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Prologue



Whenever I am caught in a summer rain, the memory of that last polio summer comes back to me. Perhaps there were others. Certainly there were others. Summers in which we lived round about the great illness of our youth, reshaping and changing our lives to conform to its dark ways.


For us, me, Maudie May, and the Brothers, it was no more than some dreaded, distant voice of authority to be sidestepped and dodged at every turn.

To the adults in our world, it appeared as a giant headlight and they the deer, caught in its beam, afraid to turn in any direction else they or theirs be struck down.

To all of us, that last summer was the messenger of great changes to come.
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Chapter 1



There were two seasons in life, the season of school and the season of no school.


All other happenings—Christmas, Thanksgiving, spring vacation—all were just short practice sessions leading to the real thing. I was appalled by those who cried on the last day when we were “let out” for the summer. My thinking was, Some genetic disorder must be the cause. It was usually Jenny Lou Harris. Her mother was the school librarian. That explained it.

Summer brought with it the cicada’s whine, death to hundreds of lightning bugs that made up my Ball-jar lantern, weather so hot and filled with humidity that my sandals would mildew if left in the closet untended. Afternoon showers as if dumped from a bucket and minutes later bright sunshine to steam everything dry or at least bring it back to its original limp, soggy condition. The showers passed almost without notice, since I was in a perpetual state of damp anyway. As long as there was no streak lightning, we were free to roam in the downpour. Water rushing past in the street gutters would be frantically dammed with mud and sticks to make small wading pools. The more formal among us changed to swim suits for the afternoon rains. The rest of us made do with whatever we began the day in.

It was May and already hot as blue blazes, but Grandmother had explained that the weather never bothered us. Our family had been so long in Alabama, our blood had just naturally thinned out to accommodate itself to the situation. People like us did not suffer from the heat.

May always dawned with the hope, however faint, that we might pass through the whole summer in this way, unfettered by the changes that we knew must come in June when polio season began.

It began for me that June as I sat on the curb in front of my house making a mud dam while steam rose from the still-wet streets. It arrived in the person of Mary Leigh McKnight, my fellow fifth grader, expertly pedaling her Schwinn to a pinpoint stop in front of me.

Mary Leigh was my age but light-years beyond me. Holder of straight A’s, wearer of pearly white lipstick, possessor of the ultimate status symbol, blond naturally curly hair, she was so far removed from me as to make comparison, not to mention competition, unthinkable. That’s why Mary Leigh liked me.

Of course I blamed my lack of social skills on Mother. A person could not possibly get popular and sophisticated with a mother like mine. She cared too much about everything I did. On the other hand, Mary Leigh’s mother let her ride all over town on her own. I knew there must be some correlation.

She poured out the latest. “Well, Tab, I guess you heard what they did.”

“What who did?” I was putting the mud I had brought from the driveway in between the rocks and sticks. Water was still getting through.

“Don’t tell me you don’t know.” Mary Leigh pulled the handlebars back and began circling as she talked.

“I said, I didn’t know, Mary Leigh. I been busy making this dam, as you can see.” I shaded my eyes against the sun to follow her circling. She glanced unseeing at my mud dam.

“Well, everybody in town is talking about it. I thought for sure you would know, since you love to go to the movies so much.”

“I told you, Mary Leigh, I don’t know! And if it’s what I think you’re gonna say, I don’t want to hear about it.”

“They closed all of them down for the summer again, that’s what. You can’t even go over to Huntsville and see one, because they closed them over there, too.”

The pool had closed down last week. Poor Mary Leigh had pedaled her little legs off trying to be the first to tell that news to the few blocks of bungalows that made up our neighborhood.

The Crystal Plunge was the gathering spot for my older sister, Tina, and her myriad of junior high school friends. Fed by a natural spring, the water passed through several filters right into a large concrete rectangle. All of Bainbridge was very proud of our pool. Ice-cold water on the hottest of days. It worked great except for the occasional snake that happened to find its way through the filter system. Of course they were only water snakes. I was sure no self-respecting moccasin would venture near Tina.

Poor Tina had been pitiful over the pool’s closing. Swim class at the Crystal Plunge was working on its annual water ballet. This year’s theme was “Hawaiian Holiday.” For weeks the sounds of “Sweet Leilani,” and rhythmic splashing of feet filled the air around the Crystal Plunge. Now all was silent. After the last practice, Tina came home carrying her feather headdress like a wounded bird found by the roadside. She pinned it to the bulletin board on her side of our shared room. Afterward she threw herself across the bed, arm flung over eyes, mumbling something about the Fates and Esther Williams.


Mary Leigh had stopped her bike and was standing on the ground, pretending to adjust the mirror on her handlebars. Of course both of us knew she was only checking her lipstick to see if it was pearly enough. “Oh, it’s no big deal,” she said. “We don’t have but one movie in town anyway and it shows the same picture all week.”

“So what if we only have one movie, Mary Leigh. Don’t forget we also got the cartoons, and newsreels, and serials, good stuff like that. A person can get a real education at the movies, you know.”

Although steeped in the social graces, Mary Leigh was not as politically concerned as I. “Remember, Mary Leigh, that part of the newsreel they showed last week where the man with one arm biked all the way across the United States with his dog?” Mary Leigh didn’t remember. I changed the subject.

“You want to help me make this dam? We can build one big enough for the both of us to wade in.”

“No thanks. I don’t want to take off my shoes and socks. Besides, I might get my new shorts dirty. Did you notice my new shorts?”

“Yeah, real nice, Mary Leigh.”

She was smiling at herself in the handlebar mirror. “Well, see you later, Gal.” That’s what Mary Leigh called everybody, Gal. She said it made you sound more social. She stood on her bike pedals and pumped off down the street toward town. Red, white, and blue handlebar streamers flying in the wind. I watched her naturally curly hair bounce up and down until finally she was out of sight.

I dried my hands on my shorts and headed to the kitchen. Up the back steps, I let the screen door slam behind me. Of course she was always the first vent for my frustrations.

“Okay, Mother.” I stood there with hands on hips, giving her my “mean” look. “Why did they close down the movies? Just explain that to me.” I was tapping my foot on the linoleum floor. Then I raised my hand before she could give me some plausible explanation. “Hold it. Just hold it. Don’t tell me. I know why.”

“If you know, why did you ask me?”

“It’s because they think we’ll catch it at the movies, which is silly to me because they haven’t closed Sunday school and we might catch it there, and they never close the doctor’s office and that place is full of germs.”

Mother smiled. “Would you like a nice glass of iced tea to cool off?”

