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This one’s for my folks,

Bob and Gloria Lowrey




Those Pearly Gates





Prologue

LOU



The hardest lessons of my life always seemed to sneak up on me like the nests the dirt daubers built out in the barn. I’d figured on some smooth sailing, at least for a while, after Aunt Imogene married the Reverend Lemuel Peddigrew, and Jeanette turned her life over to Jesus.

But I remember well that fateful day, and being so troubled in my heart over the goings-on that come evening I paced up and down the hallway and through the kitchen in my nightgown, finally pausing impatiently at Imo and the Rev’s bedroom door. Mostly they went to bed with the chickens, right after the supper dishes were washed and put away, but occasionally they’d wrap up in robes and mosey out to sit in the den to thumb through old issues of Reader’s Digest and the Guideposts, or to look at television for a spell.

That night their snores were a beautiful sound as I headed out to the back porch. Grateful for the solitude, I sank onto a damp pew gleaned from the old chapel at Calvary Baptist and spread my notebook open across my thighs. In a pool of lamplight, my stomach a fluttery knot, I sat tapping my pen on a clean sheet of paper.

Intimately familiar with both the dark and light sides of Jeanette, I had this feeling she’d somehow got herself back on a slippery slope, but I wasn’t exactly sure yet what to make of her latest escapade. My heart began beating double time as Lavonia Fullards quavery voice ran through my mind; “I ain’t a gone make no bones about it,” she’d said as she waggled one gnarled finger at the previous Wednesday night’s prayer meeting. “You give old Slewfoot a ride and he’ll always want to drive!” She was an ancient woman, one of the founding members of Calvary Baptist, who claimed she got regular words from the Lord, and who felt it her calling to share the revelations.

I began to entertain visions of Jeanette backsliding from the faith, running around with married men, and getting a job dancing topless at the Honky Tonk Tavern.

C’mon Loutishie, I remember trying desperately to reassure myself, let those words spill on out. It’ll help you calm down. The notebooks had become a way for me to release emotion, and many times I’d write like a crazy person, not stopping till I could draw a deep breath, look my scribblings over and say, “I get it now!” That anxious night, I whispered a short prayer that even if I couldn’t figure everything out right away, I could at least clear my mind, maybe even allow myself to get a little bit of sleep.

I started out by writing “April the First” at the top of a clean page. That right there made me stop and laugh out loud. I wondered if I oughtn’t be too surprised at what I’d seen and heard in Cartersville that afternoon. Maybe it was only a big cosmic April Fools’ joke! Maybe I was overreacting and being a Miss Goody Two-shoes. Was it wrong to do the thing Jeanette was planning to? While wearing clothes that showed all a woman had to show?

Wait a minute! Anybody who’d been there and seen her face would know I wasn’t getting worked up over nothing. Pondering all this I looked up from my notebook to peer out into the settling darkness. The smell of wet earth filled the air as water dripped and ran from the swollen creek at the side of the farmhouse down into the Etowah River.

It was one of the earliest, wettest springs on record in Euharlee, Georgia, the kind where the rain hangs a cool, low mist over everything. The songs of spring peepers, joyous over the season, rang out from the creek. There were other froggy sounds, too, various croaks and husky trills calling for mates.

Down in the lower hundred acres of the farm, called the bottoms, the Etowah River sliced through what used to be a field full of Silver Queen corn that was my Uncle Silas’s pride and joy. That land had grown fallow at his death and stayed that way, as the Reverend’s hands were full tending to the needs of his flock.

On the top two hundred acres, there was nothing left but the farmhouse, Imo’s little quarter acre of a vegetable garden, assorted barn cats, and Dusty Red, our fearless yard rooster. Oh, and Bingo, but he felt more like one of the family than a dog.

In her prime, Imo had been a hardworking farm wife who cultivated a huge garden, cleaned the house, cooked, canned, sewed, gathered the eggs, milked the cow, and thought nothing of jumping out of bed in the dark of night to chase down an escaped bull. And during those two years between when Uncle Silas passed away, and before her marriage to the Reverend, she still kept her big garden as well as a small herd of Angus.

But the day Imo said “I do” again, all this fell by the wayside. Imo took the job of pastors wife seriously and she was gone from the farm practically all day: sitting with shut-ins, comforting sick and bereaved folks, and tending to things at Calvary Baptist.

I was ten the first time I was ever away from the homeplace more than a night. I went off to stay with a buddy at her granny’s house in Atlanta for a week that summer, and she lived smack dab in the middle of that big city, in a fancy condominium with thick carpets and gold mirrors. The only animals around were little featherweight dogs that folks carried out to the sidewalk on leashes.

The first couple of days were exciting—going to art galleries, strange restaurants, and fashion malls. I’d barely given a thought to Imo, Uncle Silas, Jeanette, or the farm, but by that third day I thought I would bust if I couldn’t see some wide open spaces, and I couldn’t get back home fast enough. When I did, I told Imo I was never leaving again, and she just looked at me, nodding and laughing.

Though Imo wasn’t my birth mother, she raised me from my first cry in this world, and I became the shadow of someone who loved to garden, who knew the connection we humans need to the earth. If she felt the need to see the world, she never let on. She seemed more than content right there on the farm.

While Imo and I were both country girls at heart, Jeanette called the farm, and Euharlee, Georgia, for that matter, Dullsville. When she finally moved away to Cartersville, she was beside herself.



My trip to Cartersville that day started out innocently enough. Jeanette called and put Little Silas on the phone. “Auntie Lou,” he said, his breath laced with wonder, “I can ride my bike without wheels!” Of course, he really meant without training wheels, so I said to him, “I’m going to come see what a big boy you are.”

When I got there, the front door was standing open and I walked on in. Jeanette, Little Silas, and Reverend Montgomery Pike were sitting at the dinette table in the kitchen eating macaroni and cheese for lunch.

Jeanette’s hair was piled in a big pouf on top of her head, above eyes made up in glittery blue eye shadow and long swoops of black eye liner. She wore jeans and a clingy pink shirt that said “Princess,” and she was holding a can of Fresca, laughing a little too hard, excited or maybe nervous about something. I guess I was frowning, because when she spied me, she laughed and hollered out, “Git on in here, Loutishie. You look like you been sucking on a lemon.”

I never took personal offense at anything Jeanette said to me like that. It was just our relationship, had been since the day Imo and Uncle Silas adopted her when I was three and she was six.

Little Silas dropped his fork and half-danced over to where I stood in the doorway. “Auntie Lou!” he said, grabbing my hand and looking behind me. “Mi-moo?”

“No, sweetie,” I said. “Imo’s busy at the church right now and then she’s got to pick Tiffany up from cheerleading.”

“Tiffany?” Jeanette’s lip curled. “Mama picked the Reverend’s grandchild over her own?” She slammed her Fresca can down, sending a small spray of droplets on the table.

“Tiffany’s her grandchild, too, now, Jeannie,” I said in a pleading tone.

