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FOREWORD

When I was twelve years old, or thereabout, a young black man I knew, also twelve, or thereabout, called me Mr. Terry one day. It was a great shock, one of those moments that is boldly tattooed to the skin of memory. I did not understand it then, but I accepted it. (I think people who are beneficiaries of mystifying experiences always accept them.)

Many years later I realized that being called Mr. Terry was a ceremony in my rite of passage into young adulthood as a Southerner, a kind of cotton field bar mitzvah. It was the ceremony of Logan’s Law.

Logan’s Law is from this book. It means “the law of the way things are.”

Logan’s Law is why the civil rights movement began.

And why it continues.

And why we may never get things right, for Logan’s Law is enforced in one form or another by every race and culture on earth.

Still, it interests me that things—and people—do change, sometimes so subtly there is little, or no, cognizant awareness of those changes.

Desegregation in the South, for example.

Historians of events and dates have it wrong about desegregation. It did not begin in the fifties with court-ordered mandates belligerently opposed by southern politicians firing mouth-loaded weapons in a war of words that still echo faintly in small rural communities.

Desegregation began after World War II when soldiers and war workers—men and women—returned home.

They were not the same people who had left farms to answer the drumbeat call of patriotism.

They had been to Europe and to the Pacific, or to factory cities in the United States.

They had met people from New York and New Mexico, from Pennsylvania and California, from every other state in the nation, from foreign countries barely familiar to them.

They had heard accents and languages that were, to them, mostly unintelligible babble, spoken by people with names bafflingly unpronounceable.

And though they did not know it consciously—not all of them, at least—they had returned to their homes as different people. There was strut in their step, stories on their tongues. Ghosts slept with them.

They had changed.

Part of that change was an intuitive understanding that freedom was not a select experience for a select few, and it was that door crack of tolerance (a serious discomfort for many, I suspect) that first prepared white Southerners for the shock of the civil rights movement.

From that time, desegregation was as inevitable, as inescapable, as any prophecy God might have whispered to wise men about upheavals on the horizon.

I write this opinion realizing it is the perspective of a white Southerner, and I know that the end of World War II did not bring an end to bigotry. In some cases, that bigotry was escalated, made uglier and more insulting than indignities that blacks had suffered before the war.

I realize also that the majority of white Southerners returning from World War II—given the influence of Logan’s Law—reacted passively to the changes invading their environment. Yet that reaction eventually became an important contribution to desegregation. When push came to shove in the civil rights movement, they remained passive, which greatly weakened the assumed presence of a United White Southern Front. Such a front simply did not exist.

But there were some white people who stepped across the line, thumbed their noses at Logan’s Law. World War II was a passionate memory for them, and in their homes, a quiet, private lesson was being taught in the aftershock of a war ignited by tyrants hell-bent on destroying races of people as well as conquering land: Don’t put anyone down. Anyone.

I have written this book because that period of time has always fascinated me and because I am of that generation of Southerners born to segregation and to Logan’s Law, one who became a passive member of a passive transition period, and one who has lived his adulthood balanced on the still-shaky highwire hanging between then and now.

I write of then, hoping to better understand now.




PROLOGUE

Conjure Woman walked in a steady step, her white wrap dress and white head turban glowing under the moon. She walked down the middle of the road, and the drivers of the cars that came upon her suddenly out of the darkness steered to avoid her, knowing who she was.

The drivers of the cars slowed to a stop and looked back down the road and whispered in awe of seeing her.

“Conjure Woman…”

“Conjure Woman…”

“Conjure Woman…”

At the side-by-side shanty houses along the road where Conjure Woman walked, dogs whimpered and slithered into hiding, and the people who lived in those houses peeked from behind ratty curtains at the large, white-shrouded figure in the middle of the road, and they muttered to one another in startled voices, “Conjure Woman’s walking.” They crept outside and whispered across their yards to one another, saying, “Look yonder, look yonder. Conjure Woman’s coming down the road.”

Hootie Veal came out of his tar-paper shanty, followed by three of his eight children. Hootie and his children were thought to be addle-brained, the way they behaved. Hootie skittered up to Conjure Woman, mocking her step, playing the fool. His children laughed and played the fool with him.

“Where you going?” Hootie bellowed.

Conjure Woman did not answer. Her step did not change.

Hootie ran in a circle around her, lifting his knees high, swinging his arms low. His children laughed and leapt in the air and beat their hands together.

“Where you going off to?” Hootie said again, shoving his face close to Conjure Woman’s.

“Be out of my way,” Conjure Woman told him. Her voice was like the blade of a cold wind.

Hootie threw his head back and howled a dog howl. His children howled also and giggled.

Conjure Woman did not stop walking. She raised her hand and pointed her finger at Hootie, and Hootie’s legs began to wobble, wobbling like Charlie Chaplin’s before a fall, and then Hootie crumpled to the ground as though his bones had been jerked from his legs. His children laughed at the comedy and began circling Hootie, still dog-howling. Hootie rolled on the ground, slapping at the air with his hands. His tongue hung from his mouth in a wad of flesh.

Conjure Woman did not look back.

“Goda’mighty,” whispered the people who saw Hootie fall as they watched from the windows of their homes and from their cars.

“Damn fool,” they said of Hootie. “You don’t go messing with Conjure Woman when she’s out walking at night.”

The drivers of the cars and the people behind the curtains could not see Conjure Woman’s face. Her face was coal-dark, darker than the night, and against the night it was invisible. But they all knew the face they could not see—huge and round, a flat nose, eyes that were fire-hot in temper and shiver-cold in disdain, eyes that were like the dreams of demons.

When Conjure Woman walked at night, something was about to happen. Everyone knew that. Everyone. The stories of Conjure Woman were too many and too remarkable, and no one made light of them. Haiti woman, the stories said. A voice that spoke in a clipped accent, her words rising at the ends of her sentences. Older than anyone knew, but never aging. Always dressed in white, toe to turban. In league with the spirits, the stories said. Conjure Woman could find lost things behind her closed, fire-hot, shiver-cold eyes. It was her trade. Dollar readings in the bare room of her home in Softwind. Lost jewelry. Lost money. Lost souls. She could look into the clear bubble of a stone that she kept in her pocket and see the future. She could command birds from the limbs to sit on her shoulder. Poisonous snakes curled peacefully in her hands.

