

        

            

                

            

        




	 


	AFTER REV. TREMMEL IS KILLED, MASON AND HIS TROUPE OF HIGH SCHOOL SENIORS UNRAVEL A BEVY OF TITILLATING SECRETS.


	 


	 


	In a small southern town during the 1970s, Mason and his teen age friends have a special relationship with the young, hip, cool, suave, Rev. Tremmel, pastor of the Mt. Sinai Baptist Church. The young men admire Rev. Tremmel and his beautiful, sophisticated wife, Ms. Sonya. However, Mason discovers that Rev. Tremmel is not what he appears to be. His mesmerizing façade eventually unravels, revealing that Rev. Tremmel is deeply intertwined with residents of the town in ways Mason could have never imagined. Other people eventually find out who and what Rev. Tremmel really is, and someone kills him. Mason works on his own to find who did it. 


	 


	 


	“Burgh paints an intimate portrait of life in small town Georgia, with plot twists and turns that keep the book fresh and engaging. The coming-of-age story, with a healthy dose of humor, extremely interesting characters and an ever growing undercurrent of menace, makes for a real page-turner. I can't remember the last time I read an entire novel in one sitting! I especially enjoyed the young adult characters as they bonded, struggled and overcame the challenges they faced, both interpersonal and from situations forced upon them. Highly recommended reading!” —Mr. Kevin Kolb, Composer, Musician, IT Director, GPM Southeast, LLC .
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	CHAPTER ONE


	 


	“You so flickted, Mason Alexander.” Phaedra says. “You got the biggest feet I ever seen.”


	The rest of the neighborhood brood, probably about twelve or so teenagers, cackle at Phaedra’s barbs. I know my mind, vocabulary, and tongue are quick enough to take my anger and embarrassment out on any of them. And that I could completely annihilate her. But what would be the point? It would only generate more tension to deal with, and I already had enough.


	Besides, she says this nearly every time she sees me. There’s nothing I can do about being “flickted.” Hey, I’m fifteen. Soon, but not soon enough, to be sixteen. Everything on me is goofy and “flickted.” Little does she realize that I see “flickted” every day when I look in the mirror. My wide pug African nose. My slightly pimpled skin face. My burgeoning but slightly lopsided teeny weenie Afro. My small patch of twelve short, wild, virgin whiskers peeking from my cleft chin. And it seems that no matter what lotion I use, I’m cursed to wear this ashy, walnut-colored skin. 


	It’s all goofy and “flickted” to me, and I really don’t need her or anyone else stating the obvious. The embarrassment Phaedra initiated is magnified because of all the other teenagers standing around. I don’t know what it is about teenagers, but we take such pride in seeing others humiliated but go to great lengths to avoid it happening to us. 


	“Flickted.” I still haven’t found that word in the dictionary. But one can guess what it means merely by how it sounds. I guess it’s some twisted derivative or butchered cognate from the term “afflicted.” Never-theless, this stinging, concocted epithet truly expressed its implied definition of “not normal” as it rolled off Phaedra’s scorching tongue and pierced my fragile fifteen-year old psyche. 


	After digesting Phaedra’s habitual verbal berating, the time has come for me to depart from our neighborhood teenage group. The streetlights, the ubiquitous neighborhood alarm clock, are coming on signaling the end of another day in July. Another day of freeze-tag, hide and seek, softball, and other contests is done.


	It’s about 8:30 p.m. The sun stays with us a long time in the summer in the South, especially in Grimmel, Georgia.


	Even though we’ve been playing games all day and the streetlights have given their signal, some of the guys make an impromptu executive decision to try to get in a quick game of basketball before it gets too dark. 


	Count me in.


	Yep, the boys  —  Marshall, Mitchell, Dep, Link, and I  —  should be able to play a quick round of 21 before the absence of light shuts us down.


	We decide to head over to Craven Park. They have the best rims and new nets  —  as of last Friday. It’s about a 10-12 minute bike ride. Marshall grabs his ball, throws it under his arm, and we make our way. 


	 The park is right on the edge of the line that divides the black and white sides of town. It’s an unspoken rule, but the park is “common ground.”  We play ball there with any and everybody all the time.