“Step-grandchild. Ain’t the same thing and you know it!”

“How are ya, Lou?” the Reverend Montgomery Pike asked as he stroked Jeanette’s forearm. “What’s shakin’ down on the farm?”

“Oh, nothing much,” I said, grateful for the change in subject. “Imo’s hardening off the tomato seedlings.”

I was fourteen and Jeanette was seventeen when we first laid eyes on Reverend Montgomery Pike. He was preaching at Imo’s fiancé Fenton Mabry’s funeral, though when it came to preachers, the Reverend Pike was not your run-of-the-mill. For one thing, he was younger than most, and covered up with tattoos and piercings on account of the fact that before he got the call to be a man of God, he sang with a rock ’n’ roll band. He looked like a rock ’n’ roll star, too, with his dimples and this dark swoop of hair that reminded me of Elvis.

“Hungry?” he asked, pulling out a chair for me.

“No, thanks.”

“Cain’t believe Mama didn’t come with you, Lou.” Jeanette stabbed some macaroni and popped it into her mouth, and began chewing so hard her jaw muscles quivered.

“Jeannie, sweetheart,” the Reverend Pike said, “you know how busy your ma stays.”

“Hmphh.” Now Jeanette crossed her arms and thrust out her bottom lip. “She acts like Reverend Peddigrew’s family is more important than us.”

“You know that’s not true,” Montgomery said as he scooped Little Silas up and placed him on his knees. “This boy right here is the apple of her eye.” He bounced Little Silas up and down. “Mine, too.”

One thing I always marveled at was how taken Montgomery was with Little Silas. Acted like he sprung from his very own loins, though Little Silas had dark brown skin, like a walnut, on account of Jeanette’s fling with the married India-Indian who used to run the Dairy Queen.

The day Montgomery and Jeanette were married, he got things in motion to legally adopt Little Silas, and then gave him his own last name. To me, that was God answering Imo’s prayer that there would be a man around for Little Silas to learn from. Montgomery carried Little Silas hunting, fishing, to the monster truck shows, and just about everywhere else he went, too. That was most likely the easy part of marrying Jeanette, because she stayed in a huff about something almost all the time. I looked hard at her face now, her pouty lip and scowling brow.

“C’mon,” I said, prodding her playfully in the shoulder. “Let’s all go outside and see this boy ride!” Little Silas hopped up and grabbed my hand, pulling me from the kitchen to the back porch, through the creaky screen door, and down the steps out into a slight breeze and a clover-covered yard buzzing with fat bumblebees. He danced impatiently underneath a pear tree covered in lacy blooms, waiting as Montgomery emerged from the house carrying a bike helmet and as Jeanette sashayed across the yard to perch sulkily on top of the picnic table.

She glanced down at her watch, crossed her arms, and then squinted through the bright sunshine at Little Silas.

“Alrighty, darlin’,” she hollered, “show Aunt Lou how smart you are.” She bit her lip, then added, “So she can go home and tell Mi-moo what Mi-moo missed!” She patted the table. “C’mere, Lou, sit right up here beside me. I need to ask you a favor.”

I moved to the table, wondering about the strange tone in Jeanette’s voice and watching a hawk circling overhead. After a bit, she drummed her fingers nervously on her thigh, leaned over real close to me and in a breathless voice whispered, “Lou, sweetie, I need you to do me a huge favor and keep an eye on Little Silas this afternoon.”

“Sure,” I said, watching Montgomery push a little green bike with plastic streamers hanging from the handlebars up to the top of the sloping backyard. He held it steady as Little Silas, face serious, swung his leg over the seat.

“Got a friend coming over who needs to talk to me,” Jeanette said, still whispering, “privately.” I nodded, clapping and cheering as Little Silas pedaled wobbily along, with Montgomery’s outstretched hand always at the ready. Jeanette checked her watch constantly and finally she called out to Montgomery that it was 1:15 and wasn’t it time for him to skedaddle?

He looked surprised.

“Don’t you have that important meeting about the new parking lot?” Jeanette said.

He nodded. “Guess I’d better run. Good-bye, sport, ladies. Nice to see you, Lou.”

“Whew.” Jeanette blew out a long whoosh of air soon as she heard his truck pulling onto the highway. I looked at her hard. “Don’t you like it when he comes home for lunch?”

“Adore it,” she said, stretching out her leg and letting it dangle off the short end of the picnic table. “I love the man to bits, Lou, but like I told you, someone’s coming over. April and I are …”

She kept talking but I tuned out at the sound of that name. There was only one April I knew of. Her younger sister, Dawn, was in eleventh grade with me. Dawn had a sullen face and she hung out in the back parking lot of Euharlee High, cutting classes and smoking like a chimney. There were five or maybe six sisters total, girls commonly known as “hussies” around Euharlee. All the sisters were daring and compelling females, who could draw men, even married ones, with only a slit-eyed, come-hither look. The talk was that April worked as a stripper at a nightclub in the sleazy part of Atlanta.

My mouth dropped open. “You talking about April Horton?”

She nodded and that was when I knew why she wanted Montgomery out of there.

“You got a problem with her?” Jeanette’s voice rose.

“Problem?” I said stupidly.

“Yeah,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “What’s the matter with April Horton?”

“Bad company corrupts good morals?” I said weakly.

“Well, it just so happens I didn’t ask your opinion, Saint Loutishie. And anyway, even if she was, and I said was bad, then it would be my job as a fine upstanding church lady to point her to the straight and narrow path, now wouldn’t it?”

Hurt, I answered, “Well, I only meant…”

“You were being judgmental, Loutishie Lavender.”

“But, I heard that she—”

“The Bible says not to judge folks. The Bible also says even Jesus receiveth sinners. He eateth with them, too.” Jeanette turned on her heel. She had me there, I thought, sitting in the sun and watching her huff back into the house. But still, I felt something was up. And what it was was not Jeanette’s intention to proselytize a wayward April.

I followed Little Silas to the sandbox, plopping down cross legged in the grass, wondering what Jeanette was getting herself tangled up in this time. If anyone knew what a long and rocky road it had been for her to make it this far—to get a high school equivalency diploma, graduate from beauty college, find a job working part time at the Kuntry Kut ’n’ Kurl, to be raising this beautiful child, and being a minister’s wife to boot, a minister’s wife, I may add, who was supposedly walking with Jesus—then they would probably be holding their breath, too.

I had been there through all of the juiciest episodes of Jeanette’s past, and I was only just getting to the point where I could relax regarding her eternal destiny. I’m not saying that Jeanette having April Horton over was a sin. Or that it was a sure-fire signpost on the road to backsliding from the faith either, but like I said, I had this feeling.

I could smell trouble like a skillet full of bacon frying.