“I do everything they say to do, stay inside for spraying, wash my hands all the time, but they keep adding stuff on.” I shook my head no to the iced tea, then plopped down in a chair at the kitchen table and started balancing the salt and pepper shakers on top of the sugar bowl.

Whenever I came inside in the summer, I always ended up in the kitchen. The chair on the left side of the table was mine. Just as you had a bed, you had a chair at the kitchen table. Mine was by the window overlooking the common driveways between our house and the McMillans’ house next door. The breeze from the attic fan danced the window curtains and began to dry my wet clothes.

Mother was busying herself with some sort of cooking that involved large mounds of flour. She was not “to the stove born,” so the end product of her labors was sometimes a surprise to us all. To add to her lack of skill was the fact that the stove was as old as the house and sat on an uneven floor. All her dishes cooked up lopsided. We pretended not to notice.

Custom intended that all meals consist of at least one or two meats, three or four vegetables, and hot bread washed down by gallons of iced tea. All of this was followed by an occasional—I might even say a rare—dessert. Often our father would forget himself. “What’s for dessert?” We would turn our heads to her and smile in anticipation.

“What’s for dessert? What’s for dessert? The twins have an ear infection, Charles junior got poison ivy, Tab skinned her knee so badly it took me an hour to stop the bleeding, and Tina spilled nail polish all over the coffee table.”

He would quickly pick up the sugar bowl. “Nothing like a little sweet taste to finish the meal,” he said as he downed a teaspoonful of sugar and passed the bowl on to the next one of us. We would dip our teaspoon into the bowl and give extra sugar to our iced tea glass or take it straight. Sort of like Holy Communion. We were absolved of our dessert sin.

In addition to the cooking, there was Mama’s maid problem. Suddenly I realized Estelle was missing. “Where’s Estelle, Mama? I thought she was always here by now.”

“Estelle won’t be coming in today.” Mother looked resigned as she cranked out more flour. Estelle was the fourth maid we had had that year. In Bainbridge if you had a maid, it didn’t mean you were rich. It only meant that the maid could get a good meal in the middle of the day and take home a little, very little, money at the end of the week. Not much cash money was involved because there was not much cash money to be had. Still and all, maids and Mama just didn’t seem to get along.

“Did Estelle quit on you, Mama? That’s the fourth maid—”

“No! Estelle did not quit on me. We just had a mutual understanding and . . . and she left.”

“Grandmama says maids quit on you ’cause you’re from the North and don’t know how to talk to them. She says you’re gonna use up all the maids in town before long.” Grandmother, my father’s mother, had lived in Bainbridge since the time of the caveman, as far as I could tell. In my eyes she was Mohammed or the Mountain or both and must be deferred to in all matters. Mother, on the other hand, was not such an easy convert.


She gave me one of her looks. The one where her eyes were half-closed and her mouth was a perfectly straight line across her face. “Tennessee is not exactly up north, Tab. Your grandmother exaggerates, as usual. Besides, we had servants when I was growing up. Did I ever tell you about the Indian cook we had? He was a real Indian. He belonged to one of the Cherokee tribes in the Smokies.”

“You told me before, Mama, a million times, but that doesn’t count.”

“I don’t know why it doesn’t count. It’s all the same. I simply tried to write out a list of duties that Estelle would be responsible for each day and she got huffy and left.”

“Remember the time Para Lee worked for us and you tried to teach her to make a corn soufflé and it turned out so terrible and she got huffy and left? She said the only time the Lord wanted corn to rise up was when you popped it? Remember?”

Mother didn’t like to be reminded of her maid problem. She glared at me from the flour bin. “All I did was post a simple list of duties, now what’s the matter with that?”

“Estelle got huffy ’cause she couldn’t read the list,” I said.

Mama’s cheeks burned red. “How was I supposed to know that?” She looked at me suspiciously. “How did you know that, Tab?”

“Well, Grandmother says—”

“Oh, never mind what your grandmother says. That’s all I ever hear around here, what your grandmother says. Let’s get back to the subject at hand. Who told you the movies were closing?”

“Mary Leigh. She rode by on her bike just now. Her mother lets her ride all over the place on her bike, you know.”

“Like Paul Revere spreading the news.”

“Like who?”

“Oh, never mind, go ahead.”

“Well, that’s all there is to it. They closed the movies all over this part of Alabama and nobody has any say about it. Why do they keep closing all the places that are good and none of the places I hate?”

Mother was smiling now as she poured milk into a bowl that was, I hoped, the beginnings of a cake. “Maybe if you’re lucky, they’ll start closing some of the places you hate. There has been some talk of closing the whole town down.”

“What does that mean, close the town down? You can’t close down a whole town.” Not that I cared at this point. Everything of any meaning had already gone by the wayside.

“Oh, it’s just talk that gets started every summer when the polio comes. If things get really bad, they’ll close down all the places where more than a few people gather.” She walked over and raised the window by the kitchen table higher. Another hour or so and the house would be closed against the heat of the day. This week’s advice concerning polio said that you must be careful not to get too hot. If you did, you might catch it. Next week another surefire safeguard would be in vogue. Mother went back to stirring her bowl. “I phoned Cora Johnson this morning. Her Jimmy came down with it last Wednesday.” She stood shaking her head as she stirred. “He ate a banana the night before he got sick. Now Cora is telling everybody who’ll listen that the bananas gave it to him. Something about they came from Mexico.”

I gagged. “Mama! You let me eat two this morning! You told me bananas were good for—”

“I did and they are. Bananas weren’t the cause, sweetheart. Cora, Mrs. Johnson, is just trying to make some sense out of it. The paper said the count is already up to one hundred and ten people and it’s just barely into June.”

She took salt and pepper from the cabinet above the counter and added it to her brew. Pepper did not portend a sweet after-dinner delicacy, but you never knew.

Life in Bainbridge was to Mother like dropping Tallulah Bankhead down in the middle of the Amazon rain forest. Mother had been born and raised in very comfortable circumstances in the city, educated to be a classical musician, and was on her way up north to study when love struck. Fifteen years and five children later, Mother and Bainbridge still did not live as one.

Mother could not get it through her head that baking a good cake for the missionary circle was more important than spending an afternoon reading The Adventures of Tom Sawyer to us as we huddled in a circle around her rocking chair on the screened porch. Or that visiting Great-Aunt Lizzie on the tenth anniversary of her husband’s passing was more important than putting her feet up and reading the editorials in the Birmingham News. In a town filled to overflowing with her husband’s relatives, she was besieged from all sides but undaunted.

