extra word in it.

We lived close enough to cattle roads to smell money passing us by, and far enough from town that nobody came unless business, gossip, or weather drove them there. Wagons creaked through in dry months. Riders cut across when they thought a fence was just somebody’s opinion. Cattle bawled off in the distance some evenings, and now and again a trail man came asking for water, directions, or a lie about where he had been.

I learned early that men on horseback look taller than they are.

That is why some of ’em stay mounted.

My first world was not big, but it was full.

There were chickens with no respect for property, hogs with criminal minds, one milk cow that waited until you was late before acting religious, and a yellow dog named Gospel who answered to nothing but food. There was a garden my mama fought like a war. There was a smokehouse that smelled of salt, ash, and better days. There was a split-rail fence sagging in three places and teaching me responsibility before I could spell it.

And there was a vinegar barrel.

That barrel sat behind Mr. Pruett’s store in town, fat and sour and mean-smelling, with cucumber ends, brine, dill, pepper, and enough old juice in it to bring tears to the eyes of Satan himself.

Mr. Pruett sold pickles out that barrel.

He also sold nails, flour, coffee, lamp oil, rope, molasses, tobacco, axle grease, buttons, cheap candy, and advice nobody had ordered. He was a narrow man with a beard trimmed sharp as broom straw and a habit of weighing sugar like every grain belonged to his mama.

He did not like children touching his pickle barrel.

Naturally, that made the barrel more interesting than the church bell.

I was eight years old when the trouble started, though my mama said trouble had been studying me since birth.

There was a church supper that Saturday. Not a grand thing. Just tables set outside near the meetinghouse, quilts thrown over boards, women carrying dishes, men standing around pretending they had lifted something heavy, and children moving like flies nobody had yet made a swatter large enough to handle.

The church was small, rough-boarded, and hot as a closed oven. It served Black families from miles around, freed folks who had come west chasing land and breath, a few households town people did not know how to categorize, and anybody else who needed the Lord but did not require the building to look expensive.

My mama made beans with smoked neck bone.

People respected them beans.

Mrs. Annie Bell Hackett brought cornbread so dry it needed baptism. Sister Clory brought sweet potato pie and guarded it like Scripture. Old Brother Lemp claimed he had once preached three funerals, two weddings, and one hog blessing in the same week, though nobody asked what kind of congregation required a blessed hog.

I believed him.

At eight years old, a boy will believe near anything when the storyteller got no teeth and plenty confidence.

Now, my sin that day began with a dare.

Most sins do.

There was a boy named Willis Crow, skinny as a rake handle and twice as likely to get stuck where he did not belong. Willis had ears that turned red before the rest of him confessed.

He told me he had heard Mr. Pruett kept his best pickles at the bottom of the barrel, where only brave hands went.

I told Willis I had no interest in Mr. Pruett’s pickles.

That was true.

Then he said, “I reckon you scared.”

That was also true.

But I did not appreciate him noticing.

A boy can survive hunger, fever, hard work, and hand-me-down boots. But let another boy accuse him of fear in front of two girls with ribbons in their hair, and suddenly he becomes too stupid to live.

One of them girls was Mabel Deen, who had a gap between her front teeth and laughed like bells falling down stairs. I had no plans to marry Mabel Deen, but I did have plans for her to think I was brave.

That is how ruin get dressed in Sunday clothes.

I waited until the grown folks were busy fussing over whether Brother Lemp had taken two pieces of pie before the blessing. Then I slipped behind Mr. Pruett’s store with Willis Crow behind me whispering instructions he did not intend to follow himself.

The vinegar barrel sat under a lean-to in the shade.

It smelled alive.

Not alive like a rosebush.

Alive like something died angry and got taught religion.

I lifted the lid.

That smell hit me so hard I saw tomorrow.

Willis said, “Go on, then.”

I should have gone home.

There are many moments in a man’s life when the Lord provides a door, a window, a warning, and a mama somewhere close by with a switch. A wise man honors them provisions.

I was not wise.

I reached down into that barrel.

My fingers touched something slick.

I grabbed.

The pickle I caught was not at the top. No, sir. I had gone brave and deep, which is another way of saying I had gone foolish past the elbow.

Then Willis hissed, “Somebody coming!”

I turned too quick.

My foot caught a broken crate.

My arm went farther down.