Nervous, I kept glancing over my shoulder at the house and before long this baby blue Trans Am zipped up the driveway. A youngish woman stepped out, with frizzy bleached blond hair to her shoulders, wearing a black tube top over a faded blue-jean miniskirt. She was tall, made taller by some platform sandals that also made her hips wiggle as she climbed the brick steps, her elbow bent against her waist with a cigarette between her fingers. I got even more nervous when I saw she was smoking, because it wasn’t long ago that Jeanette had given it up.

April Horton nudged the door open with her hip and after a minute or two, I heard them both screeching with laughter—sounded like a couple of hyenas. Across from me, Little Silas looked up at the house. In his black eyes there was a question. “Your mama has a friend over,” I said.

He nodded and bent back over a plastic dumptruck, his face screwed up in concentration. Trying to make lighthearted play, I patted up a mound of damp sand with one hand, and with the other bored out a hole in it. “Hide in here, buddy,” I instructed, “hide from the bad guys.”

“The bad guys are big,” Little Silas said, thrusting his hand inside the cave and smiling up at me. In the sunny backyard we listened to the purr of a distant lawn mower and moved from the sandbox to the tire swing and then to the slide. Somehow I managed to play enough to distract myself and to satisfy Little Silas. “I’m hungry,” he said at last, putting his grimy hand in mine.

Jeanette and April were in the den with the TV on. When I peeped around the doorway they stopped talking. Jeanette sat on the couch with a couple of hair-styling magazines open on her lap, eating from a bag of Doritos, and April was leaning over her shoulder with a Pepsi in one hand and a cigarette in the other. Jeanette caught my eye. “Hey April,” she said. “You remember Loutishie.”

“Nice to see ya, kiddo,” April said.

“Nice to see you, too,” I said, staring at her glossy red lips. I felt my neck growing warm as I pictured her dancing naked onstage, strutting her stuff up and down as men eagerly reached their hands toward her bare flesh. “Uhm,” I said, “we came in to get us a snack.”

“There’s some oatmeal cream pies on top of the Frigidaire,” Jeanette said. “Me and April are going outside.”

Little Silas and I plopped down at the dinette with milk and oatmeal pies, but I was too distracted to answer his constant questions. My curiosity got the better of me and I crept across the hallway, through the tiny den, to a window facing the backyard.

Holding my breath, I watched Jeanette as she literally squatted in air, smiling over at April, and holding her hands up with her forearms parallel to the ground. What a funny position, I thought, like she’s riding an invisible horse. April was leaning forward in the air, too, pushing her behind out and swiveling it around.

I witnessed pure devilment in their faces as they nodded at one another, rose up higher, keeping their feet planted in the grass, and in the craziest way you ever saw, rocked their pelvises forward and to the side, still holding their hands out. Their tongues slithered out to slowly lick their lips in a sensual way. Then they opened their mouths into ovals, threw back their heads, and rolled their eyes upward; bucking, twisting, and writhing their hips wildly.

Then I stared with my mouth hanging open as April cupped her bosoms with both hands, bit her bottom lip, threw back her head and pursed her lips in mock ecstasy. Jeanette watched, then mimicked this entire move.

“What in heaven’s name,” I uttered into the chintz curtains. I turned away, to Little Silas who was behind me then, licking the cellophane wrapper of his oatmeal pie. “What you doing?” he asked, and I knelt to press his face against my neck, a raw impulse to shield him from what I called the forbidden fruit of the hussies.

In front of the television, we sat watching Grover sing his ABCs. You could be overreacting, reading it all wrong, I told myself, maybe it’s only a couple of girls having a light and passing fit of spring fever.

But Jeanette’s and April’s faces when they came into the house a good half hour later held conspiratorial smirks and all my doubts flew right out the window.

When April left, I found Jeanette standing in the hallway rifling through the mail. “What were y’all doing out there, Jeannie?” I asked in a tight, high-pitched voice I could not help.

“Oh, playing around,” she said offhandedly.

“What?” I insisted. “What were y’all playing?”

“Nothing really.”

I followed her into the sunny yellow kitchen and stood while she scraped congealed macaroni into the trash. I knew enough not to back Jeanette into a corner, so I decided to let her stew a while, think I’d forgotten all about it. Then, perhaps she’d let it slip out. Or maybe it wouldn’t be a slip at all. She’d come right out and tell me because she’d intended to all along. She’d never been a shrinking violet. You just had to know the technique to draw things out of her.

I sat down at the table as Little Silas varoomed through the kitchen pushing a plastic car. I would be patient, I would be shrewd. Soon as Jeanette cleaned up the lunch dishes, she went into the den, sank down onto the couch and grabbed the remote. I was right on her heels. “Pretty day out, don’t you think?” I said.

She shrugged, flipping through the channels.

“Little Silas rides his bike like a pro,” I said. “I bet Imo’ll be sad she missed being here to see him today.”

She scowled.

Shameless, I kept on, though mostly it felt like I was betraying Imo. “She sure stays busy looking after the Reverend and his family,” I said. “Busy all the time going and doing for them.”

Jeanette reared back and snorted in disgust. “Makes me so mad I could spit!”

I nodded.

“Heading up Bible studies and prayer chains and chasing the Reverend’s grand-young’uns all over kingdom come.” Jeanette folded her arms. “Probably even irons his underwear.”

“She does take a lot of care of him.” I affirmed. “She was out gathering pokeweed this morning. For his spring tonic.”

Jeanette’s eyes blazed. “Ain’t seen hide nor hair of Mama for four whole days. Four days!” She slapped the armrest. “And she’s got time to go hunting pokeweed, but she ain’t got time to come see her only real grandchild ride his bike? Huh!”

Knowing Jeanette and her self-igniting ways, I sat back to wait. “Mmm-mmm-mmm,” she moaned, shaking her head slowly with her eyes shut in disgust. Little Silas, sensing his mama’s agitation, climbed into her lap, stroking her face in a delicate, tentative gesture.

“Probably too busy at the Reverend’s church and seeing about the Reverend’s pile of family to even notice anything here in Cartersville!” she fumed. “Wouldn’t even realize it if we all fell in a hole over here in Cartersville.”

Directly, the scowl still on her forehead, Jeanette turned the channel to cartoons, set Little Silas down, and stood to stretch. “Hey, it’s almost four,” she said, walking over and playfully bumping my knees with hers.

I shrugged. I would starve her for interaction.

She nudged my knees again. “Hey,” she said, “wanta see my new shorts?”

“Sure,” I said offhandedly.

Soon we were in her bedroom and she was fishing around through mounds of clothes on the floor.

“Really, Jeannie,” I said, “what were you and April doing?”

“Hmm?” She was playing dumb.

“You and April. What were y’all doing?”

Jeanette turned to me then, and her face looked almost relieved as she began. “It ain’t bad, Lou. Just having a little fun. April’s going to enter the erotic bull-riding contest Friday night at the Honky Tonk Tavern, and she invited me to come watch her. It’s one of those mechanical bulls. Cash prizes. Afterward, they’ve got a live band for dancing. It’s Ladies’ Night.”