	  Being black and living in Grimmel in the ’70s is no easy feat when it comes to dealing with some white folks. Countless times we’ve had ignorant whites threaten us with bodily harm, throw eggs at us, or try to run us off the road when we’re riding our bikes or walking. I’ve been targeted to be in earshot of tasteless caustic racial humor, set up for embarrassment in the classroom, and endured other torturing incidents. 


	It’s tough to deal with, but it’s a part of life where we live. 


	We ride at a pretty good clip, trying to conserve as much daylight as we can. All the while, we drone about mundane nonsense and brag about who was going to do what to whom on the court. 


	“I’m gon’ dunk on all y’all.” Marshall boasts. 


	“You ought to, with them long arms of yours. But you won’t.” Dep responds.


	“That’s all right,” I say. “I’m gon’ light all y’all up from the top of the key — with my left hand.”


	Our red, yellow, green, black, and orange ten speeds make a colorful palette as our group races the sun down the far side of the roadway.


	We hear an engine roar a good distance behind us, and it gets louder by the second. The sound increases and tells us a pickup truck is coming up fast. We’re on a wide two-lane road with plenty of room to pass us, but the truck stays on our side. 


	Here we go again. We prepare ourselves.


	The powder blue ’65 Chevy pickup and its occupants mean no good. The vehicle gets closer and slows. Its passenger side is closest to us. We pedal faster.


	 A “hey niggers.” attacks our ears. Followed by a large wad of spit, splattering on the ground just behind Marshall’s rear tire. 


	Having had similar experiences, we respond quickly with learned and creative expletives and flying middle fingers. 


	“Stupid Peckawood.” 


	“Honky ass bitch.”


	“Dickless cracker.” 


	As the truck moves past us, Mitchell manages to jump off his bike and launch a few rocks. One lands in the truck’s bed. 


	They speed up, but we see that the passenger is a young guy, probably about our age. His long blond hair blown by the gentle breeze, and the truck’s acceleration partially covers his face. He wears sunglasses. But he still looks familiar. 


	As Marshall pedals a little harder, he careens his neck forward and to the right to get a better look at the passenger. 


	“That’s BJ.” he yells. 


	 Billy Guthrie, Jr. Our schoolmate, the son of a known Grimmel racist, obviously hasn’t fallen far from the tree. 


	The truck stops at the light. We try to catch up with them, but the cowards hit the gas as soon as the light changes, screeching and swerving down the road. They punctuate their terrorist act by flinging a half-filled beer can out of the driver’s window. The contents spill when it smacks the ground, sending the smell of alcohol back to us.


	I’m not sure how given the quickness with which everything happens, but Link got the tag number. 


	This isn’t the first time we’ve been called “niggers,” but the spitting from that punk sent us over the edge. We want to do something about it. After a quick meeting and some unfounded reasoning, we decide to tell Rev. Tremmel. 


	We blaze a trail for Mt. Sinai Baptist. 


	We burn up the driveway, skid around the curve to the back of the fellowship hall where the pastor’s study is. The light is on in his office. 


	All five of us run inside. Link throws Rev. Tremmel’s office door open and we follow him inside, huffing, puffing, sweating, and trying to gather ourselves. 


	Rev. Dexter Tremmel is sitting in his large brown leather chair behind his desk. His back faces us. The chair spins around and stops. He looks at us over the top of the large book he’s reading. 


	“What can I do for you guys?” he asks.


	Everyone spits bits and pieces at him, trying to explain what happened. He’s locked in  —  catching and listening to every word. Not saying anything. 


	Rev. Tremmel’s the consummate teacher. He’s always pointing out some life lesson or giving us insight about something that’s right in our faces. One thing he constantly talks to us about is being proud of who we are as Black people. Especially given the time and place we live in.


	The man is very passionate and sensitive about the mistreatment of anyone, and even more so for those blessed with an ebony hue. He told us to be sure that we let him know if we had any problems with anyone or anything dealing with race. 


	Here we are.


	Once we stop pelting him with our versions of what happened, he reacts just as we thought. Rev. Tremmel hits the roof. 


	“So they want to call you that? And they want to spit on you? Okay. We’ll see about that.


