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HERE WE ARE IN PARADISE


For

Sarah California


“I love it here in the barn,” said Wilbur.

“I love everything about this place.”

— E. B. WHITE
Charlotte’s Web
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Prologue

Mr. Amos Glass

Lynn’s Mountain, N.C.

June 16, 1924

Dear Mr. Glass,

It is with a heavy heart that I write to you today, for your son Jim Glass, age twenty-three, has gone to live with the Lord. Just over a week ago, Jim went off alone to hoe cotton in the morning and did not return to the house at noon. My brother Al found him in the field where he had fallen, already dead. The doctor said that his heart had failed him and that he had not suffered long. I understand that Jim’s mother died in a similar manner at a young age, and it is a sad, sad thing that one man should have to hear such news delivered twice in one lifetime, and I am deeply sorry for you today.

As you know, Jim was married to my sister Elizabeth, whom we know as Cissy. Cissy has taken Jim’s death particularly hard and is not well. Because you and Jim have been estranged with each other these last several years, she asked me to refrain from writing you until after Jim was buried, and I have honored her request, as she was his wife. Also in accordance with her wishes, we provided Jim with Christian burial in the field where he fell, and have ordered a suitable stone to mark his final resting place and a fence to enclose it from the world. I am sorry that you did not have the opportunity to make right with Jim the things that came between you, for even though I came to love Jim as my brother and thank God for the precious time that he lived as a member of my family, the times I remember most these sad days are the occasions when I could have spoken to him with more patience and kindness than I did. I pray that as he lay dying he bore me no ill will in his heart.

But enough sadness!

I also write to you today with news of the happiest sort. Yesterday Cissy gave birth to a son, your grandson, whom she named Jim Glass in memory of his father. Jim is a fine, heavy boy with yellow hair and good lungs. Though there is still much sadness in our house, Jim’s arrival in this world has reminded us that life goes on and it is God’s will that we continue to do His work, even when we are sad and do not understand His plan. Each time Jim cries it is a call to arms for all of us here to do our best, as well as a reminder of our Savior’s love. (How much greater our grief if Jim was not here!) As I mentioned earlier, Cissy is not well and is in no condition to receive visitors at this time. It is my hope that at some point in the future the time will be right for you to meet your grandson and have him lift the grief off of you as he has begun to do for us.

Mr. Glass, it is my solemn promise to you that we will raise Jim in the heart of our family and see with God’s help that he becomes the kind of man his father would have wanted him to be. Jim was a good, Christian man and a hard worker and part of us, as he was part of you, and his name will not be forgotten as long as his son walks this earth in his footsteps.

I hope this letter finds you well and that the joy it contains eases the sadness you must at this time feel and I can’t even imagine.

I am,

Yours sincerely,

Zeno McBride (Jim’s brother-in-law)


BOOK I

Birthday Boy


Breakfast

DURING THE night something like a miracle happened: Jim’s age grew an extra digit. He was nine years old when he went to sleep, but ten years old when he woke up. The extra number had weight, like a muscle, and Jim hefted it like a prize. The uncles’ ages each contained two numbers, and now Jim’s age contained two numbers as well. He smiled and stretched and sniffed the morning. Wood smoke; biscuits baking; the cool, rivery smell of dew. Something not quite daylight looked in his window, and something not quite darkness stared back out. A tired cricket sang itself to sleep. The cricket had worked all night. Jim rose to meet the waiting day.

Jim’s mother opened the stove door with a dishrag. Mama was tall and pale and handsome; her neck was long and white. Although she was not yet thirty years old, she wore a long, black skirt that had belonged to her mother. The skirt did not make her seem older, but rather made the people in the room around her feel odd, as if they had wandered into an old photograph, and did not know how to behave. On the days Mama wore her mother’s long clothes, Jim didn’t let the screen door slam.

“There he is,” Mama said. “The birthday boy.”

Jim’s heart rose up briefly, like a scrap of paper on a breath of wind, and then quickly settled back to the ground. His love for his mother was tethered by a sympathy Jim felt knotted in the dark of his stomach. The death of Jim’s father had broken something inside her that had not healed. She pulled the heaviness that had once been grief behind her like a plow. The uncles, the women of the church, the people of the town, had long since given up on trying to talk her into leaving the plow where it lay. Instead they grew used to stepping over, or walking inside, the deep furrows she left in her wake. Jim knew only that his mother was sad, and that he figured somehow in her sadness. When she leaned over to kiss him, the lilaced smell of her cheek was as sweet and sad at once as the smell of freshly turned earth in the churchyard.