My shoulder followed.

Then my head.

I did not fall into that pickle barrel all at once. I entered it by chapters. First surprise. Then panic. Then vinegar. Then complete humiliation.

By the time Mr. Pruett came around the corner, I was halfway folded into his pickle barrel with my legs kicking daylight.

He shouted.

Willis ran.

That is worth remembering. The boy who dared me found speed the moment consequence arrived.

I tried to climb out, but vinegar had made me slippery, and fear had made me useless. Mr. Pruett grabbed my ankles and pulled. The barrel held me a moment like it had grown fond of me.

Then I came loose with a sound I will not describe because some memories deserve a little privacy.

I hit the dirt.

Pickle juice ran down my face, into my ears, down my shirt, inside my collar, and places no vinegar was ever invited by God or man.

I smelled like a sour funeral.

Mr. Pruett stared at me.

I stared back.

He said, “Dale Dillard, what in creation have you done?”

I had no answer.

A guilty child will look everywhere but at the truth. I looked at the barrel, the dirt, the sky, my shoes, Mr. Pruett’s buttons, and one chicken passing by like it had paid admission.

Then Brother Lemp came around the corner.

Behind him came Sister Clory.

Behind her came my mama.

That is the order judgment arrived.

Brother Lemp took one look and leaned on his cane.

“Well,” he said, “if Ruthie’s boy ain’t been pickled.”

Sister Clory laughed first.

That woman tried not to. I saw the fight in her face. But laughter got the better of her. Once she started, that sound ran toward the church supper like fire through dry grass.

By the time my mama reached me, half the supper crowd had gathered.

Mabel Deen was there, too.

She laughed until she had to hold her stomach.

That injured me worse than the vinegar.

My mama did not laugh.

Not then.

She took my chin in her hand, turned my face side to side, made sure I had not cut myself, drowned myself, or permanently become merchandise. Then she looked straight into my eyes.

“Dale,” she said, “did you steal from Mr. Pruett?”

“I was dared,” I said.

That was not an answer.

My mama knew it.

“The dare did not reach into that barrel,” she said. “Your hand did.”

There are sentences that stay with a boy because they do not leave him nowhere to hide.

Mr. Pruett wanted payment for the spoiled barrel. My mama said she would pay what was fair, but not what was foolish, and them two negotiated with enough cold manners to freeze butter.

In the end, I had to work for Mr. Pruett three Saturdays.

Not in the store where people could admire me. Out back. Scrubbing crates, hauling slop, stacking empty barrels, sweeping dirt that had no intention of staying swept.

And I had to attend the rest of that church supper smelling like I had been baptized in poor judgment.

The name started before sunset.

One boy said Pickle Dale.

Another said Dilly.

Brother Lemp, may the Lord correct him according to His patience, called me Pickled Dill in front of everybody while asking if I wanted more beans.

That was all it took.

A name don’t need permission if enough fools laugh at the same time.

For two years, I fought it.

I fought it at church.

I fought it in town.

I fought it behind barns, beside wells, near wagons, under shade trees, and once in the road with Willis Crow, who deserved worse than I gave him but cried louder than seemed honest.

Every fight made it worse.

If somebody called me Pickled Dill and I got mad, they had won twice. If I ignored them, they said it louder. If I told them my name was Dale, they said, “Dale who?” and waited with their teeth showing.

My mama watched all this without rescue.

At first, I thought that was cruel.

Children mistake correction for abandonment when they still hoping the world will be fair on command.

One evening, I came home with a split lip and one sleeve torn near off. My mama sat on the back step with a pan of beans in her lap, snapping them clean while I stood there breathing anger through my nose.

“You planning to whip the whole county?” she asked.

“If they keep calling me that.”

She snapped another bean.

“That county is larger than you.”

“I hate that name.”

“I expect you do.”

“It ain’t mine.”

She looked at me then.

“Who told you that?”

I did not understand.

She set the pan aside.

“Dale is the name I gave you,” she said. “Pickled Dill is the name foolishness gave you. A man got to learn what to do with both.”

“I did not ask for it.”

“You won’t ask for half of what life hand you.”

That was my mama’s way. She could comfort a boy and remove his excuses in the same breath.

“I want them to stop laughing,” I said.

“They may not.”

That made me madder.

She saw it and let me sit with it.