My insides shriveled. Jeanette was in spiritual quicksand! She would forget Jesus, stray off the narrow path, and start running with the hussies of Bartow County again.

“These here are what I’m wearing,” Jeanette said, poking her feet into the legs of some denim shorts no bigger than swimsuit bottoms, so bleached out they were almost white. She sucked in her stomach to snap the shorts, and twirled to show off her long, tanned legs. “They’re tens,” she said, “but this brand is sized small.”

Standing there, Jeanette had a look of eager searching, with her flyaway hair and her darting eyes. Like a child in front of a candy store. She laughed and began chattering on about a fight April was having with her landlord, and about how April was two weeks behind on her rent, and how if the man threatened to put her stuff out on the sidewalk again, that she was going to tell his wife he was a regular at the Paperdoll, where she worked as a naked dancer. “That ought to buy her some time, huh?” Jeanette said, smiling. “Least till Saturday. April figures she’s gonna win this contest and she’s giving me forty bucks for doing her hair and makeup. That’s real important, you know, Lou. The presentation part is.” Jeanette nudged me with her foot and I nodded, saying nothing. “April was just showing me the moves today, Lou. I wanted to see what you do for a mechanical bull-riding contest.” She dug around in her closet and came up with a pair of pink suede boots that had three-inch heels. “How do you think these look with the shorts?” she asked as she slipped them on and spun. “Did I mention first place is five hundred bucks?”

I shrugged, struggling to look indifferent. Then I gathered up my courage. “You really think the Honky Tonk is a good place for a mama and a preacher’s wife to be going, Jeannie?”

She met my eyes with her blue-green ones and she said, “Ain’t one thing wrong with it, Loutishie. Everyone’ll have all their clothes on. Plus, it’s in Fulton County. Don’t nobody from around here go to the joints in Fulton County, and anyway, Montgomery and Little Silas’11 be sawing logs while Fm watching April ride the bull.”

I decided then and there not to say another word about it. I turned on my heel and strode to the door. “Bye-bye, buddy,” I said to Little Silas, who was under the coffee table playing with some plastic dinosaurs.

I was still fastening my seat belt when Jeanette came galloping outside in the shorts and boots. She stuck her head inside the passenger window. “Relax, Lu-lu,” she said, laughing. “Okay? Thanks for watching Little Silas, and be sure and tell Imo what she missed.” All of a sudden her grin faded. She held up her pointer finger and swished it side to side. “But don’t you dare tell her about the Honky Tonk. Some folks happen to be real narrow-minded.”

I didn’t say yes or no, just hightailed it home with my brain racing. I figured it was way too early to tell if I was being the Little Miss Righteous that Jeanette always accused me of, or if I was just keeping alert to the wiles of the devil, as Reverend Peddigrew says we’re supposed to do.



Sitting glumly on the back steps at home, I tried to pray but could not. So I whistled for Bingo, and when he came loping up from the barn, we took off for the bottoms.

Usually the Etowah was unhurried, running along like drips of sorghum syrup down the side of a knife, but the spring rains had swollen the waters, and we had to pick our way carefully upriver to a sandy spot where it was relatively broad and a bit shallower. Save for Bingo’s panting, all was silence and reflection. I sat down, wrapped my arms around my legs, and rested my chin on my knees. “Purty, ain’t it, boy?” I said, ruffling the smelly fur at his neck.

An image suddenly flashed across my mind; Jeanette and me as young girls, our bare legs finely scratched from the blackberries we gathered along the river’s edge, wading out into the muddy, slick-bottomed river, the churning of our feet turning the water into a color like Imo’s coffee-milk in the mornings.

When we were at the river, Jeanette and I entered a play world of immense proportions. We fished and hunted for arrowheads. We bobbed and floated in a couple of Uncle Silas’s huge tractor tire inner tubes till our bodies were tawny as the Cherokees. We became like blood sisters, and now I recalled the innocent part of me that thought things would never change.

Then Jeanette turned twelve, thirteen, and she discovered boys. From her first crush, she was a goner. At times she would still come down to the river with me—but it was never the same.

Gone were our carefree days in the summers—days spent playing school, helping Imo in the garden, setting watermelons into the cold water of the spring for a treat late in the day.

Jeanette became a wild-eyed young woman who spit in the face of authority, sneaking off at night to run with a fast crowd. I witnessed all this with my heart in my throat, praying without ceasing that she would return to the straight and narrow path.

What I saw in Imo then was denial where Jeanette was concerned. She simply did not want to face reality, but when Jeanette got pregnant, Imo could ignore it no longer.

I suppose Imo never relaxed again until after the shock waves wore off on the day that Jeanette—who had fallen in love with Montgomery Pike—turned her heart over to Jesus at the altar just after Imo’d said her wedding vows there with the Reverend Lemuel Peddigrew.

I laid my head on Bingo’s warm stomach and I worried that we had seen the last of clear, blue skies. I worried that a storm might be on the horizon. Knowing Jeanette and the pull that worldly delights and trinkets held for her, knowing her tendencies, I imagined the erotic bull-riding deal escalating into another full-blown walk on the wild side.






One
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Classics

IMO



They were on the weathered front porch of the farmhouse, waiting for Miss Cathy and Brownie Troop number eighty-six to arrive. Lemuel sat arrow straight on the swing. Imogene was in a rocker facing him, so she could see their visitors come around the bend in the drive.

Though it was a Thursday he wore his Sunday best, a crisp gray suit with a thin navy pinstripe. His shirt was spotless white and over that lay a vest and a scarlet tie fastened with a gold clip. A fancy telescope and a tall tripod lay propped against the porch railing.

Imogene wore a milk-blue shirtwaist dress to match her Keds and a cream-colored crocheted vest to give it some pizzazz. She fingered her earbobs—large enamel pearls, a wedding gift from the Garden Club girls just two short years ago.

At a quarter till seven, Lemuel pulled his pocket watch from his trousers. Peering at it, he frowned and sat up even straighter. “Let’s hope she didn’t forget,” he said.

“Cathy wouldn’t forget,” said Imo.

“Might,” he said.

“Maybe you got mixed up on the day, Lemuel.”

“No, ma’am.” He crossed his arms. “I did not.”

“Maybe it’s tomorrow evening instead. A Friday night would make more sense. It’s not a school night.”

“No, ma’am, it is not Friday that they are coming. It is tonight and it was to be at six-thirty P.M.” He leaned back against the swing.

They were quiet for a spell. Imo glanced over her shoulder at the sagging barn. Bingo was fastened up inside one of the stalls. Though he would not hurt a fly, she knew some small children were scared of dogs and she didn’t want anything to ruin Lemuel’s evening of talking with the Brownies about astronomy, a recent fascination of his. Now she just hoped he had the date correct.

As if he could read her thoughts, Lemuel uncrossed his ankles, planted his heels on the porch, and straightened his knees to start the swing rocking. Imo could see the muscles tightening in his jaw.