	“Hold on a second gentlemen. I need to make a quick phone call, and we’ll get on this right now.” 


	Rev. Tremmel dials seven digits on his black rotary phone. “Hey baby. Yes, I know. Look, I’m going to be a little late. Something’s come up with a few of the boys. You know Mason, Dep, and those guys. I think they’re all right, but I need to handle this now. I’ll be there soon. Bye now.”


	Tremmel hangs up the receiver and turns back to us. 


	 “Mrs. Tremmel worries about me. Have to let her know what’s going on. You fellas understand, right?”


	We nod, not sure if we understand or not. But it’s Rev. Tremmel.


	After making sure we’re okay, Rev. Tremmel gets our little country police department on the phone and has them run a check on the license plate. 


	“Captain Butterfield, please.” 


	He turns to us and says, “We’ll get to the bottom of this.” 


	We nod confidently, knowing that we have an advocate.


	Rev. Tremmel says sternly into the receiver, “Captain Butterfield, Rev. Tremmel here. I’m fine. Hey, check this tag number for me and tell me who it’s registered to. And hurry up.”


	Damn. He’s talking to Captain Butterfield like that? Rev. Tremmel has some juice. 


	In a couple of minutes Captain Butterfield tells him that the truck is registered to Billy Guthrie, Sr. 


	We go to school with BJ — Billy Guthrie, Jr.


	Marshall was right. BJ was the spitter and insulter. 


	BJ’s an enormous country-fed white boy; and his father, who’s a redneck big wig in town, is also a jerk. They say and do whatever they please. I’m not sure why, but everyone seems to be scared of both of them — including us. BJ’s bullied us a bunch of times before, and we didn’t do anything about it. 


	Rev. Tremmel calms us down and assures us that everything’s going fine. “Don’t worry about anything guys. The main concern for me is that all of you all are okay. Don’t pay those ignorant fools any attention. God has a way of dealing with folks like that.”


	We’d like to help God deal with them, I think.


	His phone rings. “Excuse me guys, I need to get this.”


	Tremmel picks up the phone again, “Hello? What’s happening my man? You got it? Good. Look, I’ll meet — ”


	Rev. Tremmel covers the receiver with his chest and speaks to us, “Okay guys. I’ll see you Sunday morning, right?”


	“Right,” we say in unison.


	“Don’t worry about anything,” he assures us. 


	He turns his attention back to the person on the phone.


	“Okay, I’m back. Some of the young men from my congregation. Good guys.”


	Rev. Tremmel continues his conversation as we back out of the study. Link’s the last one out and closes the door behind him. 


	“Man. Did you hear how he talked to Captain Butt?” I whisper.


	They all nod.


	“Rev. Tremmel is a bad dude,” Link says. 


	King, Malcolm, Parks, Abernathy, Bond, Davis, Carmichael and others have worked and continue to work hard for equality and justice, but it often feels like neither has completely arrived in Grimmel. 


	Being Black in my world also means that you have to have a sixth sense for covert as well as blatant acts of racism, terrorism, speak another language in the presence of whites, and in many ways  —  know your place. Our encounters with people like BJ are constant reminders.


	We pedal home from Mt. Sinai Baptist. No rousing game of 21 for us today. Terrorized yet again. 


	But we feel good after sharing our story with Rev. Tremmel, seeing his genuine concern, and hearing him put his words in action. 


	***


	It’s been a couple of days since the name calling-spitting incident. It’s still fresh in our minds, but thanks to Rev. Tremmel we’re not dwelling on it. 


	Today is full of the summer trademark Grimmel thunderstorms. They’re dictating and controlling outdoor activities, so we all decide to meet at the skating rink on Curtis Drive. I take my chances and walk the half-mile between storms to the rink. Just as I make my way up the slight incline in the parking lot, Dep runs up to me. 


	“C’mon. Man you got to see this.” he says, grinning. 


	I pull my skates off my shoulder and trot behind him, the strings of the skates cut into my fist. He stops at the area where the smokers do their thing. 


	“Look,” he says, staring at me but nudging his head slightly to the left. I follow the direction of his pointing. It leads to BJ. 