“Oh, Jimmy,” she said. “How in the world did you get to be ten years old?”

“I don’t know, Mama,” Jim said, which was the truth. He was as amazed by the fact as she was. He had been alive for ten years; his father, who had also been named Jim Glass, had been dead for ten years and a week. It was a lot to think about before breakfast.

Mama put the biscuits she pulled from the oven into a straw basket. Jim carried the basket into the dining room. The uncles sat around the long table.

“Who’s that?” Uncle Coran said.

“I don’t know,” said Uncle Al.

“He sure is funny-looking, whoever he is,” said Uncle Zeno.

“Y’all know who I am,” said Jim.

“Can’t say that we do,” said Uncle Coran.

“I’m Jim.”

“Howdy,” said Uncle Al.

“Y’all stop it,” Jim said.

The uncles were tall, skinny men with broad shoulders and big hands. Every morning they ate between them two dozen biscuits and a dozen scrambled eggs and a platter of ham. They washed it all down with a pot of black coffee and tall glasses of fresh milk. “Those biscuits you got there, Jim?” said Uncle Zeno.

Jim nodded.

“Better sit down, then.”

In all things Jim strove to be like the uncles. He ate biscuits and eggs until he thought he was going to be sick. When Uncle Zeno finally said, “You think you got enough to eat, Doc?” Jim dropped his fork as if he had received a pardon.

Uncle Zeno was Jim’s oldest uncle. His age was considerable, up in the forties somewhere. Uncle Coran and Uncle Al were twins. Each of them swore that he did not look like the other one, which of course wasn’t true. They looked exactly alike, until you knew them, and sometimes even then. Not one of the uncles found it funny that they lived in identical houses. Uncle Al and Uncle Coran built their houses when they were young men, but, like Uncle Zeno, they never took wives. Most of the rooms in their houses didn’t even have furniture; only Uncle Zeno’s house had a cookstove.

Jim’s mother cooked and cleaned for the uncles. When she said it was too much, the uncles hired a woman to help her. Uncle Coran ran the feed store and cotton gin. Uncle Al managed the farms. Uncle Zeno farmed with Uncle Al and operated the gristmill on Saturday mornings. As the head of the family he kept an eye on everyone else. Occasionally the uncles grew cross with each other, and, for a few days, Uncle Al and Uncle Coran would retire to their houses immediately after supper. There they sat by their own fires, or on their own porches, and kept their own counsel until their anger passed. In general, however, everyone in the family got along well with everyone else; to Jim, the sound of harsh words would always strike his ear as oddly as a hymn played in the wrong key.

Jim patted his stomach. “That ought to hold me till dinner,” he said.

“You ate a right smart,” Uncle Coran said.

“Well,” said Jim, “I am ten years old now.”

“My, my,” said Uncle Al.

“I’ve been thinking it’s about time for me to go to work with y’all,” Jim said.

“Hmm,” said Uncle Zeno.

“I thought maybe you could use some help hoeing that corn.”

“We can usually put a good hand to work,” Uncle Zeno said. “You a good hand?”

“Yes, sir,” said Jim.

“You ain’t afraid to work?”

“No, sir.”

“What do you say, boys?” Uncle Zeno said.

Uncle Al and Uncle Coran looked at each other. Uncle Coran winked.

“He’ll do, I guess,” said Uncle Al.

“Let’s get at it, then,” said Uncle Zeno.


A Day of Work

AFTER BREAKFAST Uncle Coran went off to open the store. Jim rode to the field in the truck with Uncle Zeno and Uncle Al. He stood on the bed of the truck and looked out over the top of the cab. He held on to his straw hat with one hand and the truck with the other. The world at that early hour seemed newly made, unfinished; the air, still sweet with dew, an invention thought up that morning. In the low places near the river, stray ghosts of fog still hunted among the trees. The state highway led directly into the rising sun; when the sun pulled itself loose from the road, it suddenly seemed very far away. The sky, in a moment Jim didn’t notice until the moment had passed, turned blue, as if it had never tried the color before and wasn’t sure anyone would like it. Jim giggled out loud for no reason he could think of.

Five field hands met them at the edge of the river bottom. The field hands were black men who lived in the woods on the hill behind the new school. They walked over without saying much and took hoes out of the bed of the truck. Jim grabbed the newest hoe for himself. Its handle was still shiny and smooth with varnish, its blade not yet darkened by rust. Uncle Zeno shook his head.