Grandmother Rutland, on the other hand, was just as determined to have her see the light of accommodation, and I, brainwashed from the time I was old enough to take Grandmother Rutland’s hand and walk up the steps of the First Methodist Church of Bainbridge, I was her willing accomplice. Me and Grandmother must, would, lead Mother into the path of righteous Bainbridge culture no matter how long it took.

You take my name, for instance—Tabitha Goodloe Rutland. It was a perfect example of Mother’s and Grandmother’s turn of mind. The Tabitha was Mother’s idea. She thought it sounded pretty off the southern tongue. The Goodloe was from Grandmother’s side of the family. Grandmother said that Great-Great Uncle Preston Goodloe died the death of a wonderful military hero up at the Battle of Shiloh during the War. Mother, being less than reverent when it came to family folklore, said that more than likely he died of a large case of Jack Daniel’s at home in bed. I didn’t mention her theory to Grandmother.

Now she was squishing what appeared to be dough between her fingers and talking at the same time. “I sure do hate to see the movies close. I was looking forward to seeing that new picture with Lana Turner that’s coming next week.” She brushed a straggle of hair off of her forehead with a floury hand. “Well, look at it this way, Tab, after what happened last week, you and your friends might not be allowed back in the movie anyway.”

“That was not my fault, Mama.” I bristled. “I told you that. It was all Miss Blankenship’s fault. She should have known we weren’t ready to serve our fellow man.” That was not true in the strictest sense, but then, why burden Mother with the actual facts of the story. She wouldn’t have believed it was all Maudie May’s doing anyway.

“What are you talking about?” Mother said, too busy consulting the Ladies Help League Fifth Anniversary Edition of Fascinating Foods of Bainbridge to pay real attention to me.

“That’s what Miss Blankenship called it. Serving our fellow man,” I said.

“Miss Blankenship means well. You girls will just have to bear with her.”

She reached down in the cupboard and got out—a frying pan?
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Chapter 2



Having just graduated from Millsaps College over in Mississippi, Miss Blankenship had come back to Bainbridge to get married or teach school, whichever came first. Since Miss Blankenship was on the plump side and hadn’t even been asked to be a contestant in the Maid of Cotton contest, we all were certain she would teach school in the fall.


The Maid of Cotton was the only contest worthy of consideration. No tacky bathing suit competition, and every business in town sponsored a contestant. Given the narrow age eligibility and the large number of businesses that had to find a competitor—even Tommy’s Battery Shop fielded a candidate—the main requirements were that you be female, the right age, and breathing. But alas, Miss Blankenship did not make the cut. I had great empathy for Miss Blankenship, fearing I, too, would be in the same shoes a few years down the road.

The Reverend Mengert suggested that the mothers would probably like to have Miss Blankenship as our scout leader. Any suggestion that he made was usually followed as law. The Reverend was Episcopal but somehow he transcended all religious bounds. It helped that the Reverend had the only church service broadcast on the only radio station in town. In addition, Reverend Mengert had originally come from somewhere out west, so he had an accent like none I had ever heard. Given these circumstances, I knew from the time I was old enough to listen that the Reverend was, in fact, the real voice of God coming to us over WRAY, “your voice of north Alabama.” Even after I was enlightened by Grandmother, I had a sneaking suspicion she didn’t know what she was talking about. She was just jealous because he wasn’t Methodist.

There was even proof of my God theory. Every Sunday afternoon when “The Greatest Story Ever Told” came on the radio, from up in New York, He was there. At some point in every story the voice of God would speak and tell the wayward what they were doing wrong. Before God spoke, an angel chorus would sing a few bars. Then it was God’s turn. God sounded exactly like—God WAS the Reverend Mengert, and I knew everybody else in town thought so, too. It was just less than polite to bring it up in everyday conversation.

Grandmother even said he should have been a Methodist, like us. It would be more becoming to his nature. But, she said, he was descended from a long line of Episcopalians (not to mention from On High), so he was stuck where he was.

Anyway, Miss Blankenship was positively itching to try out her new Mississippi education. First off, Miss Blankenship decided that we should stop doing ordinary things like making pot holders and papier-mâché masks and do something to serve our fellow man, like taking up money for the March of Dimes.

When the March of Dimes began each year, everyone, but everyone, marched! Mothers went from door to door collecting dimes. The Lions Club solicited money down at the fire station. Mr. Neeley’s hardware store was always the first to donate electric fans to the children’s polio ward when it was set up each summer. Merchants all over town contributed candy, ice cream, comics. No one dared to tempt the fickle finger of fate by not doing his fair share.

Just the fact that we were asked was reason enough for our Scout troop to meet Miss Blankenship in front of the Majestic Theater on that Wednesday morning. Of course if you volunteered, you got in the movie free. I had been the first one to volunteer.


When the day finally arrived, I was so overwhelmed with this opportunity to serve my fellow man that I conveniently forgot to tell Mother that admission was free. She gave me a whole twenty-five cents to squander.

I stood in the kitchen for scrutiny. “Right over left, left over right,” Mother said.

“I know, I know. I thought I did a good job.”

“You did. Your scarf was just a little lopsided. Don’t forget your belt. And Tab, I believe I would change those red socks if I were you. That’s not in the official Scout dress code, is it?”

Nobody appreciated my flair for color. Not even Mother.

I always walked the three blocks to town. That is, it was three blocks to River Street and River Street was town. Bainbridge began as River Street eased away from the bridge over the Tennessee River and wound uphill. Streetlights followed the road to its crest and continued as it flattened out to form a corridor of lights and buildings. On summer evenings the lampposts were almost obliterated by swarming willow flies up from the river. The street ended at what was the focal point of its existence, Bainbridge House. Huge white columns on a porch two stories high. It was evident to all that J. James Bainbridge had laid out the town. Even the courthouse was shuttled to one side. Grandmother said J. James had not cared to have it in the center of things, disturbing his view.


Only a few buildings held the slightest interest for me. On one side of the street was Woolworth’s, filled with the necessities of life, toys and the dreaded school supplies. Farther down was Western Auto, stocked with the required transportation, shiny new bikes decked out in battery-powered lights and plastic handlebar streamers. On the other side of the street was the Majestic Theater, my ticket to the world, and Mason’s Corner Drugstore, where you could get delicious grilled chili dogs and cherry Cokes if you had the money, which I never did. There were other stores—Pendleton’s Floral Fair, Cravy’s Dry Cleaners and such, but they all faded when compared to the likes of Woolworth’s or the movies. Of course there was the park a few blocks over and the Confederate statue down by the courthouse, but they were only pictures to look at on my way to more important things: testing out the bikes at Western Auto, studying the candy counter at Woolworth’s.