The Klan had tried to run her off, hadn’t it? That’s how the story went. All sheeted out in their white robes with eyehole hoods, the Kluxers were, even some who had been to her with their dollar bills, asking their anxious, dollar-bill questions. They went to Conjure Woman’s house liquored-up brave, carrying a Jesus cross made out of heartwood pine and wrapped in grain sacks soaked with gasoline. And they called her out: “Get yourself out here, Conjure Woman, and keep on going! Don’t want the likes of you around here, nigger witch!” Conjure Woman stepped onto the porch, smiling. She slowly raised her hand, the story went, and suddenly, for no reason at all, the Jesus cross burst into flames, blistering those who held it. The men dropped the cross and yelped and ran, their white robes and white hoods fluttering across the field and down to the road where they had left their cars and trucks. And the last thing they heard was a maniacal laugh. One of them—Chester Murphy—looked back, the story went, and saw the burning cross sizzling on the ground. Until he closed his eyes in death three years later, that blue-heat image was in Chester’s eyes like cataracts.

The stories of Conjure Woman were many. Only a fool would scoff at them.

Now Conjure Woman was in the middle of the road, her steady step falling like a heartbeat, her coal-dark, unseen face aimed toward Crossover.

“Wonder where she’s going?” whispered the people who saw her.

“Something’s happening,” they said. “Conjure Woman don’t leave her place unless something’s happening.”

“Crazy goddamn Hootie and them crazy goddamn half-wit kids. Playing the fool. You don’t play the fool with Conjure Woman.”

“Cold out there. She must be freezing,” they said.

Conjure Woman did not feel the cold of the February night. She willed the space around her to be warm, and it was warm.

She did not pause to rest. Each step was the same, step after step.

After she passed by them, the people came out of their homes and their cars and looked down the road where Conjure Woman had been. They inspected the powdery, red-clay ground for her footprints, but they saw nothing.

“Wonder where she’s going?” they said.

“Something’s happening,” they said.

It was a long walk from Softwind to Crossover, many miles to hold the touch in her hands. The touch trembled to be released.

* * *

At early morning—a purple bruise of light on the muscle of the hills that rose up behind Sweetwater Swamp—Conjure Woman topped the knoll above the tenant farmhouse where Rody and Reba Martin lived. And there, at last, she paused. A broad smile flowered on her face. She reached into her pocket and pulled out the clear stone and rubbed it with her fingers, then she pushed it back into the pocket.

* * *

At the farmhouse, Reba moved painfully and carefully down the side of the barn toward the milking stall. Her abdomen billowed with the child that had stopped moving inside her the day before. Getting ready, she guessed. Already dropped some. She touched her abdomen with her fingers, then eased on toward the milking stall. Rody better get use to milking the cow, she thought. Don’t matter if he don’t like doing it, he better get ready. It’d take some time—a few days—before she could bend at the milking stool after the baby.

She went into the stall where the cow stood at the feed bin, hungrily eating the cottonseed hull and meal mix she’d dumped through the feed slot from inside the barn.

“You be still, old cow,” she said aloud. “Reba don’t feel like running you around today.”

She took the milking stool and placed it beside the cow, and then she sat and tilted the milk pail and poured the small pool of water she had warmed in the kitchen into the palm of one hand, and she cleaned the cow’s teats and massaged them.

“Don’t you go kicking over the bucket,” Reba said.

She reached for the teats. And then the pain hit—a sudden, violent pain, erupting inside her, a pain that imploded in her body and in her soul. It threw her up from the milking stool and thrust her across the milking stall and slammed her into the wall.

She heard the voice before the pain took her senses: “His name will be Son Jesus.”

She did not know how long she had been unconscious. She knew only that when she turned her head and opened her eyes, she could feel the baby dangling from her, bathed in a covering of fluid. She looked. The baby writhed on the inside of her dress.

“Praise Jesus,” she mumbled.

She reached for the baby and wiped her hands over his face, clearing the mucus from his nose. He turned, like someone yawning, and then he cooed.

“You come out of nowhere,” she said softly. She slid her hands beneath him and pulled him up and wrapped the button-up sweater she was wearing around him, and she cuddled him in her arm. She saw the umbilical cord and the faint pulsing that ran like a gentle trembling through the cord.

“Got to get up,” she said.

She struggled hard, pushing with her free hand against the wall. She could feel the dampness of the aftermatter on her legs. She struggled mightily and stood. The cow at the feeding bin turned her head and gazed at Reba, then turned back to her food.

“Gon’ miss being milked this morning,” Reba said to the cow. Then she began her weak walk to the house.

* * *

Conjure Woman watched from the knoll. She saw Reba move from the barn into the house. The smile deepened. She closed her eyes and moved her mouth in a soundless incantation. The sun was now in the trees, a paint stroke of red. The fogbank of the swamp rose up into the sun like cool smoke.

* * *

Dr. Jake Arlington fluttered the match dead with a whip-shaking of his hand and drew hard on the pipe he held between his teeth. A string of blue wiggled out of the pipe bowl and curled toward the ceiling. His face was still flushed from the work, a coat of perspiration still glittered on his forehead.

“Well, Hack,” Jake said, “you’ve got a live wire in there. Damned if I don’t think that boy’s got the best set of lungs I ever heard. Almost dropped him when he turned loose with all that bellowing.”

“Just glad he’s all right,” Hack Winter said.

The doctor picked up the cup of coffee that Hack had placed on the kitchen table for him. “He’s fine. Got all his fingers and toes and the other equipment he needs.” He sipped from the coffee. “Ada’s fine too,” he added. “She’s about got this baby business down.” He winked at Hack. “That could be dangerous, you know. Gets easier every time.”

“This is it,” Hack told him. “Four’s enough. Hard enough to feed the ones I got, and if things get much worse, I guess I’ll be hiring myself out to sharecrop for somebody. Four’s enough.”

“Well, I won’t argue with that,” the doctor replied. “These days, it is.”

“I appreciate you coming out, Jake,” Hack said earnestly.

Jake Arlington smiled. Having been born in Baltimore, Maryland, and still an outsider in the Deep South, he had always found the people guarded but genuinely grateful for his help. Hack and Ada Winter were good people, like most of the people of Overton County. Hard workers of small farms. Year-to-year survivors. All of them alike. All of them holding on. “It’s my job,” he said, after a moment.

“Well, I’m glad you were here. You remember how it was with Troy.”

The doctor laughed. “Almost didn’t make it on time.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” Hack said. “Thought I was gon’ have to do it myself.”