	He’s looking at the ground, talking to two other white guys and working hard to suck the nicotine from a half-finished cigarette. 


	When BJ raises his head slightly, I see busted lips, a swollen, crimson and purple right eye that’s nearly closed, and an inflated face decorated with black and blue bruises, ornamented with just-starting-to-heal scratches. I nearly gasp out loud. 


	BJ looks up and sees Dep and me. He gives a quick nod acknowledging our presence and shamelessly goes back to looking at the ground. The other two look at us and look back at BJ. They don’t say a word.


	Dep snickers.


	“Somebody tore off in his ass.” he whispers as we walk to the entrance of the rink.


	I’m not sure what Rev. Tremmel did, but I know he’s responsible for BJ’s face. The man’s like a mafia don  — he speaks and things happen. I hope he doesn’t have people whacked.


	I don’t think we’re going to have any more problems with BJ. Of course, all of our racial issues aren’t resolved, but I believe I can safely say this one is.


	Rev. Tremmel’s something else. Everybody loves the man and for good reason. 


	He tells us all the time, “Grimmel rhymes with Tremmel, so this is where I’m supposed to be.”


	I’m a little nervous with what happened to BJ, but it feels good to know Rev. Tremmel’s looking out us. 


	 When I get home from the skating rink, I tell my father about what happened. Like Rev. Tremmel, he’s upset. 


	“Damn it.” my father shouts. He steps off the porch and kicks my sister’s red ball hard sending it across the yard.


	“Dad, I would’ve told you sooner, but you weren’t home when it happened.”


	“No it ain’t that. It’s just a damn shame that in this day and age y’all gotta still deal with junk like this.


	“I’m glad you told Tremmel.”  My father sighs. “At least he got that damn Butterfield off his fat ass and made him do something besides eat.” 


	After some thought, it may have been a good thing that my dad wasn’t at home. He’s a quiet guy, but I’ve seen him angry, and it’s not pretty. It’s scary actually. He might’ve killed BJ and anyone that was with him if I’d told him what happened instead of Rev. Tremmel. 


	“You know, I kinda like that Tremmel,” my father says, as we walk over to get the ball. 


	This is big, because he’s not into preachers and churches. 


	“You know, I saw Tremmel the other day up at the drugstore,” my father continues. “There was this elderly lady there. I didn’t know who she was. She might’ve been from outta town. But she was in a bad way though. Lookin’ rough. Hair all over the place. Face filthy. Didn’t have enough money to pay for what she had. 


	 “I was watchin’ her real close,” he says, squinting his eyes hard, almost as if he was looking at her again. 


	“’Cause I seen people like that run games. They can have you thinkin’ one thing and the next thing you know, they takin’ yo’ money or callin’ the cops on you. I didn’t want to get caught up in no mess with her and them folks in the drugstore.”


	That’s my father. He’s suspicious of everybody and everything initially. He had a run-in with Captain Butterfield a few years ago that made matters worse. He was leaving the Buy-Lo grocery store one afternoon and saw a lady struggling to put her groceries in her car. He went over and started helping her. She looked at him and screamed at the top of her lungs. Capitan Butterfield was in the parking lot and came over. 


	“What’s going on here ma’am?” Butterfield asked. 


	The woman told him, “That man tried to steal my groceries.” 


	My father was furious. He had to explain and defend himself for trying to help this woman. 


	“Look man, I was just trying to help the woman,” he said. “Her groceries were falling all over the ground.”


	“Are you sure weren’t tryin’ to help yourself to her groceries, boy?” Butterfield said.


	“Hell no. And you know I wasn’t.”


	The lady didn’t say anything. She never acknowledged that my father was trying to help her. After more unnecessary probing from Butterfield he finally let my father go. But to this day he’s very cautious about jumping in to be a Good Samaritan. 


	 “When I could see the old lady was for real,” my father says, “I went to go help her, but Tremmel beat me to it. I didn’t even see him. He came outta nowhere. Tremmel got her what she needed, paid for her stuff. We both helped her outside. He put her in a cab and said he would meet her at the shelter. 


	“He’s all right. Yep, Tremmel’s all right.”