In the third grade we had been introduced to Bainbridge history by Miss Locklear. She had taken on this task in order that we might be indoctrinated to her view of things long before regular Alabama history was required. Miss Burke, eighth grade Alabama history, had only been instructing for twenty years and therefore was not thoroughly grounded in the subject. Besides, Miss Locklear had a few things she wanted to get off her chest.

First off, allowed Miss Locklear, there was Andrew Jackson, sent by the federal government to march through with his big army, disturbing our quiet town. He was on his way down to fight the Battle of New Orleans and he could have left us alone and crossed the river up around Huntsville if he had wanted to. Later on came Nathan Bedford Forrest, poor boy, running for dear life, being chased all up and down the valley by Yankee troops and them tearing up everything in sight and not paying us back for one bit of the damage. Last and certainly not least was that the federal government came in to dig up the river and build the TVA dams, which flooded all the good bottomland. Of course it was completely beside the point that Miss Locklear’s daddy had some of the land that got flooded and—“I would probably be a millionaire today if I still had it.”

By the end of the third grade we were thoroughly disgusted with the federal government and its bloodsucking ways, believe me.

When I arrived at the Majestic, our troop had gathered outside next to the coming attractions poster. It said Roy and Dale were scheduled to make their usual Saturday appearance.

Mary Leigh, Marilyn Travis, Betty Jo Smithson, and Sally Barber were already there. Mary Leigh, in official Scout uniform covered with merit badges, was holding court, giving long, complicated descriptions of how she had earned her latest cooking badge. No human person could win that many of those little sewed-on felt circles. I suspected that her mother sat home at night turning out fake merit badges to put on her uniform. Another instance in which my mother had failed me miserably.

“Hi, Gal,” Mary Leigh called over her flock of admirers.

“Oh my gosh, oh my gosh.” Marilyn Travis grabbed my arm. I looked up, to see her staring in the direction of the Majestic ticket cage. You didn’t see him often, but when you did, you just had to stare. He was talking to the lady who sold tickets. We all wondered if he would go in and watch the movie, too, or would he just go behind the concession counter and grab a handful of candy bars and not pay for them, or pour himself a free Coke, two straws.

The first thing we were always told to remember about him is that we are not impressed by his money. Oh no, Grandmother said! He might be rich as Croesus, but that didn’t faze us. He might be smart as blinding light, but we couldn’t care less. It was just because he went to school up East and had nothing to do all day but sit around and learn.

For heaven’s sake, the man had probably never even been on a farm. So where could he possibly belong? He didn’t fit in with ordinary people. He wasn’t colored. He wasn’t even Yankee. He was J. Stanley Rosenstein, owner of all the movie picture houses all over north Alabama. The most amazing thing about J. Stanley Rosenstein was that they said he didn’t even like the movies. He inherited the picture shows from his father.

He was walking toward us now, just casual as you please. No tie, short-sleeve shirt, great big head, little skinny body, big ears that he used to hook on his horn-rimmed glasses. I was appalled that someone with access to so much free candy could be that skinny.

All us girls watched him with our mouths open as he came closer.

He was thumbing through a book in his hand as he walked past. Walking away from Susan Hayward starring in Canyon Passages? The man could have been from another planet. I said to Marilyn Travis, “I think he is actually reading that book.”

Miss Blankenship walked up and clapped her hands. “Girls, let me have your attention.”

I knew she was fat on the outside, but I thought Miss Blankenship had a sweet face. Round Santa Claus cheeks that tended to glow crimson when she got excited, which was most of the time. She had purchased her own Scout uniform. Even had a hat stuck to the side of her hair with bobby pins. I was determined to help Miss Blankenship be a success in her first venture into the world of Scoutdom.

“Now, girls, as you know, polio is a deadly disease, especially here in Bainbridge. Every summer we suffer its ravages. This is our chance to serve our fellow man in the fight to rid our country and Bainbridge of this monster that takes its toll on young and old all over the United States.”

She paused, clasping her hands over her bosom and looking down at the sidewalk. I thought for certain she was going to offer up a prayer, but she took a deep breath, raised her head, and said, “Are there any questions?”

I stepped forward. “Yes, ma’am, Miss Blankenship. Is there a cartoon after the main feature?” She looked mournful. She must not like cartoons.

“I have no idea, Tab. Now, everyone line up,” she said.

We marched down the aisle of the old Majestic, stepping over chewing gum wrappers, old Coke cups, and stale popcorn. J.W., one of my fellow fifth graders, said once he had run across a rat eating popcorn on the floor of the Majestic. I never believed J.W. but I had felt something hit my feet from time to time. I pretended that it was the person sitting behind me. After we were settled in the front row, Miss Blankenship returned to the back of the theater. “The faces are too big up this close—you’ll ruin your eyes, girls.” Mary Leigh and I sneaked back up the side aisle to the candy counter in the lobby.

“A Baby Ruth, a Long Boy, a Coke, and a box of popcorn. Make that a small box of popcorn, please.” I blew the whole twenty-five cents. Mary Leigh got a Coke.

“A Coke, Mary Leigh? One Coke? That’s not worth the trouble,” I said as we headed back down the aisle into the cool dark smelliness of the Majestic.

Mary Leigh was like that. My trip to the lobby was for food, while Mary Leigh’s was for smiling at everybody she saw and making sure everybody saw her. When we got back to our seats, she took two sips of her Coke and started to put it on the floor.

“Don’t do that. I’ll drink it.”

The movie was just beginning. Susan Hayward was the star and my favorite. Actually, it was a toss-up between Susan and Roy Rogers. After the main feature came the cartoon, the news, and then our part of the program began.

Now there appeared on the screen a man telling everyone that if they gave their money to the fundraisers who would pass among them, the money would help find a cure for polio. The scene then switched to a man in a hospital room. Except for his head, he was closed up in what looked like a large steel barrel. The man spoke only as the barrel allowed him to, its motor pumping slowly up and down with a hissing noise.

“If you will help”—sssssss—“us find a cure”—sssssss—“by making your donations”—sssss—“I will be most grateful”—sssss.

Mary Leigh reached over for some of my popcorn. “What’s he talking like that for? He sounds like a spaceman in a Flash Gordon serial.” She had been searching the seats to see who was there and hadn’t been at all interested in the screen.