“You could’ve, I guess. I expect you’ve brought a few calves in the world.”

“Calves ain’t babies.”

“No, they’re not. What’re you going to call him?”

“Ada wants to name him after her daddy and my daddy,” Hack answered. “Thomas Alton. Thomas was her daddy’s name; Alton was my daddy.”

“Sounds like Ada,” Jake Arlington said. “She ever finish finding all the limbs on the family tree?”

Hack chuckled and shook his head. His wife had become interested in genealogy following the death of her father. Now she was obsessed by it. They had taken summer driving trips from Virginia to Louisiana to visit cemeteries with headstones carrying the Fitzgerald name, and during the trips he had found himself searching for markers with the name of Winter.

“She’s still at it,” Hack said. “Must have a dozen tablets filled with names. It’s like a jigsaw puzzle. Now she’s doing it for half the people in the community.”

“Keeps her mind active,” Jake suggested. “I like that. I tell you one thing, Hack, she’s got spirit. More than anybody I’ve met since I’ve been down here.” He stretched and felt the strain in his muscles. “Don’t let them girls stay in there too long with her.”

“I won’t.”

“Where’s Troy?”

“Still in his room. Said he wadn’t coming out until he knew everything was all right.”

Jake chuckled. “Boys just naturally don’t like being around babies, I guess.”

* * *

Reba lay on her back in her bed, holding the baby on her abdomen, the umbilical cord still linking them. Her daughters, Cecily and Remona, were busy cleaning her, bundling blankets and towels and sheets and wedging them around her body. In the main room, her husband, Rody, shoved oak firewood into the fireplace. He was nervous. A burning, finger-rolled cigarette dangled from his lips.

Rody did not hear the door open. He felt a rush of cool air and he turned from the fire. The cigarette fell from his mouth when he saw Conjure Woman standing at the door. He did a funny foot dance and stepped on the cigarette.

“Where’s she at?” Conjure Woman said in a sharp voice.

Rody nodded toward the bedroom.

Conjure Woman closed the door and crossed to the bedroom. She stepped inside.

“Mama—” Cecily whimpered. She was staring toward the door.

Reba raised her head from the pillow. Conjure Woman seemed to fill the room.

“Move,” Conjure Woman said to Cecily and Remona.

The two girls looked at their mother. She nodded and they stepped aside quietly.

“Why you here?” Reba asked weakly.

Conjure Woman walked to the bed. She looked at the baby curled on Reba’s stomach. “Him,” she said.

She leaned over the bed and over Reba and studied the baby. The smile returned—not broad, or deep, but gentle. She reached into her pocket and took out a silk handkerchief and unfolded it and lifted two white strings and draped them over the flesh of one hand.

“Get me the sharp knife, child,” she said across the room without looking toward Cecily and Remona. “Put it in the boiling water.”

Cecily and Remona rushed from the room.

“Now we take him from you,” Conjure Woman whispered. She took one of the strings and tied it around the umbilical cord near the baby’s stomach, then she tied the other string around the cord a few inches down.

“Say his name,” Conjure Woman commanded.

Reba lay back into the pillow. She closed her eyes and remembered the voice. “Son Jesus,” she said quietly.

“You heard?”

Reba nodded.

Conjure Woman bent close to Reba’s face. “There be a white boy too,” she whispered.

Reba frowned in confusion.

“There be a white boy too,” Conjure Woman said again. “They be bound.”

“Bound?” Reba whispered anxiously.

“They make the change,” Conjure Woman said.

“Change?”

Conjure Woman raised her hand, swept it through the air over Reba’s face. “Ssssssh,” she said. The sound was like the sound of a bird’s wings.

“Mama,” Cecily said timidly from the door of the room.

“Come here, child,” Conjure Woman commanded without turning from Reba.

Cecily came back into the room, holding a knife by its handle. She looked at her mother and then Conjure Woman.

“Give it to me, child,” Conjure Woman said.

Cecily handed the knife to her.

“Watch me, child,” Conjure Woman told her.

She sliced the umbilical cord between the strings in a quick stroke and then she gave the knife back to Cecily. She lifted Son Jesus from his mother’s body and held him up like an offering.

“He call me here,” Conjure Woman said in a loud, singing voice. “My hand be on him.”

* * *

Ada Winter tried to rest. It was midafternoon, February 7, 1937. Her son had been born at twenty minutes after six in the morning and had finally stopped his noisy complaint over the experience at seven-thirty. The birth had not been difficult, but still she was tired. It was as though she had given up an energy that her other children had not demanded in their birth. He was now in the crib near the bed, sleeping calmly. She remembered his first cry, so sharp it had made the doctor jerk in astonishment.

Elly had hovered over him, touching him, whispering to him. Not Miriam or Troy. Miriam and Troy lingered at a distance, peering over the walls of the crib. Their faces said they were on guard against the loud intruder in the crib.

It’s the way of things, thought Ada. Elly had claimed him. Elly would be his other mother. It had been the same with her younger brother, Spencer. When she had seen Spencer in the bed beside her mother, Ada had known immediately that he would be special to her. She sighed silently, prayed a quick prayer that Tom would not burden Elly as Spencer had burdened her. More than once, she had wanted to prune Spencer away from the family tree, lob him off like a decayed limb, but she could not. Spencer was still special.

Elly had given the first gift—a book of nursery rhymes. She had scratched through her own name on the flyleaf of the book and had begged Miriam to print TOM on the page, and Ada knew that would be his name, though she preferred Thomas.

“Can I read to him, Mama?” Elly had asked excitedly. “Can I hold him and read him a story?”

“If you let Miriam sit with you,” Ada had answered. Elly was four and had only learned to mimic the reading of the nursery rhymes, but she knew the words by memory and that was close enough to the real thing.

And Elly had recited from the book, with Tom nestled in a blanket, his head resting against her chest.

The first words from a book that Thomas Alton Winter ever heard were:

Hickory, dickory, dock…

The mouse ran up the clock.

The clock struck one…

The mouse ran down.

Hickory, dickory, dock…

But the reading had worked. Tom had drifted into sleep and Miriam had taken him from Elly and placed him in the crib and covered him with a blanket.

“Did I do good, Mama?” Elly had asked.

“You did fine, honey. Real good. I guess you’re going to have to be the rocker and reader for him. I think he likes your voice.”

* * *

In the afternoon, Rody hitched the mules to the wagon and drove Conjure Woman back to her home in Softwind.