	My father didn’t like the previous pastor of Mt. Sinai at all. I’m too young to remember him, but he made it clear to me that he didn’t like him and any other preacher — not even a little.


	“That fool was a charlatan. A greedy son of a bitch. Typical jackleg preacher. Full o’ shit. Had them people runnin’ around like they was crazy, doin’ whatever he say.


	“He told them, ‘Bible say give ten percent of yo’ money.’ Yeah, it say ‘Yo’ body’s a temple too. He never said anything about that. That fat fool would eat anything that stopped movin’, and would screw anything with a hole in it. Why don’t folks use their brains and think sometime?” 


	For him to say something kind about a preacher says a lot about what he thinks about Rev. Tremmel.


	 


	Being fifteen — almost sixteen — in rural Georgia is torture. You’re too young to drive, and you’re too old to do many of the things that the pre-pubescents do. It’s adolescent purgatory. 


	I can’t wait until next year. Hell, knowing me, I’ll still probably find something else to complain about. But for now, I can hardly wait. I’ve just got to make it through the summer.


	 


	It’s hard to believe it’s mid-August already. We’ve spent another hot, humid day running, jumping, eating, and just being. The sun’s almost to bed, and we find ourselves running through the field near my house gently cupping our hands together around slow moving lightening bugs. They’re lovely insects with a unique incandescent talent, but they leave a funky smell on your hands.


	We catch lightening bugs and jail them in glass jars, watching their bottoms blink on and off until they extinguish and die. The scent they leave behind reminds me of the memories we create as we squeeze every ounce of enjoyment from the fleeting freedom of summer.


	Time to head home for the night. There should be something good on TV, but more than likely, part of the neighborhood clan — probably the guys — will make their way to my porch to kill off some more muggy summer hours with meaningless, but “important” conversation — frivolous diatribes and incredible accounts of skillful lying. 


	Just as I predicted, here come the fellas. The motley bunch makes their way to our long rectangular cement front porch. The pungent smell of hard-earned-teenaged funk much like the lightening bugs, mixes with the humid night air. It arrives a few seconds before they do. 


	The five of us make comfortable spots along the edge of the porch and in some of the mismatched chairs. Marshall, the tallest of the bunch, plants his lanky six feet, four-inch frame on a cracking cedar bench. Mitchell, the master of double-talk and fabrication, perches himself precariously on the arm of a peeling brown wicker chair. Link sits a few feet from Dep on the edge of the porch. And I sit on the spotty lawn in front of them. 


	The lying commences immediately  —  Mitchell spread-ing the first layer.


	“Man, I wish we could get out of Georgia,” he says in his high-pitched voice. “Ain’t nothing going on here. Ain’t nothin’ to do, no girls, no nothing,” he says. 


	You can tell from our pseudo-hatred of the state that we hadn’t traveled very much. Most of us are lucky if we’ve made it out of the state by the time we reach our teens. Some had made the trek up North once or twice, but we knew very little about the rest of the world, aside from living through other folks’ travels, pictures from magazines, textbooks, and slanted stories from school or the news. 


	At some point in every single one of our conversations, it’s mandatory for us to talk, well, lie about our favorite subject  —  girls. 


	Mitchell continues, “When I get outta school, I’m movin’ to Virginia. Y’all remember Angela’s cousin ’Nita from Richmond? Man, she was fine. Every girl I seen from Virginia is fine. I’m moving to Virginia soon as I get out.” 


	“I don’t know about Virginia,” Link says. “I think I’m goin’ back to New York. Them Rican sisters is fine. That long black hair and brown skin. Man, I don’t know what they be sayin,’ but it sound good to me.” 


	His words brought to mind a few of the attractive Puerto Rican sisters that were attending our high school. 


	“Negro, please,” Dep says. “You was barely a year old when y’all got here from New York. You ain’t know yo’ name, much less somethin’ bout some Rican girls. You outta stop lyin’ talkin’ bout you goin’ back to New York. You don’t know nothin’ bout no New York.”


	Dep, the smoothest cat in our ensemble, never misses an opportunity to challenge Link’s ephemeral connect-ions with New York. 