I, on the other hand, had hung on every word. This was far more dramatic than Susan Hayward. I turned my head to hide my watery eyes from Mary Leigh. “He’s in an iron lung, stupid! That’s the way you talk when you catch it. You feel terrible. You can’t breathe. They put you in an iron lung and then—you die.”

“Well, President Roosevelt had it and he looked all right to me the last time I saw him on the newsreels.”

“That’s all you know, Mary Leigh. He was president, so they kept him alive for a while, but he’s dead now, isn’t he?”

“Well, I guess so. I never thought of that, Gal.” She smiled at me.

Over all of this, a voice from the screen was singing a divinely beautiful version of “You’ll Never Walk Alone.” As the song ended, I was drying my eyes with my Girl Scout scarf. Mary Leigh took out her compact to put on more pearl lipstick. As she was the cosmetic leader of our class, she must have felt duty-bound to use up one whole tube each day.

“Was that the most terrible thing you ever saw?” She checked her hair in the mirror. “That man was disgusting with all that sweat pouring off his face. Why do you suppose they let people like that be in the movies?” Mary Leigh did not care much for suffering of any kind.


The lights came on and Miss Blankenship walked down to us, holding round paper cartons with slits in the top. I began to feel somewhat guilty about wasting my twenty-five cents on candy. Now I had nothing to give to the paper cartons. Oh well.

She sent us to our places in the theater. My job was to collect up the center section with Mary Leigh as my partner on the opposite aisle.

Downstairs there was a center section and two small side sections. The balcony and a projection booth were upstairs. The balcony was reserved for colored people. They paid at the ticket booth outside and then went through a side door and up the stairs. I had always thought that this was unfair. They were allowed to see not only the movie but also everything else that was going on in the seats below. Besides that, there were no ushers with flashlights in the balcony. Ushers were always watching to make sure you didn’t do anything stupid when reels were being changed. I had even been told that J. Stanley Rosenstein himself sometimes watched the movie from the projection booth on high.

Flushed with my newfound authority, I stood at attention by the right-hand front-row seat, March of Dimes box in hand.

Miss Blankenship gave the signal and I started my carton down the front row toward Mary Leigh. This was a summer-morning crowd, friends our age whose mothers wanted some peace and quiet for a while. Not a big money group, but good for a few tokens and pennies, maybe a dime here and there.


I waved to friends as I moved up the aisle. A few popcorn kernels landed at my feet. I looked up to see Maudie May sitting on the front row in the balcony, her hands resting on the brass railing.

I waved back and passed the carton again. More kernels of popcorn. This time she pelted me on the head, using a slingshot she had made from a thick rubber band. I smiled and looked up just in time to be hit right between the eyes with another kernel. Somehow I didn’t feel Maudie May knew the importance of my duties. I would have to find a weapon of retaliation. The next time the March of Dimes carton came to me, I pretended to adjust the top and grabbed a penny before I passed it on to the next row. I put it in my pocket to wait for the right moment.

Mary Leigh was waving to all the boys she knew. J.W. was a particular favorite of hers. In fact, he was a town favorite. His father had been killed in the war. His mother had had to go to work to support the family. As a result, he had been allowed to come and go as he pleased, with very few rules and regulations. Except that every adult in town knew he was untethered and would reign him in when they felt it appropriate.

At this particular moment J.W. got the idea that he should impress Mary Leigh, so he grabbed the heads of the Martin twins, who were sitting in front of him, and bashed them together. It made an awful cracking noise. While everyone was staring at the twins to see if their noses would bleed, I saw my chance to get back at Maudie and sailed a penny up toward her in the balcony. The problem was that my aim was just a little low. The penny ricocheted off the balcony railing and hit Claudia Sands in the back of the head. I glanced up at Maudie. She was shaking with laughter and reloading her slingshot. Claudia was sitting a few rows in front of J.W., so she thought the hit was part of J.W.’s grandstanding. Claudia was not as refined as the Martin twins. She was also twice as big and about half as smart, thirteen or fourteen and still a year behind her grade in school. She looked up at me, rubbing her head. I smiled and tried to look innocent. “That J.W. just beats all I ever saw. Is your head okay, Claudia?”

One of the girls sitting next to her began to laugh. Claudia’s eyes narrowed. “My head’s okay, but J.W. ain’t gonna be,” she said.

Not being of the best background, Claudia was very disturbed by this whole thing. Claudia’s people lived out on the edge of town. Her daddy was a part-time janitor at the jail when he wasn’t in it sleeping off a bad night. Well anyway, Claudia stood up, turned around, and began to look for J.W. in the audience. When she spied him, she leaped up on her theater seat and began to step over to the row behind her in pursuit. “This is your unlucky day, J.W. Quinn,” she shouted as she grabbed the head of Marcy Payne to steady herself.

Even though he wasn’t quite sure why it was happening, J.W. stood on his seat, turned around, and began climbing over to the row behind him. He started walking from arm to arm over the theater seats to escape. All the time he was smiling and waving at Mary Leigh whenever he got a chance.

This made Claudia even madder. She began stepping on people’s arms and shoulders to try to catch him. Now other members of the audience who were being trampled didn’t take kindly to either one of them. In addition, Maudie was unloading her spare ammunition on anyone within range. People began to get up out of their seats and join in all the chasing around, sure they were hapless victims, never knowing that Maudie sat in the balcony like Cecil B. DeMille, directing the mob scene with her slingshot.

Now Mary Leigh let out this very loud scream. I couldn’t tell whether out of fear or happiness. Then I must admit things did get a little out of hand. Ushers were running up and down the aisles trying to catch Claudia. March of Dimes canisters became footballs spiraling through the air, spraying coins as they sailed. Ice from empty Coke cups was deposited down the nearest back or dumped on an unsuspecting head. Everything was in a wonderful state of turmoil, reminiscent of an Errol Flynn movie when he ran around swinging from the curtains, fighting off whole armies.

Miss Blankenship was standing in the middle aisle wringing her hands. Any empathy I had for her was fast disappearing. She was on the verge of tears over such a trivial matter, for heaven’s sake.

Things finally got back to normal when Maudie May ran out of ammunition and the ushers caught J.W. and Claudia and threw them out of the movie. I, for one, believed they certainly deserved it. So immature. Meanwhile, I was on my hands and knees trying to pick up the money that had fallen out of my canister when somebody had grabbed it out of my hand.

Still trying to look out for poor Miss Blankenship’s best interest, I walked over to her with my money. “Look, Miss Blankenship, I think I collected almost fifty cents for my fellow man.” She told me to line up with the rest of the girls and walk out and not to say another word. I was stunned by her lack of gratitude.