Except for the creaking coming from the swing’s rusty chain, it was a quiet evening. Loutishie was gone off with some friends from the high school. Imo took a deep breath; every now and then she caught a feel of the coming season. A bud on the dogwood trees or a dab of purple from an early crocus, and all around the sounds of birds and bees, trembling in the air to celebrate spring’s arrival. As the days grew milder and brighter, and the sun slowly warmed her patch of southern soil, she felt the familiar restlessness over getting outside into her garden. No amount of staring wistfully at the glossy pages of her garden catalogs or even starting her tomato and pepper plants from seed (since February) could satisfy her.

She watched late sunlight fall across a rusted pickup sitting on cinder blocks beside the shed. “Might come a rain,” she said, looking beyond the shed, “I see dark clouds yonder a ways.”

Lem scowled. “Hope it holds off till we’ve had a chance to look at the stars.”

“You’re sure it’s tonight?” she asked him gently.

“Yessum. I am positive it is tonight. It is tonight at six thirty sharp.” Now he swung steadily, gripping the swing’s armrest with one large white-knuckled hand.

“Thursday? You’re sure? Six-thirty?”

“They’ll be here, Imogene.”

“Well, it’s ten till seven now.”

“You can imagine how hard it is to round up six little girls and settle them down, now can’t you?”

“But you know how Cathy is. I figured she’d be here at six if you told her six-thirty. Maybe you did get mixed up, Lem, dear. It could happen.”

He fished his pocket watch out again, flipped it open and peered hard at its face. “I’m not mixed up,” he said in a voice that said don’t ask again. Frowning, he kept the swing moving in a steady rhythm.

“I’ll just run in the kitchen and check the calendar,” Imo said after a bit, rising.

He held out an impatient hand to motion her back down. “Keep your seat. It’s on the calendar. I already checked.”

“Let me call Cathy then. Maybe you wrote it down wrong. Maybe you wrote it down on Thursday’s square by mistake and it’s really tomorrow.”

“I did not.”

“Maybe you recollected the wrong date, then. That could happen. She said one thing and you remembered it wrong.”

“I remember talking to Cathy about it like it was yesterday.”

“But Lemuel, it was last week when y’all talked about it. Anyway, everybody makes mistakes. It’s almost seven now. Go in and call her.”

“I didn’t make a mistake, Imogene! I didn’t forget! Maybe they’ve had a flat tire.” He stood up sharply and dug in his pocket for his keys. “I’ll drive down the road a piece and check.”

“Call first.” She grabbed the crease of his trousers and tugged.

He shook his head, pulled away. “They’ve gotten in a fix and I need to go help them. Could be a flat tire, the battery …”

“Please, Lem, dear. Dial Cathy’s number first. What would it hurt?”

“Well …”

“You could be wrong. Last Saturday morning, for instance,” she added cheerily, patting his leg, “you missed your haircut appointment. You remember Wanda calling you to say you missed it? You had to run over there after we ate a bite of lunch. Had to go to her house since she closes the salon at noon on Saturdays.”

“What?” He scowled. “Oh, that. I know I did. You’ve got to realize, Imo, that was because of Miz Pritchett’s grandson. The mess he was in over at the dirt track.”

“Well, you’re not a spring chicken anymore, Lemuel. All I’m saying—”

“I’m not a spring chicken anymore? What’s that supposed to mean? I am on the ball. I am holding everything together.”

Imo closed her eyes to gather her thoughts. “It’s not a sign of weakness if you did get mixed up or forget, dear. It’s only human. You said to me the other day, you said, ‘Imo, now tell me why in the wide world did I come in here?’ We were standing in the kitchen. I was making some slaw and I said maybe you were after a glass of tea. And then you remembered. You came in there for a spoon of peanut butter. Don’t you remember that?”

“Remember the peanut butter?”

“Remember coming into the kitchen for something and forgetting it.”

He turned and clumsily fiddled with the head of a walking stick he kept leaning against the porch railing. He looked out over the lawn, whistling under his breath.

Imo saved him. “Going to lead them out into the upper pasture?”

“Yessum. Figured I’d walk them to the clearing and show them Polaris and Ursa Major. Talk to them about the Milky Way, show them the Big Dipper.”

The sight of his rigid back told Imo to let it go, not to rub it in. She settled down to wait, to let time reveal to them the verdict. She wasn’t exactly used to being a preacher’s wife yet, though two years could sometimes feel like an eternity. There seemed to be a very fine line between showing reverence for him as a man of God, and being his earthly helpmeet, which sometimes meant pointing out his human frailties.

Life had been much simpler being Mrs. Silas Lavender. For forty-eight years her place on this earth was secure with Silas beside her. She knew just what each day held. She knew exactly where she stood in the community, and also what was expected of her in regard to his side of the family. She and Silas had married when she was sixteen and she figured they would be together until the end. The end of what, she didn’t know, but until his diagnosis with cancer she hadn’t fathomed a life without him. Now, at sixty-seven, Imo was starting all over again.

She stole a sideways glance at Lemuel Peddigrew, seventy-five. Being married to him was like being kin to half of Euharlee. Not only was she the Reverend’s wife, which was very close to being the mother of a congregation of one hundred and thirty-four folks, but the number of his literal blood kin was staggering. Not just brothers and sisters and sons and daughters and grandchildren, either. There were aunts and great-aunts and uncles and great-uncles and a vast number of cousins and second cousins and second cousins twice removed. All required attention and sometimes Imo felt like she barely made it from day to day, tending to birthdays, anniversaries, sickbeds, recitals, and baseball games.

This had indeed been the busiest two years of her life and now she had a new, almost reverential awe and respect for her dear friend Martha, the former Mrs. Lemuel Peddigrew. There was not a single day that Imo did not miss Martha or have questions she wished to ask her. Along with questions about being the tireless mother figure and pillar of the church and the president of the Garden Club, Imo would ask Martha how in heaven’s name she had managed this man.

Aside from the matter of this stubbornness tonight, he could be as messy as a teenager, was particularly unhandy when it came to fixing things around the house, and even worse when it came to things around the farm or in the vegetable garden. He was all thumbs with the rototiller and could hardly tell a squash seedling from a cucumber. The man was clueless about composting and mulching and pulling suckers from the tomato vines. These things did not come naturally to him and though he was a willing companion, it took more time for Imo to explain it all than to just do it herself.

Of course, he had his fine points as well. Many of them. He was generous to a fault, he served his Lord with a pure heart, had a wonderful sense of humor, and could fish with the best of them. Though theirs had been an arranged marriage—namely, a death-bed promise to care for each other that Martha extracted from the both of them—he seemed to love her. The fact was that he would do just about anything for her. He thought nothing of getting up in the dark on Sundays, starting the coffee, and bringing her a cup in bed.