	All of us in our little ragamuffin gang are pretty tight with each other, but Dep and Link have a strange relationship. The two of them can’t get along with each for very long. For starters, they’re insanely jealous of each other, and a bit of this envy is connected to the young men’s differing skin colors. 


	In Grimmel, being light-skinned, “high yella” or “red,” is worn and perceived by a lot of people as a badge of honor and creates a place of privilege for some in society. You can look like the bottom of a combat boot trampled through cow manure, but if you’re light, you’re considered “fine” and have advantages others can’t obtain. Let me break this down a little more. If you have curly hair and light skin, you belong to an even more elite social class. It’s unbelievable how many categories people make based on these relatively uncontrollable physical features. I don’t understand why, but they’re there. They’re for real. 


	Dep wears these badges proudly, and on occasion, rubs them in our darker hued faces and through our kinky hair. 


	Link, on the other hand, bears physically what some might call the mark of Cain. The biblical story of Cain and Abel says that although Cain killed his brother, God gave him a mark so that no one should harm him. In Link’s case, it’s a mark that can keep people away, but also bring a pain felt deep in one’s spirit. His skin is extremely dark and flawless. It’s smooth like glass and supple. Link couldn’t have a pimple if he wanted one. But, his deep chocolate, unblemished complexion, slightly coarse, thick jet-black hair and straight pearly white teeth are no match for the power of the light skin in our neck of the woods. 


	I still hear members of Grimmel’s black community, particularly the older sisters at church, refer to Link as “that blue-black child” or “Mandingo black, but clean.” Others describe him with pejorative phrases  —  “he ain’t nobody’s pretty child.” They even evoke the drudges of oppressive slave plantation life with the slanderous monikers “Shine” or “Sambo.”


	Even though these are hideous degrading epithets spouted by the ignorant, there’s no mistaking that Link isn’t considered to be anywhere close to the elite, special, more ”acceptable” class of the lighter hue. 


	Link’s grandmother, Mrs. Flora Potts, has taken care of him from the beginning. His mother died giving birth to him in New York, and Mr. and Mrs. Potts brought him here shortly afterwards. Mr. Potts passed on a few years ago from a heart attack. When Link was a toddler, his father died under strange circumstances. The story is that he was killed supposedly in some freak accident while traveling in Europe. Link’s never really bought that story, but that’s the only one he knows. Even though Link didn’t know his father, I can tell from some of our conversations that Mrs. Potts is still trying to fill the void his mother but especially his father’s death left.


	Mrs. Potts has a dark mocha complexion and understands the weight Link carries. When she sees that someone is even thinking about uttering a derogatory comment about her baby, Mrs. Potts is happy to tell them where to go and how to get there. That lady loves Link to the hilt.


	He acts like he’s embarrassed sometimes because of her chutzpah, but he loves the confidence and protection that she gives him. 


	Although he never verbalizes it, Link hates that people disqualify or stigmatize him because of his skin color. He resents the fact that anyone views his deep chocolate shade as a mark of shame or affliction, or that he’s considered less than everyone else or not so smart as others. But he bears his imputed societal cross rather well. 


	The five of us are all close, but I know that Link likes talking to me about different things before he would with some of the other guys. I guess it’s because I try not to judge. It’s not that I’m trying to be like Jesus or anything like that. Most of the time, I don’t know what to say. So I just listen. He and I’ve talked many times about the crap he gets about his skin color and other intimate thoughts about his life. He’s candid with me. But he knows I won’t ever say a word, and I know he’ll do the same.


	Just last week Link shared an incident with me involving that ornery Mrs. Emma Winston.


	“Man, you know what that ol’ witch Mrs. Winston said to me when I was trimming her hedges last week?”


	“What?”


	“’Boy you sho’ is black. Whew. I didn’t realize how black you was. How you get so dark? Don’t you stay out here in that sun too long. You can’t afford to get no blacker.’ And that cow had the nerve to laugh as she walked off. Ha-ha my ass.


	“Mason, it took all I had not to cuss her ol’ feeble wrinkled ass out. I’m out here in the hot sun, cuttin’ this heifer’s grass, trimming her hedges — only cause my grandmother asked me to. And she gon’ say some dumb shit like that? 
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