As we marched toward the lobby, I looked up in the balcony, to see Maudie May, elbows resting on the balcony’s brass rail, hands holding her smiling face.
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Chapter 3



It had been earlier in the summer when Maudie May and I met for the first time. I was in my side yard putting the finishing touches on what I considered to be an exquisite set of teacups I had expertly crafted out of ivy leaves. Now I was giving serious thought to matching saucers made from pieces of pine bark. All of this would be artfully displayed on a tablecloth made of a large elephant-ear leaf that I would whack off of Mother’s prized plant in the front yard.


Just then Maudie and the Brothers came walking along home on the dirt road that ran beside my house. I had seen Maudie and her little brothers before, but we had never spoken. I didn’t even know if they were kin to each other. They didn’t look at all alike. Maudie was very light brown. The lightest brown colored person I had ever seen, and the Brothers were dark brown, very close to black. I decided to make polite conversation. Seeing it was Saturday, I knew she had just been to the Roy Rogers movie like everyone else.

“Well, I guess Roy is the best of all the cowboys,” I said. Maudie stopped walking. She stuck her hand down into the popcorn bag she was carrying, trying to fish out the last of the good pieces. Then she started to talk without looking up. “Just how old you think I am?”

“How old?”

“Yeah, how many years am I?” She lifted her face from the popcorn bag and stared at me, not smiling.

“Well, uh, you’re a lot bigger than me and I’m ten, so I guess, I guess you’re fourteen or fifteen.”

She let out a disgusted breath. “I”—she put her hand on one hip—“is thirteen and three months, which means I ain’t been studyin’ no kid stuff like cowboys. But if I was to, I’d say Roy ain’t no good. I only goes to see Roy ’cause the Brothers likes him. Ain’t that right, Brothers?”

The two little boys walking just behind her looked up at Maudie, smiled, and shook their heads. They looked to be about the same age. Maybe five or six. “Y’all twins?”

“Naw, they ain’t twins. They is a year apart. Miss Mama say they the very last two she gonna have. I sure hope so, ’cause I get tired of watchin’ out after childrens. They was crazy about the horse chase at the end of the movie. Ain’t that right, Brothers?”

The Brothers smiled again and nodded. That day and every day that summer the Brothers always wore the same thing, knit shirts with blue and red and brown stripes stretched across their stomachs, short pants, and sometimes shoes, but more often not. I had once asked Maudie why the Brothers never changed clothes. Maudie was indignant. Of course the Brothers changed their clothes and I was just blind if I didn’t see that some of their shirts had the blue stripe and then the red stripe and others had the red stripe and then the blue stripes. She said I was just not a person who was particular about colors, so I wouldn’t notice that. She deigned to explain that they had lots of shirts, only it took an expert like her to notice the difference in them. Besides, she was the one who had to wash them out every night.

“I guess you think Roy Rogers has the best horse there is,” I said, trying to get the Brothers to talk. “I guess you think Dale is the most beautiful one.” The Brothers still didn’t say a word, just looked at me.

“The Brothers ain’t allowed to talk to no strangers,” Maudie said, still not smiling.

“Oh, sorry, I didn’t know,” I said.

“Course now if I was to judge, I would say the best one is Gene Autry. Can’t nobody outshoot and outfight old Gene. Besides, he got a horse miles better than Trigger.” She wadded up the popcorn bag and threw it into the bushes. “Now Champion a horse don’t nobody want to mess with.”

“Champion isn’t even a pretty color like Trigger. Champion’s just a plain old brown horse.” I lowered my head waiting for a verbal assault and added in a soft voice, “Well, it seems to me he is anyway.”

“That’s all you know. I saw in Silver Screen where it say Champion knows one hundred tricks. Can’t no other horse know one hundred tricks. Why, he can say yes and no just by shakin’ his head ’bout anything you wants to ask him.”

I rolled my eyes. Even I was hard put to believe that. “That’s silly. You can’t teach a horse one hundred tricks.”

“Are you sayin’ I’m lyin’?” Maudie turned her head and cut her eyes to me.

“The Brothers don’t likes to hear peoples sayin’ I’m lyin’. Do you, Brothers?”

The Brothers stared at me with sullen faces.

“I . . . I, uh, didn’t mean you were lying exactly. It just seems to me—”

“Never mind what it seems to you.” Maudie came over to me and took one of the ivy teacups out of my hand to hold up and inspect. “If it say so in Silver Screen, then it’s so.” The Brothers closed their eyes and nodded their heads yes, like Maudie was the preacher and they were giving her the big “Amen.”

Maudie looked at me like maybe she thought I didn’t even read Silver Screen or maybe she thought since she was so large—I dared not think fat—well, maybe she thought I was scared of her. I stood up straighter to try to gain equal footing.

She handed the teacup back to me and brushed her hands together like maybe they were dirty now. Her chubby fingers pulled down the skirt of her print dress. It was riding up her waist, it being probably two sizes too small. “Come on, Brothers, we got to get a move on.”

They walked down the road a way and stopped. Maudie turned back to look at me and think. After a minute she took a step back toward me. “Course it ain’t ladylike to play cowboys and things, but I’m gonna head on down this here road and make a hideout ranch for the Brothers to play in. You wanta come?”

The road? The dirt road? She was asking me to come with her down the scary, dark, forbidden dirt road? My mother, my father, all, had warned against going down the road any farther than my backyard. It followed a creek and both eventually ended up down at the river. It was rumored to be a hangout for local drunks and anything else the mind could conjure. I knew even Maudie’s house was not far down in the dark reaches of the road.

I jumped at the chance.

I pitched the cups back in the yard and brushed the dirt off my knees. “Course I myself am ladylike also, but all I was doing was making those pretend teacups, so I guess I’ll come.”


“Well, come on. Me and the Brothers knows the best place,” she said.

We walked down the road past the dirt trail that led to Maudie’s house. The sun jumped in wherever it could through the thick trees that arched overhead. For the most part, it was deep shade and getting deeper the farther we walked. Gigantic kudzu figures towered over us, their paws hung with trailing kudzu vines swaying in the breeze. There were four or five Negro houses on its path and way off in the woods a few whites were rumored to live. The stream, White Rock Bottom, for its limestone base, was said to be perfect territory for bootleggers.

“You sure it’s all right if we go down this far?” I asked, seeing my mother’s face before me. Maudie pretended not to hear me. “You know my name?” she said.

“No, but I know your mama. She works for Mrs. McMillan, next door to my house.”