Those who saw her sitting in the back of the wagon, on a chair Rody had taken from the kitchen, said among themselves, “Conjure Woman walked last night, and there she is, going home.”

They said, “Who’s that colored man driving the wagon, taking Conjure Woman home?”

They said, “Wonder what happened?”

They said, “Whatever it was, it was something. Always is when Conjure Woman walks at night.”




ONE

His family called him a runaway, and Tom guessed that he was.

He did leave home a lot, and if leaving home was running away, well, yes, he was a runaway. But he never went far, and someone always found him, which was easy enough since he usually stood around waiting for someone to show up.

And if he had to tell the truth, Tom would confess that part of the reason he ran away was that he knew someone would always find him. It was like hide-and-seek, but better. He played hide-and-seek only with Son Jesus and, sometimes, with Elly, when Elly thought he needed attention. But Son Jesus and Elly gave up too easily. Especially Son Jesus. Son Jesus wouldn’t look for more than a minute before quitting the game. He would call out, “Where you at, Thomas? I give up.” And Tom would come out of hiding, declaring victory over Son Jesus, and that, too, was aggravating; Son Jesus didn’t care if he lost to Tom. Playing the game was enough. Besides, Son Jesus believed that with Tom, whatever happened between them was meant to be. “It’s done been planned,” his mother, Reba, had preached. “Ain’t nothing nobody can do about it.”

Few people believed Reba. They thought she was simply a yammering religious lunatic who did not know a vision from a headache.

But Son Jesus believed her. And Tom believed her.

They had reason to believe.

The story of Conjure Woman’s nightlong walk from Softwind to Crossover was part of their heritage. Conjure Woman had proclaimed that her hand was on Son Jesus, and she had whispered to Reba, “There be a white boy too. They be bound. They make the change.”

When she learned of the coincidence of timing in the births of Son Jesus and Tom, Reba accepted what Conjure Woman was telling her—that it was a sign, that God had a plan. It had to be, she reasoned. She did not understand it, did not know what was meant by being bound, or by making the change, but she did not have to understand it; she only had to believe it.

To Tom and Son Jesus, hearing the story many times from Reba, it meant they were special, and being special was worth more than hidden treasure.

* * *

The first time Tom ran away from home was on a September afternoon in 1944. He was seven years old. It was a high-sky day of bleached blue, a cloudless, airless day of heat blistering the earth, a day that smelled of cooking topsoil and of cotton drying on weighing sheets where it had been piled by the pickers. Tom had been eager about the picking. He had said to his father and mother, “Lots of cotton out there. Can’t we start picking it?” And finally his father had said, “Well, I guess we can,” and he had led Tom and Troy and Miriam and Elly into the field. Tom had picked for a half hour before wandering off to play. “Damn it,” Troy had muttered to Miriam and Elly. “Can’t wait to get us out here, and then he takes off to lay around on his lazy little butt.”

Tom was sitting on a sheet of the cotton that had been pulled under the shade of an oak tree beside the road. A book was open in his lap. The name of the book was The Gingerbread Boy. Elly had brought it to the field from the house after lunch. Tom had read it a hundred times, he guessed, but he read it again because Elly mothered him and he knew it would please Elly.

Son Jesus was beside Tom, buried in the cotton, playing with four large maypops fashioned into play soldiers, with stick arms and stick legs. From the back of his throat, he was making the rat-tat-tat sound of a machine gun followed by the pinging of bullets hitting rocks.

Tom watched Son Jesus with disinterest, then brushed a fly away from his face and stared across the field at the pickers. His brother, Troy, who was fifteen, was working furiously, crawling on his knees between two rows, picking both. Miriam and Elly were near him, each picking from one row. Miriam was thirteen; Elly, eleven. Farther back was Reba and her two daughters, Cecily, who was fourteen, and Remona, who was twelve. Reba lived with her children in a crowded tenant house on Harlan Davis’s farm, but they did not sharecrop, not since the murder of Rody Martin a year earlier. They worked as maids for Harlan Davis’s wife, Alice, and for other white women, or as hired hands for fieldwork. No one had ever been arrested for Rody Martin’s murder, though everyone knew the killer was a mysterious man who was known only as Pegleg.

Hack Winter was not in the field. Earlier, he had hitched the mules to the wagon and had driven away to the cotton gin with a wagonful of cotton.

“Keep picking,” Hack had said to Troy. “See if we can’t get another bale done by tomorrow morning.”

“Yes sir,” Troy had replied. “We’ll keep at it.”

Tom hated it when Troy was left with the responsibility for work. Troy was too bossy. His father could get irritated, but his father never raged. Tom rolled in the cotton and made a pillow for his head. He imagined his father at the cotton gin, waiting his turn for the great vacuum to suck the cotton out of the wagon and spit it into the machinery that stripped the lint from the seed. His father would be drinking a Coca-Cola, cold as ice, from the ice-packed drink box. He would be drinking his Coca-Cola and listening to the stories of the men who waited in line for the ginning.

Tom had begged to go to the gin. “Me ’n’ Son Jesus,” he had whined. “We won’t ask for nothing.” But his father had said, as he almost always did, “Not this time.” His father knew that Tom and Son Jesus would leap from the wagon at the gin and begin pleading immediately for money for a drink from the drink box at the store. “Them two,” he had complained, “aggravate me to death. It’s like trying to hold hornets in your hand.”

“You dead,” Son Jesus exclaimed suddenly. He flicked a finger and knocked over one of the maypops.

Tom turned to look at him. “Who’s dead?” he asked.

“The Jap,” Son Jesus said. He balled his small, dark fist and slammed it into the maypop, crushing it. A pfffft, a sigh of maypop life, escaped from the green, egg-shaped bulb.

“That wadn’t the Jap,” Tom said. “That was General MacArthur.”

Son Jesus picked up the squashed maypop and held it delicately by one of the stick arms. He examined it carefully.

“No, it ain’t, Thomas,” he argued. “It’s the Jap.”

Tom stretched his leg and pointed at another maypop with the toe of his foot. “That’s the Jap.”

“Don’t look like no Jap to me,” Son Jesus whined.

“Does to me.”

“Don’t to me.”

“Son Jesus, you couldn’t tell a Jap from General MacArthur if they hit you on the head and told you who they was. I found them maypops. I guess I know which one’s a Jap and which one ain’t.”

