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If Mama Ain’t Happy

Fifteen year old Johnny Marsden walked along the dirt road, his fishing pole carried loosely in his left hand, the rod back up over his shoulder. The road was dark brown and damp, except where white chunks of limestone rock protruded. It was only muddy where the water was still standing in small puddles, some with tire-tread tracks still leading from them. 

To the left, a thick piney wood marched off up the side of the hill. To the right a fairly flat meadow sloped away to the lip of an eighty foot drop to the river. Try as he might, he couldn’t recall the name of the river, but it was big enough that he could hear it roaring even from the road.

He had fished from the bank for the past two hours. Well, more correctly, he’d washed bait for the past two hours. Fifteen minutes and a half-mile ago, he’d walked up a gentle, sloping path that brought him to the road from the spot his grandpap had shown him last week. The old man said it was the best fishing in three states. 

For some, maybe, but not for Johnny. He’d gotten plenty of nibbles, and more than once the wily catfish tugged hard enough to steal his bait. Johnny was lightning fast and an expert at setting a hook. His dad had taught him that. But the catfish were experts at nibbling around the edge, where the hook couldn’t get them. 

He shrugged as he walked. Whatever. It wasn’t like he had to catch supper. He wasn’t overly fond of fishing anyway, but anything beat the boredom of sitting around the old folks’ house waiting for whatever was going to happen next. 

Which was usually nothing. They might as well not even have a television. Grandpap wouldn’t allow a satellite dish, and even if the cable company would string lines this far up in the hills, he probably wouldn’t allow that either.

The old man had hinted pretty hard that he could use some help in the fields. But Johnny wasn’t about to work the fields like a common hand. He practically shivered when he remembered some of the stories his dad had told him about working in the fields with his father. 

He knew his own worth, and it was considerably more than that. Back in Des Moines, he’d already held down two jobs. One was at The Burger Strip. The other was as a junior guard out at the mall. 

No sir. He’d skip right over that working-in-the-fields part. He didn’t need an aching back and sore hands and shoulders to feel good about himself, thank you very much.

As he walked, he sang an old Johnny Horton tune. It was upbeat and it made him feel good. Plus it blended in with the sound of the river. And with the sense of the river. 

“In eighteen-fourteen we took a little trip along with Colonel Jackson down the mighty Mississip’.”

He’d never seen the Mississippi River, but he imagined it probably wasn’t much different than this one. Bigger, maybe. But this one had the briars and brambles they talked about in the song, so it must be similar. 

“Well, we took a little bacon and we took a little beans, an’ we met the bloody British in a town called New Or—”

“Hey there!”

Startled, Johnny sidestepped, then looked around so fast the end of his fishing pole snagged a low-hanging sweet-gum branch overhanging the edge of the road. “Huh?” 

A stranger was standing near the brush at the base of the hill. He was a grown man, mostly. A little taller than Johnny, but no more filled out and still skinny as a rail. About the same age, maybe. 
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