Often he spoke sweet words to her and told her she was beautiful. Sometimes it made Imo feel guilty when he said she was beautiful. Martha had been stout, and she had a broad, plain face with twinkling blue eyes that gave the impression of country-fresh honesty. Beautiful in the classic sense of the word, Martha was not. Still, she always managed to look neat. Whether she wore an old house dress to work outside in her flower patch or was all gussied up for church, she looked her best. Two things you never caught Martha without were her smile and her eagerness to help another soul in need.

Though Imo might beat Martha in the looks department, she obviously lacked a lot in the pastor’s wife department. When Martha was Mrs. Lemuel Peddigrew, she was a font of Biblical wisdom, a one-woman task force. Committees formed effortlessly, folks were raised up from their sickbeds, flower arrangements appeared almost by magic, clothes and food were rounded up for the needy, pancake suppers were griddled to perfection—all from Martha’s indefatigable hand.

These things did not come as easily to Imo. While she went about her life as Mrs. Lemuel Peddigrew and performed her duties as the pastor’s wife of Calvary Baptist, she often had the feeling that Martha was watching. She sensed that if she turned her head in a quick jerk, she would see Martha with her hands clasped in front, her lips in a soft smile as she gazed at Imo’s life.

Was it a critical smile? Imo wondered. Most likely not, given Martha’s sweet spirit. But it should be. There did not seem to be one tiny thing that Imo could do as well as Martha had. Though Imo reckoned that if she’d had to move into the parsonage, these feelings would be much worse. She’d have run into Martha everywhere she turned. What a blessing that Lemuel had agreed to move out to the farm with her and Loutishie.

Now, that was proof of real love if anything was! To indulge Imo in her request to stay on the farm. The very land where she came into this world, that held all of her memories and the garden where she spent her finest moments. A place that helped salve her heart and boost her spirits.

For a while in the early months of their marriage, Imo discovered just how much she needed the comfort of her homeplace. The Reverend had closed himself off romantically and physically from her, and this made her feel hurt and confused.

There had been so many emotions running through Imo on the day that they married she still could not say to this day if it was relief or disappointment on that first night together as man and wife when he exited the bathroom of their tiny cabin in the Great Smoky Mountains clothed in plaid flannel pajamas, socks, slippers, and a plush green terry-cloth robe with a belt securely fastened at his waist.

It being winter, he stayed in the robe as they drank Sanka and discussed their plans for the coming day. He wouldn’t look directly at Imo that entire night. He looked all around the edges of her. He looked at a print of Monet’s Sunflowers hanging above the bed, at a table which held the telephone and a glossy magazine of area attractions.

Imo began to feel even more self-conscious, practically naked, as she reclined against the headboard of the bed, tugging at the short hemline of a red diaphanous negligee. The negligee had been Maimee Harris’s idea. “It’s your wedding night, girl,” Maimee said, shaking her head, “I can’t believe you are planning to wear that.” She scowled at a floor-length high-necked nightgown with long sleeves made of thick muslin that was draped over Imo’s bed with the rest of her trousseau.

“Why not? I think it’s just perfect.”

“Perfect, my foot,” Maimee said. “Looks like something a nun would wear.”

Imo’s thoughts whirled. She did not know what a lady should wear for the wedding night of her second marriage, let alone a pastor’s wife. She would, she decided, make the drive to JoAnne’s Fashion Corner, and let an expert give her opinion. JoAnne herself directed Imo to a circular rack of frothy confections in colors like seafoam and shrimp and jonquil.

Imo didn’t exactly know what she expected the Reverend to do that first night together, but her chest flushed hot and pink as she pictured his hands lifting the negligee. She pulled the spread over her bare legs as he continued to wear his robe. All while they sat there talking she kept hoping he would at least do something.

Even a chaste kiss would be nice, she thought, something to seal the deal.

As ten o’clock came, he said, “Well, looks like it’s time to hit the hay” and scuffed off to the bathroom to brush his teeth. He returned to bed, still wearing the robe, sat on the edge of the mattress with his back to her to remove his slippers, slid his sock-clad feet into the covers, and pulled the covers up to his waist. Only then did he remove the robe, draping it across the foot of the bed and lying back quietly, pulling his side of the sheet and then the blanket up to his chin.

She lay on her side, facing him expectantly. He snaked his hand out from the covers and she tensed, waiting for the warmth of his touch, but his hand went up and through the air above her to turn off the wall lamp. Then he lay with his arms folded across his chest in the dark and the minutes passed in perfect silence until at last his snores filled the cabin. Imo lay awake till past two A.M., feeling silly in the negligee. For as little as he had touched her that night, Imo wondered that he hadn’t gotten a cabin with two single beds.

There certainly wouldn’t be much to tell the Garden Club girls. This was just as well, she tried to convince herself. It would give her a bit more time to adjust to thoughts of making love with her pastor.

She’d wondered many times if being intimate with a man of God was on a higher plane than with an ordinary man. Imo herself liked to keep God out of the bedroom when she and Silas had made love. It just did not seem very Christian to be doing something so naked and earthy, so human. So physical. All the pulsing and throaty moaning.

Surely Lemuel will get around to the act in his own sweet time, she reassured herself as several days passed with no intimacy. She kept reassuring herself with the memory that she herself was barely able to function right after Silas passed away. It had been all she could do to put one foot in front of the other. The fact of the matter was that she’d had more time to heal, and Lemuel’s grief-stricken heart was probably not ready for intimacy with Imo yet as Martha’d not been in the ground a whole year. This salved Imo’s wounded pride as the days turned into weeks.

But when six solid months had passed without more than a friendly pat on the shoulder or an occasional squeeze to the knee while they looked at TV together, Imo began to fret. It felt like a bald-faced lie to say they were married.

You should not be complaining, Imo, she told herself often, it is wonderful to have a life companion. Lemuel is good to you and you two enjoy each other’s company. You know your life as man and wife was a purely practical arrangement, namely so Martha could leave this earth in peace. Don’t expect to have passion. You just need to learn to be satisfied with things the way they are.

[image: image]

She almost had herself convinced when one day things began to change. It was a Saturday, early evening, and Imo was cleaning up after supper. She was at the stove, scraping leftovers into a skillet full of bacon drippings.

The late sun threw a pale rectangle on the linoleum and the radio on the windowsill was playing “My Better Years” by the Johnson Mountain Boys. She stirred the shiny mixture in the skillet with a long wooden spoon, took a sip of her tea, and moved to the rhythm of a wailing fiddle.

When the skillet’s contents were warm, she stepped out on the back porch to scrape it into Bingo’s bowl, and he came running eagerly, his tongue lolling out and to one side. He wolfed the food in one giant gulp and she ruffled his rib cage, saying, “I don’t know why I even bother sometimes, Bingo. I don’t believe you had time to taste it.” Smiling, she brought the skillet in and set it on the counter beside the sink. She laid a flap of rubber over the drain and turned on the hot water full blast. A short squirt of Palmolive and the scent of lemons filled the air. At the sound of footsteps behind her, she turned.