Son Jesus put the maypop down gently. A worried expression clouded his face. He looked toward the pickers, then back to the maypop. He pulled the sticks from the pulp of the bulb and pushed them back in, rearranging them.

“He ain’t dead,” Son Jesus mumbled. “Just hurt some.”

“Shoot, that don’t matter,” Tom said authoritatively. “General MacArthur’s been shot lots of times. It don’t mean nothing to him. They was a story in the Grit newspaper about it. I read it.”

Son Jesus smiled relief.

“Yeah, me too,” he said. “I read that story too.”

“Son Jesus, you ain’t got no newspaper,” argued Tom.

Son Jesus frowned in thought. “Read it up at your house, Thomas. Out on the back porch.”

Tom nodded. “He’s got them Japs running.”

“Got them running,” echoed Son Jesus.

“I’m gon’ join the army,” said Tom, after a pause.

“Me too,” said Son Jesus.

From across the field, Troy called out, “Tom, you and Sonny go get us some water.”

Son Jesus stood, but Tom did not move.

“Tom! You hear me?” Troy bellowed.

Tom stood slowly. “I ain’t gon’ go get no water,” he said quietly.

“You get a whipping, you don’t,” Son Jesus warned.

“Well, they gon’ have to catch me first,” Tom vowed.

“Where you going?”

“I’m gon’ run away from home.”

“Why you gon’ do that?”

“I’m gon’ join the army. I’m gon’ fight the Japs.”

“When you gon’ do that?” Son Jesus asked.

“Right now.”

Son Jesus stared at the face of his friend. Tom was gazing at the road, his eyes blazing with anticipation.

“Right now?” Son Jesus asked timidly.

“Right now.”

“Uh, ’bye,” Son Jesus whispered.

“’Bye,” Tom replied. He stepped off the sheet of cotton and began striding toward the road. Then he began to run.

Son Jesus watched him for a long moment before he turned and started across the field toward his mother.

Reba saw him approaching. She straightened from the stooped-over position of the picker and arched her back to relieve the ache.

“What you doing?” she asked sharply. “You supposed to be helping Thomas get the water.”

“He done run away,” Son Jesus answered.

“He done what?”

“He done run away,” Son Jesus said again.

“Where he run to?” Reba asked, her voice rising to the shrill it always reached when she became excited.

“Down the road,” Son Jesus said. He added, “He gon’ join the Army, gon’ fight the Japs.”

Reba’s hands flew to her face. She turned toward Troy, who was far ahead of her in the field. “Mr. Troy! Thomas done run away,” she screamed.

Troy stopped his picking. He looked at Elly.

“What’d she said?” he asked.

“She said Tom run away,” Elly replied in a worried voice. She slipped the cotton sack from her shoulders.

“Ah, shit,” Troy muttered. He ducked his head through the band of his own sack and dropped it to the ground. “Com’on, let’s go get him.” He waved to Miriam. “Y’all keep on working. We’ll be back soon as we find him.”

Reba was wringing her hands. “They’s snakes out there,” she wailed. “That little boy get lost, he’s gon’ get snakebit.”

Troy crossed to Reba and Son Jesus, followed by Elly. “He gets snakebit, it’ll kill the snake,” he said bitterly. Then, to Son Jesus: “Which way did he go, Sonny?”

Son Jesus pointed toward the road. “Down yonder,” he answered. “Said he was gon’ join the army.”

“We ought to let him,” Troy grumbled. “Maybe they could get him to do some work.”

“Mr. Troy, you go find that baby,” commanded Reba. “He get down in that swamp, ain’t nobody never find him.”

“We’ll find him, Reba,” Troy said. “If Daddy comes back, tell him where we are.”

He started a slow jog across the field, with Elly beside him.

“Y’all run,” shouted Reba.

“I’m gon’ whip his little butt,” Troy mumbled.

“No, you ain’t,” Elly snapped. “He’s just mad because Daddy wouldn’t take him to the gin.”

“That ain’t got nothing to do with it,” Troy argued. “He didn’t get his way, that’s all.”

At the road, they stopped and looked in both directions.

“I see him,” Troy said.

“Where?” asked Elly.

“Down about the turnoff to the Elder house. The little shit.”

Elly started running. She cried, “Tom, Tom, come back here.”

In the distance, she saw Tom sprinting faster, his arms churning in the air.

Troy was in a race with Elly. He called, “Tom! Tom! You better stop.”

In their own field, picking their own cotton, Ollie Elder and his wife, Brenda, and their three children stood watching Tom and Troy and Elly.

“Little scooter’s fast, ain’t he?” Ollie drawled.

“Wonder what he’s done now?” Brenda said from the sunbonnet that covered her face. She was five months pregnant and her faded dress stretched tight against her abdomen.

“Ain’t no telling,” Ollie replied. He shrugged the cotton sack off his shoulders. “But we better try and get him before he gets down to the creek. Ain’t no telling where he’ll head off to if he gets down in them woods.” He wagged his head. “Com’on,” he said to his children. “Brenda, you keep on picking.”

“Ho, Tom!” Carl Elder shouted. “You better put your little butt in gear, ’cause I’m gon’ catch you.” Carl was fourteen, but he had the look of a man.

Tom glanced over his shoulder. He saw the Elder family dashing across the field, knocking cotton from the bolls with their legs. Behind him, he could hear Troy and Elly calling for him to stop.

I’m the Gingerbread Man, Tom thought. Run, run, as fast as you can. You can’t catch me, I’m the Gingerbread Man.

He rounded the curve leading to the downslope going to the bridge of Sweetwater Creek. His legs were working like pistons and his heart was pounding with the gladness of the game. He saw the bridge below him and remembered in a flash the day that he fell into the creek while fishing with Troy. Troy had jumped in after him and pulled him out of the gurgling water. He remembered Troy’s trembling body, and the angry flood of tears, and the tongue-lashing: “Damn it, Tom, you could of been drowned and I’d of had to think about that all my life, you little shit.” He remembered also how Troy had held him to his chest, stroking his back with a powerful, loving hand.

He listened to the echo of his feet on the wood planking of the bridge, then he was across the bridge and headed up the hill toward Charlie Goodlove’s farm. He could still hear the voices behind him.

“Tom, stop!”

“You can’t outrun us, Tom!”

“You better stop it, Tom! And I mean right now!”

Tom was at the edge of Charlie Goodlove’s cornfield. He jumped from the road and scrambled up the gully and dove into the field. The heavy blades of the corn slapped at his chest and shoulders, and the dust from the stalks flew up into his eyes. He could hear the voices and the footsteps getting closer.