“Give that one to Abraham, Doc,” he said.

Abraham had white hair. He could remember the day a soldier told him he was free. He was the father or grandfather of most of the people who lived on the hill. Jim did not want to give Abraham his hoe.

“I want to use this one,” Jim said.

“I’ll use this one here,” Abraham said. He took the last hoe from the truck bed. Its handle was broken off about halfway down. All the other hoes had been taken already.

“That one’s for Jim,” Uncle Zeno said. He took the new hoe from Jim’s hands. Abraham handed Jim the hoe with the broken handle. Jim knew better than to say anything else.

“Let’s get some hoeing done,” said Uncle Zeno.

“By dinnertime you’ll be glad you’ve got that hoe,” Abraham said. “It’s nice and light.”

Jim was still angry. “I’m ten years old today,” he said.

“My, my,” said Abraham.

Jim walked with the uncles and the field hands through the wet grass to the far end of the bottom. The grass soaked the legs of his overalls; the cloth was cold against his skin. The men fell out of line one by one and arranged themselves two rows apart. Each man would hoe to the end of one row and then back up the other. Then they would walk to the end of the line and take up two more rows. In this way they would hoe the whole field. Jim took up the two rows beside Uncle Zeno.

The corn was knee-high to the uncles, but almost waist-high to Jim. The field contained thirty acres. It would take several days to hoe it all. Then, after the hoeing was completed, Uncle Al would come back with the mules and the cultivator, and plow the middles of the rows. The field would then be free of grass and weeds; the corn could grow without competition. At the end of the summer there would be more to sell and grind into meal and feed to the mules.

Uncle Zeno stepped into Jim’s corn row. Jim’s cheeks flushed. He could feel the field hands watching him.

“You do it like this, Doc,” Uncle Zeno said. “You put the blade of the hoe against the stalk and then pull it toward you. That way you don’t hack the corn down.”

“I know how to hoe,” Jim said.

“Show me,” said Uncle Zeno.

Jim chopped at a small clump of grass. The hoe blade bit cleanly into a cornstalk. The cornstalk fell slowly over, like a tree. Jim heard a field hand laugh.

“That’s one lick,” Uncle Zeno said.

Uncle Zeno had never whipped Jim, but Jim was always afraid that he might. Uncle Zeno kept a running count of the licks he was saving for Jim. He said he had them written down in a book. When Jim did something good, he said he erased a lick or two. Jim figured that most of the time he ran a lick or two short of break-even.

“It’s this hoe,” Jim said. The end of the broken handle was as sharp as the point of a spear.

Uncle Zeno got down on one knee and looked Jim in the face. “Jim,” he said. “I ain’t got time to argue with you about that hoe and listen to excuses. Do you want to help me, or do you want to go home?”

“I want to help you,” Jim said.

“All right, then. Watch.”

Uncle Zeno dragged his hoe sharply across the clump of grass Jim had missed. The grass came up cleanly, and he scraped it into the middle of the row.

“Now you do it.”

Jim scraped up a small sprig of clover. “That’s good,” Uncle Zeno said. “That hoe works after all.”

Uncle Zeno stepped back into his own row. The field hands and Uncle Al were already at work. Uncle Al was slightly ahead of the line. None of the uncles liked to be beaten at anything. Jim didn’t like to lose, either. He decided he would beat Abraham to the far end of the field. Then after dinner Uncle Zeno would give the broken hoe to Abraham. Maybe Uncle Zeno would tell Abraham to go home.

Without looking up, Jim carefully scraped the ground clean around the first ten stalks of corn in his row. He piled the weeds and grass up in neat piles. At the tenth stalk, he ran into a clump of grass that was too tough to dig up with his hoe. He got down on his knees and pulled at it with both hands. It wouldn’t budge. He stuck the sharp point of his hoe handle underneath the grass and pried at it. He pulled and pried at the grass until the roots finally came loose with a ripping noise. Jim hoisted the clump of grass into the air like a trophy, or a large fish. Its roots held a clod of dirt as big as a cat. He looked around to see if anyone saw him, but everyone was gone. He couldn’t see anyone at all until he stood up. The uncles and the field hands were a hundred yards or more ahead of him, and moving away at a slow walk. Uncle Al was out in front of everyone else. Uncle Zeno and Abraham looked to be tied for second.