“Yeah, Miss Mama done work up there since I can remember. Truth be known, me and Miss Mama used to live up at Mrs. McMillan’s when I was a baby. That was after she had her first batch of children and before the Brothers come along. Claude and Tot and Leroy had gone on off up north by then, so for a spell it was just me and Miss Mama living up there over the garage. That was before Mr. McMillan got hisself killed in the war and Miss Mama kept right on having more babies.”


We walked on, not saying anything. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I remember it. Peoples don’t think I remember it, but I remember it! Mr. McMillan say, ‘Now, Miss Mama, the circumstances are such that as long as it’s just the two of you, our garage is plenty big, but don’t go having more children, because there won’t be space for others.’” She was shaking her head and muttering to herself. “The circumstances! The circumstances! Now what he suppose to know about the circumstances?”

“What does that mean, ‘the circumstances’?” I asked her.

She looked up at me like she had forgotten I was there. “The circumstances? Well, let’s see. That’s like I is here and you is there and those are the circumstances. Tomorrow I may be there and you may be here and them would be the circumstances.” She gave me a pretend smile. “Do you understand that?”

“No.” I shook my head.

“Well that’s all right. It don’t make no difference anyhow. I’m just used to the Brothers listenin’ when I talk. I didn’t mean nothin’ by it. Miss Mama say I’m gonna fry my brain if I don’t stop thinkin’ all the time.”

“Why do you call her that, Miss Mama?”

Maudie looked at me like I wasn’t too bright. “What do you mean, why do I call her Miss Mama? ’Cause that’s her name, Miss Mama. It’s the name she was born with.”


“Oh.”

“Now my name, if you want to know it, is Maudie May. Miss Mama say she give it to me because it have a nice sound to it. She say it kind of roll off your tongue like a movie star or some such. Course I don’t care about that, but that’s what she say. What’s yours?”

“Tab. It’s short for Tabitha.”

“Kinda funny name ain’t it, Tab?”

“Well, kinda.”

“What grade you in, Tab?”

“Going on sixth. What grade you in?”

“I ain’t in no grade. I been keepin’ the Brothers ’til they old enough to go to school. Then I’m gonna start back. Course I used to be in school, so I knows all about it. Ain’t that right, Brothers?” She didn’t even wait for a shake of their heads, just continued on.

“Come next fall I be startin’ back.”

“What grade will you be in then?”

“Well, I, uh, well, what grade do you think I’ll be in? You’re so smart, you being in school continual and all, you guess.”

“Well, I guess eighth, maybe even ninth.”

“Eighth?” she said, thinking about it. “Do that sound right, Brothers? Eighth?”

Then she smiled to the Brothers and shook her head up and down. “I believe you exactly right. Eighth is where I’ll be. In good old eighth grade. I wonder, do they still have the Blue Horse paper with the coupons on the back you can save up for prizes? Miss Mama says she’s gonna help me save up all the coupons she can find.”

“Oh yeah. I’m saving up for a bicycle. Only it takes fifty thousand coupons. I got two hundred so far. I think you sure are lucky, Maudie, not to have to go to school or do any homework.”

“Oh, Miss Mama makes me practice my readin’ and sums every afternoon when she gets off work. I read all the old magazines she brings home. That’s how come I knows so much. I reads Silver Screen to Miss Mama all the time.”

I was beginning to have great respect for Maudie. She didn’t go to school and she learned to read by using movie magazines. How brilliant. Why had the thought never occurred to me? I must ask my mother about this kind of education.

By now we had walked farther down the road than I had ever been before. Here the trees and bushes were thick on both sides. Kudzu climbed in all directions up the tall pine trees. Some of the vines even crawled a little way out in the road. Off in the distance you could hear the cry of a pileated woodpecker. She stopped at a place where a wide path led off into the woods. There was a mailbox on a wooden post beside the path.

“Well, here it is.” She put her hands on her hips and rocked back on her heels, so satisfied.

“Here what is?” All I could see was a dirt road and a path and a bunch of kudzu vines strangling the pine trees.

“That’s it.” She pointed. “The kudzu vines. We gonna make the hideout behind the vines underneath the pine trees.”

“I don’t know about that, Maudie.” I squatted all the way down to the ground to see if I could see under the vines. “We can’t get in there. It’s too thick.”

“There you go again, sayin’ I’m lyin.’” She was shaking her head. “Follow me.”

I followed her back up the road a few yards from where we had come. She crossed over to the opposite side of the road from the vines and walked into the thick bushes down a little slope. At the bottom of the slope was a creek. It led to a big drainpipe that ran underneath the road above. I was amazed. “How did you know about this?”

“I been livin’ round here all my life. I know ’bout where everything is and where everybody lives. We can walk through to the other side. Ain’t much water in the pipe except when it rains, and then we can take off our shoes and wade through. This here is the most perfect way to get in and out of our hideout. I know ’cause I been here before, lots of times.”

Of course, I kept saying to myself, I wasn’t afraid of snakes if she wasn’t. We walked through the big pipe and came out on the other side of the road, still in the creekbed. Everything on the slope and up to level ground was covered over with old blackberry bushes strangled by kudzu. Maudie turned left and walked up the slope through the bushes to level ground. There were four or five big pine trees that held thick ropes of kudzu leading from the ground all the way into the top branches of the trees. It was so dark and shady, I felt like we were in a cave, except if I looked real hard, I could see out through the leaves to the spotted sunlight on the dirt road and path just a few feet away.

“This place must have armies of chiggers just waiting to pounce on the first real person they ever saw,” I said.

Maudie pretended not to hear me. “Now, ain’t this a perfect hideout,” she said, “just like in the movies. We got our own secret entrance and everything. We can set right here and can’t nobody that passes on the road or down that path out there see us one bit. It’s just like a fort, safe from everything and everybody.”

“I bet I’m gonna have ticks all in my hair next time Mama washes it. I know a nice place up under the magnolia tree in my grandmother’s yard.”

She paid not one bit of attention to what I was saying, just kept looking around at the vines and glancing out to the road on the other side of the kudzu. I decided to try again. “It sure does have a lot of sticker bushes in it. Look at my legs. They’re full of scratches.”


“Course they is right now, but when we clean out all the briers and makes room, it’ll be perfect for anybody that wants a ‘real’ place to be,” Maudie said.

I knew she was right. It was a real hideout, not just a pretend place to be, like we built in our side yard on summer nights with old army blankets. It was cool and shady away from the heat. Probably Roy and old Gene had chiggers and ticks, they just never let on. There was no way in or out except through the drainpipe. We were surrounded by thick bushes and kudzu.