There he was, standing so close she could feel the warmth of him, an expression on his face she’d never seen before. His cheeks were pink and smooth, the spicy scent of freshly applied Old Spice mingled with dish liquid. “More tea?” she asked cautiously. “Can I fix you some dessert?”

“You,” he whispered, “I want you,” and Imo stood frozen at the sink.

He turned the faucet off, spun her around to face him, and grasped her waist, pulling her against him roughly. She was trembling all over as he leaned in to nuzzle her neck.

“Let’s make love,” he breathed into her ear so hotly it left wetness.

Nodding, Imo wrapped her arms around his rigid body, but strangely enough, what flew into her mind at that particular moment was not passion, it was the memory of them at Martha’s funeral, standing amid the cloying fragrance of hundreds of roses; their frightened and stunned faces whenever their eyes met. She looked hurriedly to the left and the right, feeling vaguely guilty, as if she were being watched, as if she were cheating with her best friends husband.

“In the bedroom,” he said huskily, pulling back and peering into the very depths of her soul. She noted how huge his pupils were, how rapid his breathing, and she willed the specter of Martha away so she could connect with that stirring of her own desire. All these long months she had dreamed of this moment and here it was!



“You make me feel like I’m eighteen again!” he kept saying when it was all over. He was pleased with himself, Imo could tell. He had a smile on his face and heavy-lidded, complacent eyes. She studied her hands, laced together on top of the quilt, the gold of her wedding band reflecting a sliver of light from the bedside lamp.

After a bit, she closed her eyes. They had become one flesh at last and she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Intercourse with Lemuel, other than his grateful utterance to the Lord as he spilled his seed, was on no higher spiritual plane. It was still the same earthly sensual act of the masses.

With this first impassioned union, it was like some wall had been knocked down. Lemuel began to parade around in their bedroom wearing only his boxer shorts. He nestled nude against Imo as they slept. When Tuesdays and Saturdays rolled around, he combed fresh Vitalis through his hair, shaved and slapped on Old Spice, brushed and flossed his teeth, and got that amorous look in his eyes once again.

Each time, Imo was pleased. They quickly learned to read each other’s bodies, to move and caress in just the right ways, and after their trysts they lay spent and intertwined, their hearts thudding in unison. Their love making was all the more special to Imo as she’d never figured on such passion with her pastor.



Musing on this, Imo leaned her head back against the rocker and studied Lemuel’s face. What a dear man he was! This lover of hers. A strong man, too. Letting her stay here on her beloved farm. If he were any lesser, he’d have dug in his heels and insisted she move to the parsonage. This act seemed so great to her now—the concession of a man secure in the sense of who he was.

This realization made an uneasiness settle over Imo. Ten after seven. Possibly she was the one who was wrong about the time for the Brownies’ visit! Who had made her sovereign over Lemuel? Cathy could very well have had a flat tire. Or worse!

Imo’s heart bounded up into her chest as she stood to go fetch her purse. She would say she was sorry to Lemuel as they drove along Flat Shoals Road searching for Cathy. But even before she could utter a word, Cathy’s van came around the bend and Lem let out a sharp “ah!” She looked at him and he nodded in one satisfied dip as he rose and gripped the stair rails to help himself down to meet the girls.

Cathy lowered the window of her blue van before it came to a stop beside the birdbath. “Howdy, Reverend and the Missus!” she called. “We’re a wee bit early, I know, but the girls were so excited I couldn’t hold ’em back a second longer.”

Lemuel was unruffled at Miss Cathy’s words. When the car stopped, he gallantly opened her door. “I like an early start!” he said.

This was interesting, Imo thought, this disconnect from reality. She told herself that once she got him alone she would try and get to the bottom of things. Please, Lord, she breathed, let this be an isolated incident, keep my beloved’s mind sound. But if he really were as clueless as he seemed sometimes lately, she’d simply have to carry him in to talk to Dr. Perkins.

She walked around to slide the side door open and release the Brownies. Six girls tumbled out. Girls with shiny full hair beneath brown felt beanies, wearing sashes with glinting gold stars sprinkled across them. Laughing and jumping, they scrambled around the van to Miss Cathy’s side.

“Shhh. Settle down now, girls,” Miss Cathy said, calming them with high eyebrows and the hand signal of two fingers raised. “Listen up now. The Reverend here has planned a special treat for us. He’s going to show us the Milky Way.”

“I love Milky Ways!” the smallest blond-haired, pink-cheeked wisp of a Brownie exclaimed.

Miss Cathy giggled and held up her fingers once again. “Now, ladies, hold your comments. Reverend P has got us a stargazing tour planned, then Missus P has some refreshments here at the house where we can all ask our questions about stars and stuff.” She turned to the Reverend. “Ready, sir?”

A smile spread across his face. “I surely am. Reckon we ought to head to the upper pasture, to the wide clearing.” Miss Cathy and the girls fell into step behind him, and he ushered the group past an old hand-plow which served as the mailbox post, past the well house, the springhouse, the garden shed, the rusty pickup truck on cinder blocks and the tractor shed. The girls remarked on everything with vibrant gestures.

“Astronomy,” the Reverend began in a deep voice as they strolled along a dirt path and between an opening in the barbed-wire fence, “that’s the scientific study of the universe beyond our earth, dealing with heavenly bodies, their motions, magnitudes, distances, and physical constitutions. What we can see this time of year, in early spring, will be Ursa Major, also called the Great Bear, but more commonly known as the Big Dipper. This is the best-known group of stars in the sky! We’ll also take us a look at Polaris, the North Star.”

As the last shred of sunlight faded, Imo trudged along at the end of the procession, her heart still troubled by Lemuel’s confusion about the time. What a pity if the Reverend’s mind was slipping, she thought. This was worse than anything she could imagine! Worse than losing a limb, eyesight, or hearing. It was so terrible she was determined to do something about it immediately. Try and stop it, staunch it, make it disappear. But what could she do? How could she help her dear Lemuel? She knew that he worked entirely too hard tending to his flock and that he poured himself out too completely in his sermons. Why, he should be retired at his age!

He was using himself up was what it was. If she could have, she would have made him retire yesterday, while his mind was still sharp. But she could convince him to retire now, couldn’t she? Yes, there was no question about it. She’d have to.

The group came to a stop and the Reverend fumbled with assembling the tripod. While he was tediously affixing the telescope to the tripod, Miss Cathy led the girls in a vigorous rendition of the song “Make New Friends.” Imo eyed the low canopy of clouds above them, but didn’t open her mouth. At last he released a long sigh and patted the telescope. He bent his knee and cocked his head to peer through it at the sky. He scowled. “Can’t see a blessed thing!”

In the meantime, fat raindrops began to fall and Miss Cathy gave him a polite, pitiable smile. “We’ll get our uniforms all soggy out here,” one Brownie wailed.