Jim turned and stared back at the head of his row. He could spit that far. He looked in the other direction at the end of the row in the distance. The woods along the river seemed as far away as the moon. The uncles, as far ahead of Jim as they were, had hoed less than a fourth of the way to the end of the field. Jim didn’t see how he could ever make it to the end of his row, much less hoe the one beside it. He had started a journey he knew he could not finish. He felt a sob gather up in his stomach like a cloud.

That Jim felt like crying made him angry. He attacked the ground with his hoe as if he were killing snakes. He struck almost blindly at the morning glories and grass and clover, but in his fury chopped down another stalk of corn. The sob that had been waiting in his stomach climbed up out of his throat and hung in the air for a second, a small, inconsequential sound, heard only by him.

The uncles and the field hands were still moving away, hoeing as they walked. Jim was afraid he would get into trouble if Uncle Zeno found out he had chopped down another stalk of corn. He could not bear the thought of Uncle Zeno being mad at him. He got down on his knees and dug a small hole with his hands. He stuck the end of the stalk in the hole and filled the hole around it with dirt. Then he patted the dirt around the stalk so that it stood up straight.

Jim picked up his hoe and wiped his nose on the back of his arm. He wiped the back of his arm on the leg of his overalls. He felt calmer. He decided that he would hoe until dinnertime. He couldn’t think of a way to get home until then, but he knew that Uncle Zeno wouldn’t make him come back to the field after dinner if he didn’t want to.

Jim threw a rock toward the place he had started work. He often threw rocks as a way of gauging how far away things were. He wanted to know how far he had hoed. The rock, however, was a little flat and light, and curved off short to one side. Jim hunted around until he found a better rock. Good throwing rocks were hard to find in the rich dirt of the river bottom. He threw four or five more rocks until he was satisfied that he had hoed farther than he could throw a rock. This seemed like progress.

When Jim picked up his hoe, he noticed that it was about the length of a baseball bat. He grasped the handle right above the blade and took a couple of practice swings. He found a suitable hitting rock and tossed it up in the air and swung at it with the handle. Strike one. The hoe blade made swinging the handle awkward. Jim struck out twice before he finally hit the rock. It whizzed off to the right. Foul ball. He hit three more rocks before he got in a satisfactory lick and turned his attention again to the weeds growing in the field.

Jim saw a rock at his feet that looked like an arrowhead. He dug it up with his hoe, but found that the rock was fat and round on the bottom; it only looked like an arrowhead from the top. Jim had found only one arrowhead on his own, but the uncles often brought him the ones they found. Uncle Coran was the best at finding arrowheads. He could hardly walk through a field without picking one up. When Uncle Coran was a boy, he had even found a stone knife. He kept it in a cigar box on the mantel in his bedroom, and wouldn’t give it to Jim. Jim was afraid the uncles would pick up all the arrowheads in the bottoms before he got good at finding them, but Uncle Zeno said there would always be plenty of arrowheads to find. More turned up every time the fields were plowed.

Jim studied the rock in his hand closely. Maybe it had been the start of an arrowhead. He didn’t think so, but he could ask Uncle Coran about it at dinnertime. Uncle Coran knew a lot about how the Indians had lived. Uncle Coran said that Indians had started their fires by hitting two rocks together. Jim scraped together a small pile of dry grass and found another good-sized rock. He held the rocks close above the grass and hit them together until sparks flew off. The sparks, however, did not ignite the grass. Jim could not understand how Indians had been able to start fires like this. Nor did he understand how Indians made canoes out of tree bark, or got close enough to deer to shoot them with bows and arrows. Jim often wished he were an Indian, but thought that being a cowboy would be easier. He couldn’t walk in the woods without making noise, and he couldn’t start a fire by hitting two rocks together. Cowboys at least got to use matches and guns, but they also had to ride bucking bulls. Jim didn’t know if he would ever be brave enough to ride a bull. He began to think he would never be good at anything. The end of the field again seemed farther away than the last time he had looked.

Jim could smell sweat soaking his overalls. He touched the denim covering his thigh with the palm of his hand. The cloth was hot to the touch. Jim squinted up. The sun was small and white; the sky was devoid of color, empty even of clouds and birds. Jim tried to figure out what time it was by looking at the sun. He tried without success until he could no longer see. He could not remember ever being as hot as he was right then. There was a bucket of water in the truck, but Jim knew that you weren’t supposed to drink from it until you had hoed back to the head of the field. The uncles did not believe in wasting steps. The uncles and the field hands had made the turn and were hoeing back toward Jim. They were still a long way off, but Jim knew they would see him if he went to the truck. Two drops of sweat trickled out from under Jim’s hat, and he stood still to see where they went. One drop ran into his eyes, and the other trickled down his cheek. A gnat flew into his mouth. Jim spat it out. He took off his hat and waved it around his face, but could not make the gnats go away.