Maudie turned to the Brothers. “Old Gene hisself would like it. It puts me in mind of the fort in She Wore a Yellow Ribbon, starring John Wayne.”

“Yeah! We can clear out this space,” I said, entering into the spirit of it, “and over there we can make another place for the Brothers. That can be the stable. I know! The Brothers can be Trigger and Champion and you and me can be Roy and Gene.”

The Brothers turned to Maudie May with wide eyes. “Don’t worry, she ain’t gonna ride you. You just gonna stay in the stable and do tricks like stompin’ numbers with your feet when we ask you how much is two plus two. Things like that.”

The Brothers breathed a sigh of relief.

The very next minute we started to work on our fort. I volunteered to run back out the drain and up the road to my house and get old garden gloves to pull out the dead brier bushes. Maudie got a big kitchen knife from her house to cut down the small trees and branches that were in the way.
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Chapter 4



It had taken almost two weeks to clear our hideout. Every morning after breakfast I made straight for the woods.


“Don’t you want more cereal, Tab?” Mama asked.

“No, ma’am, two bowls is plenty. I gotta go.”

“You and your friends must be having a good time doing whatever it is that you’re doing. Are you playing with Mary Leigh or J.W., or Miss Mama’s child? What’s her name?”

“Oh, sometimes I play with one or the other or just whoever.”

“You aren’t going down into the woods, are you? I’ve told you that’s off-limits.”

I shook my head no. An answer to her question, but not as binding as a spoken promise. She took the cereal bowl and dunked it in the hot soapy water in the sink. “Playing around on the dirt road is all right as long as it’s close to our yard, but don’t think about going down any farther toward the river. Edna says there are rumors of bootleggers down there, white trash. Those people can be very dangerous.”

I shook my head again, in agreement, and slipped out the back door.

Finally we finished clearing out all the briers and bushes without messing up any of our kudzu cover. Old sticks and small logs were stacked in one corner. Briers and extra vines were placed in another. All of the poor displaced chiggers had immediately taken up residence on me. Each night as I painted yet another infestation with clear nail polish, I visualized armies of chiggers in their little chigger houses suffocating to death all over my body. The thought that old Gene and old Roy had suffered untold chigger misery in their woodsy adventures had never occurred to me before. Yet another reason for great admiration.

I brought an old hammock that was stored in our garage to hang between two pine trees. The Brothers gathered rocks and put them in a circle to make a place for a campfire like old Gene did in the movies. Maudie cut down some strong branches and tied them together with short rope pieces. Then she attached short stick legs to make a table. We rolled four big stones up from the creekbed to use as chairs. I brought an old red-and-white oilcloth to put over the stick table and a candle in a jar top for decoration.

What if, we thought, the whole town came down with polio and half the people were dead and what if our mothers and fathers were dead, too? Why, we theorized, we might have to come here and live forever and ever.

We made a shelf between two pine tree trunks. This was the place to keep our bucket of creek water as a washbasin. The idea was that if you washed your hands all the time, it would help keep you safe from polio. Of course, we forgot the other theory, which held that creek water might give it to you.

One day Maudie had another idea. “Now we need some pine needles to go on the floor so it won’t get muddy when it rains. If we go on down the road, toward the river, we’ll come to a good stand of pines we can get needles from.”

As she talked, a thing she did quite a lot, Maudie was looking down the dirt path that ran into the woods. “Where does that path lead to, Maudie?”

“What path you talkin’ about?”

“The one you keep looking at on and off. The one right out there.” I pointed out to the path in the sunlight.

She looked at me with narrowed eyes. “Who cares where that path goes? I don’t know where that path goes or who goes on that path. It makes me no mind. Probably just some old white trash. Miss Mama say don’t mess with them. They ain’t no count. She say they is niggers and Negroes and they is whites and white trash and the baddest of the whole bunch is white trash.” She walked over and started tightening the ropes on the stick table as she muttered to herself, “And that’s what lives down that road, just plain and simple white trash.”

“How do you know that? We haven’t even seen anything moving on that road.”

Maudie was still fixing the table. “I told you I been living here all my life. I know about everything around here. You can believe me. Old man Jake is just about as sorry as they come.”

“Well, if he’s all that sorry, how come we got a hideout so close to him? Maybe we ought to think about moving our hideout up—”

“We ain’t lettin’ no sorry no-good run us off. We been here and we gonna stay here!”

“But if your mama said—”

Maudie smiled at me like my sister Tina did when she had decided I was too young to carry on an adult conversation. “Now Tab girl, don’t you worry none about that. Let’s go get us some pine straw.”

We left by the drainpipe and brought back big armloads of straw to spread all over the living room and the kitchen and the Brothers’ room.

We had made our third trip and were on our hands and knees spreading pine needles on the floor when all of a sudden I felt Maudie grab my arm. I looked up, to see a man staring into the kudzu from the sunny path. I knew it must be white trash. It couldn’t be anybody else. My mama was gonna kill me.

He was old. I couldn’t tell how old, but his hair and beard were white. He had on bib overalls but no shirt. The most impressive things about him were his huge strong arms. They hung down beside his overalls with the fingers half-clinched. Old leather shoes with the sides cut out to make more room. And eyes, eyes that I knew must be looking right at me. If the Reverend Mengert was God in disguise, then the devil himself had materialized in the form of old man Jake. I stopped breathing.

Maudie looked at the Brothers and put her finger to her lips, but they were already standing stock still, watching him.

He squinted for a few minutes more and when he didn’t seem to see anything, he bent down slowly and picked up a rock, which he tossed into the kudzu. Still nobody moved. He stood there for the longest time staring out of the sunlight into the vines.

Slowly he turned and walked to the old mailbox. He kept an eye on the kudzu while he felt with his hand to see if there was anything in the box. When he found that there was nothing there, he shuffled back down the path into the woods.


My heart was beating so loud in my ears, I didn’t hear her at first. “I told you. I told you.” Maudie began shaking my arm that she still held in a tight grip. “Can’t nobody see us in here no matter how close they is. And him thinkin’ we was a rabbit and tryin’ to flush us out with a rock. We wasn’t no more than ten feet away from him.” Maudie was laughing like it was all a big joke.

“Is that . . . is that white trash?” I managed. “How do we know that? It . . . well, it might be just a farmer, you know, in those overalls. That’s what some farmers wear. I’ll bet it was a farmer, Maudie.” I looked at her. “Don’t you think it was a farmer, Maudie?”
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