Suddenly, he collapsed, breathing hard. In a moment, he was scooped from the ground by Troy.

“What you think you’re doing?” Troy demanded.

Tom did not answer. He ducked his head pitifully.

“You gon’ get your little butt whipped,” Troy declared. “And this time, if Mama don’t do it, I’m going to.”

“Shut up, Troy,” Elly hissed. She pulled Tom from Troy’s arms and held him. “What’s the matter, honey?”

Still, Tom did not answer.

“What you running away from home for, Tom?” asked Carl Elder.

Tom lifted his face to Carl, and he knew immediately and instinctively that one of the joys of being a runaway was the joy of being pitied. From Elly’s shoulder, he whispered, “They won’t let me have nothing to eat.”

Ollie Elder’s face turned to a frown. He glared at Troy.

Troy’s mouth opened in disbelief. He snapped, “That’s a lie, Tom, and you know it. Why you want to tell a lie like that? You eat like a pig. You gon’ get your little butt whipped for telling lies like that. You wait and see.”

“Ask me, the boy does look a little poorly,” Ollie said. He motioned with his head to his children. “Com’on. We got work to do.”

Elly stood holding Tom for a moment, waiting for the Elder family to reach the road, then she said, “Tom, you can’t go saying things like that in front of people. They’ll be talking about us all over the place before sundown.”

“He’s gon’ get his little butt whipped, and I guarantee it,” Troy predicted.

* * *

Troy was not wrong.

Tom was punished, a mild paddling from his father when he returned from the cotton gin.

But it was a punishment delivered over the objection of his mother, who had scooped him into her arms and soothed him with whispers and with her own tears over the imagined pain of losing him in Sweetwater Creek.

And then he was fed from a hot marble cake that Reba had left the field to bake for him.

All of it amazed Son Jesus, who shared the cake with Tom. “When you gon’ run away again, Thomas?” he asked.

“Before long, I reckon,” Tom answered seriously.

“Next time, tell your mama you hungry for some ice cream,” urged Son Jesus. “I like ice cream better’n marble cake.”

That night, in bed with the windows open, he heard his mother and father on the front porch, arguing about him.

“You should of tore his little tail up the minute he got home,” his father groused. “Can’t have that kind of behaving. You let him get away with it, he’ll be doing it every other day.”

“I couldn’t do it,” his mother sighed. “It’s not his fault.”

“Whose fault is it, then?” his father demanded.

“More’n likely, it’s from your uncle.”

“Who?”

“That sorry Doyle Winter,” his mother said.

“What’s he got to do with it?”

“He was a runaway, wadn’t he?” his mother said with disgust.

“Good Goda’mighty, Ada, nobody’s seen or heard from Uncle Doyle in twenty years or more,” his father protested.

“That’s because he run away from home one time too many.”

“Ada, what in God’s name are you talking about, anyhow?”

“I’ve read about it, mister. Yes, I have,” his mother answered stiffly. “It’s in the blood, running away is. It’s something that’s passed on.”

“Well, unless I been blind drunk or asleep for a few years, it seems to me that boy’s my son, not Uncle Doyle’s.”

“Don’t matter. It’s in the blood. It skips over generations, then shows up,” his mother said.

Tom heard his father snort in astonishment. “Well, damn. I guess that’s it. I must be as dumb as a knot on a log not to see it. Lord knows, we don’t want to give out a spanking for something that’s running around in my blood.”

“Well, nobody in my family’s ever run away,” his mother proclaimed.

“What if he turns out to be a drinker?” his father said. “We gon’ say it was Spencer’s fault? He’s your brother and he ain’t been sober since Hitler was a paperhanger, and unless I miss my guess, I’d say brother-and-sister blood was thicker than uncle-and-nephew blood.”

There was a pause. Tom knew his mother was trapped, but he knew also that she would have a final word. He heard the scraping of a chair on the floor of the porch, and in his mind’s eye he could see her standing defiantly, glaring down at his father, her hands planted firmly on her hips.

“It’s not Spencer’s fault,” she said in an angry whisper. “You know all that got started after he got kicked by that mule.”

His father laughed once—a short, sarcastic laugh of pity.




TWO

Ada Winter’s forgiving Tom for running away was a mistake.

After that September day in 1944, with his mother attempting to understand his moods and to be patient with the sickness he surely had inherited from Doyle Winter, running away became a compulsion for Tom, a kind of innocent adventure to be played with his family, who yodeled his name in the woods, and with the yard dogs, which romped gladly in search of him. The dogs and Tom loved the game. After each runaway, and each finding, he was dutifully spanked by his father and anxiously embraced by his mother. Tom was troubled, she insisted. It was a sickness. He had wanderlust blood, tainted blood, corrupt blood, blood low in the iron will to keep his feet planted in one place.

“He ain’t got nothing but gall,” his father argued. He added, irritably, “And his mama’s apron to hide behind.”

But it did not matter what Hack Winter said, or how often and how firmly he said it; he could not break through the stubborn shield of his wife, or of his daughters, Elly and Miriam, or, finally, of Reba, who believed adamantly that part of God’s plan for Tom and Son Jesus involved her vigilant mothering of both. Hack Winter had a son the size of his leg, who was more protected than Winston Churchill had been in an underground bunker in London.

“I got to give it to him,” Hack confided one day to Troy when they were looking for Tom in the woods behind Ollie Elder’s farm. “He’s a smart little cuss. Ain’t but eight, and he knows how to play all the angles. Probably wind up in politics.”

“He’s got everybody in Crossover talking about him,” Troy complained. “It’s like he was a midget in a circus playing the fool.”

“Like I said, he’ll probably wind up in politics,” Hack replied.

* * *

Over the next three years, it became part of the legend, and the humor, of Crossover that Tom Winter was on the run, and on bright Saturdays when the men of Crossover gathered at Dodd’s General Store and Cotton Gin to tell their men-stories about the war they had fought in strange places with strange names and to cuss freely and to make reasons for laughing after so many years of fear, there was always someone willing to reward Tom’s adventures with prizes of candy or soft drinks.

“Hey, Tom, where you been lately? Heard tell they caught up with you over in Goldmine last week. Somebody was saying you was going over to South Carolina to join up with the railroad.”

“Ain’t what I heard tell. I heard tell you was caught going over toward Pleasant Grove. That where it was, Tom? Shoot, boy, you gon’ make it to the highway one of these days.”