“What are you doing down there, Doc?” Uncle Zeno asked.

Jim jumped. He had not noticed Uncle Zeno’s shadow cover the ground where he crouched. “I’m looking at this praying mantis,” said Jim.

“Did it bite you?”

“No.”

Jim had knocked the praying mantis off a corn stalk and chopped it in two with his hoe. He was poking at the two pieces with the sharp point of the handle.

“Praying mantises eat other bugs, Jim,” Uncle Zeno said. “If you want to kill something, kill a grasshopper. Grasshoppers eat corn.”

“Yes, sir,” Jim said.

He covered up the two green halves of the praying mantis with dirt. He wondered if in killing it he had added another lick to Uncle Zeno’s list.

“Well,” said Uncle Zeno, “let’s see how you’ve been doing.” He walked back toward the head of Jim’s row, looking at the ground. “You missed a lot of morning glories through here,” he said, scratching at the ground as he walked. “They’ll take over a field if you don’t get ‘em before they get up on the corn.”

Uncle Zeno came to the cornstalk Jim had chopped down and stuck back in the ground. He stood and looked at it a long time. Then he pulled it up and turned around and looked at Jim. Uncle Zeno was extremely tall. Jim had never noticed before exactly how tall.

“What happened to this one here?” Uncle Zeno said.

“I don’t know,” Jim said.

“You don’t know,” said Uncle Zeno,

“No, sir,” said Jim.

“You know it won’t grow now.”

Jim nodded.

“Then why did you stick it back in the ground?”

“I don’t know,” said Jim.

“You don’t know.”

“No.”

Uncle Zeno held the corn stalk up like a scepter, as if seeing it better would help Jim answer his questions.

“Jim, this was just a mistake until you tried to hide it,” he said. “But when you tried to hide it, you made it a lie.”

Jim looked at the front of his overalls. He felt a tear start down his cheek. He snatched at it and hoped that Uncle Zeno hadn’t seen it.

Uncle Zeno threw the cornstalk away from him as if it were a dirty thing, something to be ashamed of.

“Do you lie to me a lot, Jim?”

“No,” Jim said.

“Should I worry about believing the things you tell me? I never have before, but should I start now?”

Jim shook his head. He wasn’t able to say no again.

“What’s the matter?” Uncle Zeno said.

“I don’t feel good,” said Jim.

“Are you sick?”

Jim shrugged.

“Go on home, then,” Uncle Zeno said.

Jim looked down the row toward the river. He suddenly wanted to finish his work.

Uncle Zeno pointed in the direction of town. “Go on,” he said. “If you’re sick, you don’t need to be out in the sun.”

“I think I can make it till dinner,” Jim said.

“No, you go on home and tell your mama you’re sick.”

Jim sent a small whimper out into the air between himself and Uncle Zeno, like a scout in advance of the protest that would follow.

“Go on,” Uncle Zeno said.

From the edge of the road Jim turned around and looked back at the field. Uncle Zeno was hoeing the row Jim had abandoned. The field hands were spread out through the bottom. Uncle Al was still way out in front of everybody else. He was approaching the river for the second time that morning, working as if he would never stop.


An Unexpected Gift

JIM WALKED home through the fields and pastures. Along the way he did not try to flush baby rabbits from their hidden beds in the tall grass of the hay field. Nor, when he took off his shoes and waded across the branch, did he search among the stones for gold nuggets, or look beneath the larger rocks for crawdads and spring lizards. Jim particularly liked holding the small lizards in his cupped hands and watching their tiny hearts beat beneath the pale, thin skin of their undersides. And he liked the fierce, snapping claws of the crawdads. But today he simply crossed over to the town side of the creek, put on his shoes, and continued on his way. When he skirted the small clearing in the woods that held the abandoned tenant house where his mother had lived with his father, he didn’t throw rocks onto the tin roof, nor sneak onto the creaky porch for a peek through the dirty windows.

In town, Jim swung wide of the uncles’ houses. An early appearance at home would worry Mama. She would make him lie down, and put her hand on his forehead to see if he had a fever. Sometimes she made him wear a jacket when it was warm outside. She had not wanted him to go to the cornfield, and relented only when the uncles promised to watch him every minute. Often the uncles had to rescue Jim from her tender care.
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