“Well,” he said gloomily, “reckon there’s nothing I can do about the weather. We’ll just have to reschedule our stargazing for a clearer night. Let’s head to the barn to talk about our Milky Way till this rain eases enough to get on back to the house.”



It was dark as night inside the barn and Lemuel grasped the string dangling from a 40-watt bulb. He perched himself on a dusty bale of hay. “Have a seat, ladies.” He gestured toward more hay bales scattered across the dirt floor in front of him.

Bingo whimpered, straining against his tether. Imo hushed him, then leaned against the rough boards behind Miss Cathy, whose perfume was so strong it made her eyes water.

“Okay, ladies, let’s talk about our Milky Way,” Lemuel said, rubbing his chin. “Our galaxy is called the Milky Way. Now, don’t get confused. You’d have a hard time getting your mouth around this Milky Way.” He laughed and the girls laughed with him. “The Milky Way I am referring to contains roughly four hundred billion stars. Each star is a sun, with its own family of planets. Our nearest star is twenty-six trillion miles away—”

“How old are you, sir?” a tiny girl asked, touching his wrist, which appeared to be a solid mass of wrinkles under the 40-watt lightbulb.

There was a pause. “Well, little lady,” he chuckled, “I was born in 1927. So that makes me seventy-five years young.”

“We’re studying the olden days in Miss Warman’s class!” another Brownie chimed in. “They didn’t have no TVs or computers back in the olden days.”

“Girls, girls, hush up.” Miss Cathy said. “It is not polite to ask folks how old they are.”

“It’s all right,” he said. “When I was a little feller, we couldn’t even do things like this.” He reached up and yanked the lightbulb string once more and the barn was dark. There was a collective squeal from the girls, and he pulled it on again. “We couldn’t pull a string and get us some light. We didn’t get electricity until the middle of the 1930s. I was about eight years old before we had our house wired for electricity. There were no lightbulbs. No electric ranges. No refrigerators. No washing machines or clothes dryers. We didn’t have tub baths like you do today. We didn’t have hot running water.”

A gasp from the girls.

“That’s right,” Imo chimed in. “Most folks just stayed right where they were their entire lives. Bartow County was a rural county, and my folks were farmers right on this very land and my daddy grew or raised most of our own food. We were what you call self-sufficient. Most farm folks back then were. I can remember my granny, Eula Mae Bryars, saying all the time, ‘I just think it’s a disgrace for a farming family to live out of a paper bag.’ That meant only the things you couldn’t grow on the farm should be bought at the store. We had us a milk cow, a couple of hogs, chickens, and Momma kept a big backyard vegetable garden.”

A young hand shot up, waving vibrantly. “Y’all didn’t have any stores?”

“Oh, we had us a store all right,” she said. “Bought a few things in there—things like sugar, salt, coffee, shoes, matches, tobacco, and snuff. Things we couldn’t grow on our own.”

Miss Cathy nodded at the Reverend. “Tell ’em about how hard folks used to work.”

“In my day,” the Reverend said, “growing up in a tiny rural town down in South Georgia, young’uns had to go to work soon as possible to help support the family. Farmers’ kids would carry water to the folks working in the field—to the cotton pickers, the plowers, whatever they had to do to help harvest the crops. The schools closed down during cotton-picking time.”

“Did y’all ever have any fun?” a serious dark-eyed Brownie sitting next to Miss Cathy whispered.

The Reverend whispered right back. “Had some of the best times of my life. Didn’t have no TV, but my daddy could tell some of the best stories of anybody alive. Unbelievable stories that he swore till the day he died were true.”

A boom of thunder rattled the roof of the barn and all were quiet a moment. “I’ll tell you something we loved come summertime, ’sides swimmin’ in the creek,” the Reverend said. “That was when the ice man came. Remember I told you we didn’t have anything like a refrigerator? Well, we had us a ice man and he made his rounds in a truck loaded with big ole blocks of ice weighing a hundred pounds apiece, insulated with cotton hulls and jute bags. He traveled through the countryside and he had this ice pick he used to break those blocks into chunks, and while he was busy chippin’, us children would gather around to pick up the ice chips that flew out. Then that feller’d grab his ice tongs and tote a block of ice into our kitchen and set it into our icebox. That’s what kept our food from spoiling.” The Reverend smiled and placed his hands on his knees.

The girls sat with their mouths hanging open.

Miss Cathy giggled a bit to fill the silence. “I bet y’all couldn’t just run off to McDonald’s for a Happy Meal, could you?”

Imo’s eyes sparkled. “Couldn’t do any such thing,” she said. “We lived on cornbread and beans. Maybe a little bit of fatback, streak-o-lean, or grease gravy if we were lucky. Sometimes Momma’d send me out to grab a nice fat frier from the chickenyard. Then she’d build a fire in the cookstove and wring that chicken’s neck. We’d scald it in hot water, and I’d pluck the feathers out and she’d cut it up for frying. Mmm mmm. That was some good eatin’!”

Now the Brownies’ noses were wrinkling in disgust.

There was another rumble of thunder and the Reverend said he reckoned they’d be stuck a while longer.

“Any of you girls have a question about life the way it used to be here?” Miss Cathy urged.

One small arm shot up and a girl with sparkling green eyes asked did they have telephones way back then.

“Naw,” the Reverend answered, “all the way through the thirties and the forties there weren’t hardly any telephones, maybe a few in the rich folks’ houses. Weren’t none in the rural areas like this. If you wanted to call somebody or if somebody called you, in my little town the Sullivan Country Store was the place you had to go. All the livelong day Mr. Sullivan was sending for someone to come to the phone for a message.”

More silence, except for a gentle rain falling on the roof and the muffled sound of spring peepers. Imo wondered if it was time to make a dash up to the house for snacks. “Are there any more questions?” she asked.

“Tell us about the schools in the olden days,” said Lara Lee, who was in Miss Cathy’s lap. “My pepaw said they didn’t used to have school buses when he was little.”

“Nope, boys and girls had to walk to school from near and far,” the Reverend said. “I had to walk two miles there and two miles back, even in the wintertime. You know the little wooden building down on Jessamine Street? One they use for the cotton museum? That was the Bartow County schoolhouse. Weren’t no desks like you have today. Had benches. In my school we had to take turns bringing water up from the spring every day. Had to cut firewood in the winter for the pot-bellied stove sitting in the middle of the classroom.

“We studied the three R’s—Readin’, Writin’, and ’rithmetic. The teacher’d call roll and the first thing we did after that was listen to her read a verse out of the Good Book. Memorized a Bible verse every day, we sure did. Can’t even pray at schools nowadays.”

A few solemn nods and then Miss Cathy said, “Sounds like the storm’s passed.”

They dashed through the drizzle toward the house, and as they went Imo’s mind spun. She’d heard so much more than just the words back there in the barn. Now he would see that he was a true dyed-in-the-wool product of the olden days, even if he didn’t like to admit it. This whole talk to the Brownies should enable him to realize just how old he was, and how the time had come to slow down.
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