“Next time you take off, Tom, how about taking my old lady along? She keeps griping she don’t never go nowhere. Stays on my back because I went off to the war. Says I wadn’t doing nothing but sightseeing. You take her next time you light out. See if you can lose her somewheres along the way.”

To the men of Dodd’s General Store, Tom was an amusement but also an emissary to possibilities that baffled them. After the killings of the war and the somberness of believing the world might blow apart from so many explosions, Tom provided for them gossip and the giddiness of childhood dreams. They loved the stories that he took from books and translated with eager exaggerations—stories of giants and midgets, of flying horses and magic swords.

The only person at Dodd’s General Store who worried about Tom was Arthur Dodd. Arthur claimed that he knew Tom’s problem: “Boy reads too damn much. That’s it, plain and simple. Never saw nothing like it. He was reading real words when he was three. Great God’amighty, they’s some things a boy ought not be doing. Reading too much is one of them. Sets your mind to wandering, and pretty soon you gon’ find out the feet ain’t far behind. I know. My ex-wife, Hilda, was that way. Always reading them moving picture magazines, primping in front of the mirror like she was Betty Grable, or somebody. Well, by God, she up and left, didn’t she? Took the Greyhound out to Hollywood, California, and, far as I know, took to humping every Tom, Dick, and Harry she could. Don’t tell me about reading. I seen what it can do to a person, and that little scooter must read three or four books a week from the town library. Enough to blind a man, and that’s what’s wrong with him. Sure as God. Ain’t nothing else. I was talking to Ada after they found him that time down in the Sweetwater Creek bottomlands, pretending to be Robinson Crusoe. He was down there writing notes on Blue Horse tablet paper and stuffing them in bottles and plugging them up with cork fishing floats and then throwing them in the creek. I feel sorry for his mama. She was telling me he believes everything he reads, and he reads everything he can get his hands on, except the Bible. Says she can’t get him to read a word of it. It’s like the Devil’s got ahold of him. I guaran-damn-tee you all that reading’s bound to get that boy in trouble.”

But to the men who gathered at Dodd’s General Store on bright Saturdays, Tom’s running away was not a matter of being troubled or under the devil’s thumb, or even of too much reading. To them, Tom was merely spirited, and they liked him.

“Damned if he ain’t a mess. Little scooter’s got rabbit in him. Ollie Elder says he ain’t never seen nothing like it, way he gets gone.”

“More like fox, you ask me.”

“Troy was telling me them dogs they got know exactly where he is, every time. Said the last time he took off and headed over to that old hay barn over on the Grill place, them dogs was waiting on him when he got there. Them dogs take on over that boy like he was one of their pups, or something. It ain’t nothing but a game to them.”

“What was he supposed to be this time? Some Indian? Damned if that boy can’t tell some tales.”

“I liked it that time he got on that old mule and took his mama’s butcher knife and told Ollie’s boy, Carl, he was gon’ have to go get his head cut off by the Green Knight. Said he was one of them Knights of the Round Table.”

“His mama come close to having a fit that time.”

“I heard tell his daddy wears his little butt out every time, but his mama takes on over him like he ain’t never coming back one day.”

“She says it’s from his daddy’s side, anyhow. I never heard tell they was nobody crazy in that Winter clan, but if anybody knows, Ada would. I reckon she’s got the history on everybody that ever took breath on both sides of her family. Maybe they was somebody in Hack’s family that don’t nobody never talk about.”

“You ask me, that’s where the boy gets his spunk from—his mama. That woman’s heard Eleanor Roosevelt speak one time too many.”

Sometimes the men half believed Tom.

The story of the old man in the swamp they half believed.

Tom was ten when he told the story.

He had met an old man wandering around the swamp like he was lost, Tom said, and the old man had told him about a gold mine nobody knew about—one the Indians had dug. The Indians had pulled gold from the ground like plowed-up sweet potatoes and they had fashioned the gold into Indian things—arrow and spear heads, bracelets, war shields, bowls, cups. And then some white men from Spain had traveled through and they had learned of the gold and had tried to get the Indians to tell them where they’d hid it. But the Indians wouldn’t say a word and the white men had killed them. Still, there was a map, and the old man had a copy of it that he had shown Tom.

“What’d that map look like, Tom?” Keeler Gaines had asked, half joking, half curious.

And Tom had knelt in the dirt under the oak outside Dodd’s General Store and he had scratched out a map that looked amazingly map-like, with the bends and curves of Sweetwater Creek and the woods and fields of the farms that were beside the creek. When he finished the drawing, Tom crossed an X in a spot near Tanner’s Bridge, and Keeler had exclaimed in disbelief, “Well, I be damned. That’s right near where them two old gold mines was being worked before the Civil War.”

“Right along there is what that old man said,” Tom had assured them.

“Wonder who that old man was?” someone had mused.

“Could of been old man Pete Logan,” someone else had suggested. “Lives off in that old run-down shack over on the ridge. I used to hear tell he was always digging around them old gold mines, looking for gold.”

“I ain’t seen that old man in years.”

“Me neither. I thought his kids had moved him away to Athens, or somewhere.”

“Hell, he’s been crazy for fifty years.”

“Tell you what, Tom, why don’t me ’n’ you go up there and take a look around?” Keeler had suggested. “Shoot, maybe we’ll find us some gold.”

And the men at Dodd’s General Store had laughed robustly and made a joke of it, and then they had all crowded into Keeler’s truck and Keeler had driven them to Tanner’s Bridge and they had spent their Saturday afternoon wandering up and down the banks of Sweetwater Creek, poking around with sticks to find an ancient Indian cave filled with gold.

To Tom, it had been as good an adventure as running away from home. He did not tell Keeler or any of the men about the story he had read of the Inca king Atahualpa and of the legend of the lost gold of the Incas. None of them would have understood it.

The men laughed and wagged their heads in pleasure over Tom.

“That’s boy’s a mess.”

“Got to watch him. Got to watch him every minute. Little scooter’s liable to take off anytime you got your back turned.”

And it was true. Tom did have to be watched.

In the beginning, running away was a game to be played, a way to enjoy the rewards of being pitied. Even Tom did not know that Arthur Dodd was right: he ran away only after he had finished reading a book, with the sights and sounds of the adventure of that book still blazing in his mind. To Tom, it was a whim, a carnival mood that rode the back of a carnival breeze, one that crooked its finger in Tom’s face and whispered teasingly, “Come on, Tom, let’s be off.” And Tom would leap up from a closed book and follow the whim, and hours later, off somewhere, he would hear the yodeling calls and he would sit down and wait for the happy, barking dogs to find him.