Then she said, “A name can shame you if you bow to it. It can sharpen you if you carry it straight.”

“I don’t want to be Pickled Dill.”

“Then be Dale Dillard so well that Pickled Dill got to stand up straighter.”

I hated that answer.

Good answers feel mean when you still want rescue.

I wanted my mama to march into town and make everybody hush. I wanted Mr. Pruett to apologize for owning a barrel I had fallen into. I wanted Willis Crow to confess before the church and maybe get struck by something small but educational.

Instead, my mama handed me work.

The next Saturday, she sent me to Mr. Pruett’s store early. I swept his floor, stacked feed sacks, unloaded flour, carried lamp oil, and cleaned the alley where his old mule had expressed several opinions overnight.

Folks came by.

They grinned.

One man said, “Morning, Pickled Dill.”

I stopped sweeping.

The broom felt like a weapon in my hands.

Mr. Pruett looked over from the counter. He said nothing, but I could feel him waiting to see whether I would prove the name owned me.

My mama’s words stood behind my teeth.

So I said, “Morning.”

That was all.

The man looked disappointed.

That was the first time I understood silence could win a fight.

Not every fight. Sometimes a man needs a sheriff, a fist, or a shotgun pointed at the floor with meaning.

But that day, silence did what anger had failed to do.

It gave them nothing to pull on.

By winter, Pickled Dill was still my name.

But it had changed hands.

That matters.

A name can start in another man’s mouth and still end up belonging to you.

I worked. I learned. I got taller. My shoulders widened before my sense did. I became useful, which is one safe way for a poor boy to survive. Men will forgive a useful boy for many things, especially if he can hold a gate, calm a horse, lift feed, and keep his mouth shut when grown folks are lying.

But I had not forgot Dale Dillard.

And I had not forgot Rufus, either, though I kept that one locked away where public hands could not dirty it.

A man don’t forget the name his mama gave him.

He may outgrow it.

He may hide part of it.

He may answer to another name because the world got loud and persistent.

But he don’t forget.

Dale Dillard was who I was born.

Pickled Dill was who life dared me to become.

Rufus was the piece I preferred nobody touch.

I carried all three.

So when I tell you Old Judge was not the first mule to teach me something, believe me.

Before him, a vinegar barrel taught me guilt.

A church supper taught me shame.

My mama taught me ownership.

Mr. Pruett taught me debt.

Willis Crow taught me cowards like to whisper dares from behind you.

And that name taught me this:

You cannot always choose what folks call you.

But you can live long enough and straight enough that the name has to grow up if it means to follow.

That is where my story starts.

Not with the mule talking.

Not yet.

It starts with a boy smelling like vinegar in front of half a church supper, learning that laughter can either bury you or toughen the hide for what is coming.

Mine toughened.

And what was coming had teeth.
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​Chapter Two

​The Shape of Work
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Work don’t care what name you answer to.

A man can be Dale Dillard, Pickled Dill, Rufus, Deacon, Colonel, Judge, Reverend, or His Royal High Foolishness, and a sack of feed still weighs what it weighs. A fence post don’t lean less because you feel misunderstood. Mud don’t ask your opinion before taking your boot.

Work is rude that way.

It tells the truth without clearing its throat.

After the pickle barrel made me famous against my will, I thought my three Saturdays at Mr. Pruett’s store would finish the matter. I figured shame had eaten its fill and would be satisfied. That is how children think. They believe punishment got a clean edge to it. Do wrong, suffer some, then life folds the paper and moves on.

Life don’t fold paper neat.

My first Saturday behind Mr. Pruett’s store, I swept the alley, scrubbed crates, hauled spoiled cabbage, stacked empty barrels, and cleaned mule leavings from a corner where Mr. Pruett’s old animal had expressed his opinion of commerce.

That mule was not Old Judge.

No, sir. Old Judge come much later.

This mule was named Milton, which was too fine a name for an animal who looked like he had been built out of leftovers and bad decisions. Milton belonged to Mr. Pruett, and Mr. Pruett treated him like a machine that had disappointed him personal. Milton returned the feeling with interest.

Every time Mr. Pruett walked by, Milton laid his ears back.

Every time I walked by, Milton studied me.

That worried me worse.

A mule that hates you is simple. A mule studying you is measuring for future business.
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