But for Tom, there was little artistry in a whim, and the older he became, the more he became intrigued with artistry. Artistry required preparation and resolve. Artistry required a plan. In June of 1949, the summer of his twelfth year, Tom created a plan, schemed it patiently and in detail, watched it performed again and again in the silver tube of vision that is seen only with closed eyes. His plan needed a river, a boat, and Son Jesus. The river and the boat would be easy, but Tom knew he would have to be persuasive to convince Son Jesus. Still, he did have an advantage: Son Jesus was with him constantly, a result of Ada Winter’s efforts to rid her son of the demons that called him to the woods in a finger snap.

“Maybe he won’t be running away if Sonny’s with him,” Ada had proposed to her husband after the Robinson Crusoe episode on Sweetwater Creek. “Seems like Sonny’s the only one that can keep his mind from wandering off. Besides, we can use more help in the fields, and I don’t want to see Sonny working for Harlan Davis. That man’s as sorry as they come. Works Reba and the girls like slaves. One of these days, I’m going to find Reba another place to live, get her off Harlan’s place.”

“Now, Ada, you can’t go stirring up trouble just because you don’t like somebody,” Hack had cautioned. “I don’t think he’d take too kindly to us using Sonny.”

“Well, I don’t give a flip what Harlan Davis thinks,” Ada had snapped. “That boy needs to be someplace where he’s cared for, and that means with us, and that’s all there is to it.”

Hack knew when it was useless to argue with his wife. “They ain’t gon’ do nothing but sit on their butts and throw dirt clods at one another,” he had predicted in resignation. Hack Winter was a wise man.

* * *

It was on Friday, June 17, that Tom told Son Jesus of his plan. They had been hoeing grass from a flourishing field of cotton, near a stand of pine trees. The pines offered shade from the heat, and Tom and Son Jesus had slipped into them on the pretense of having to pee.

“Run away?” Son Jesus said, worried. “I ain’t running away, Thomas.”

“Son Jesus, you gon’ run away if I run away,” Tom said emphatically. “Ain’t we always done things together?”

“I ain’t never run away, Thomas. You the one’s always running away. I ain’t never.”

“You ain’t never been around when I got ready to go,” Tom said. It was a stretch of the truth, but Son Jesus did not argue.

“No sir. My mama whip my tail, I do that,” Son Jesus protested. “Just like you always getting a whipping,” he added.

“She ain’t gon’ whip you if you run away,” Tom countered. “How’s she gon’ do that, when you ain’t around?”

“She gon’ catch me, like they always catching you.”

“They ain’t gon’ catch me this time,” Tom said. “I got me a plan.”

Son Jesus edged close to Tom. He picked up a cluster of fallen pine needles and began to roll them between his fingers. He looked through the trees to the cotton field. He had never heard Tom speak of a plan, not even when they badgered Tom’s mother for special favors. “What plan you got, Thomas?” he asked in a whisper.

Tom smiled. He knew Son Jesus was curious. “We gon’ take old man Ben Carlen’s flatbottom fishing boat and float off down the river,” he said.

“Where we going to?”

“I don’t know, Son Jesus,” Tom answered irritably. “Wherever the river winds up, I reckon. Maybe down to Florida. Maybe out in the Gulf of Mexico. I ain’t never been, so I don’t know where we going.”

“What we gon’ do when we get down there where you ain’t never been, Thomas?”

“Whatever we get a notion to. Why you asking all them questions, Son Jesus?”

Son Jesus shook his head in despair. “I don’t know,” he mumbled.

“You going, or ain’t you?” Tom demanded.

Son Jesus shrugged weakly.

“What’s that mean?” Tom said.

Troy called from the cotton field: “Tom, what y’all doing?”

“We coming,” Tom yelled. “Son Jesus had to do number two.”

Son Jesus rolled his head in embarrassment. “What’d you go say that for?”

“Takes longer to do,” Tom told him.

“What’d you say it was me for?”

“If it was me, he’d come down here to see if I was making it up. What you gon’ do, Son Jesus?”

Son Jesus was puzzled. “About what? I ain’t even got to pee.”

“About running away with me.”

“I guess so,” Son Jesus said softly. “I just ain’t never run away from home.”

“Ain’t hard,” Tom announced. “I done it a hundred times.”

“They done found you a hundred times too,” Son Jesus said.

“Son Jesus, you don’t know nothing, do you?” Tom replied in exasperation. “I was just practicing all them times. Now it’s for real.”

Troy yelled again, and Tom and Son Jesus moved reluctantly, at a funereal pace, back to the field.

“I ain’t never gon’ hoe no cotton no more,” Tom said. He picked up his hoe and leaned against it.

“What you gon’ do, Thomas?”

“I was thinking maybe I’d be a robber,” Tom answered. “Rob from the rich and give it over to the poor.”

“Like Robin Hood?” asked Son Jesus.

“Yeah, like Robin Hood. You like that story, don’t you?”

Son Jesus nodded his head eagerly. He looked up, to see Troy standing on a terrace, glaring down at them. Son Jesus lifted his hoe and sliced lazily at a head of grass growing at the base of a stalk of cotton. He missed the grass and cut the stalk off at the ground. He knelt and picked up the stalk and poked it back into the ground and then he pinched dirt around it to make it stand.

“I don’t know, Thomas,” Son Jesus mumbled. “They was always after Robin Hood, shooting arrows at him. Ain’t nothing wrong with hoeing cotton. Ain’t hard work. Somebody gon’ kill you, you go around robbing people like Robin Hood.”

“Ain’t nobody gon’ kill me, Son Jesus.”

Son Jesus’ voice was soft, lonely: “They killed my daddy, Thomas.”

“But he wadn’t robbing nobody, Son Jesus.”

“Pegleg done it,” Son Jesus replied somberly. “Took my daddy off, where nobody couldn’t find him.” He struck monotonously at the ground and the grass with his hoe.

“Com’on, Son Jesus,” Tom pleaded, “I ain’t gon’ wait all day. I been reading about it. Ain’t nothing to it. You coming or you not? That’s all I want to hear.”

Son Jesus wagged his head in thought. “I don’t know,” he mumbled. “I ain’t never done nothing like that.” He paused and corrected himself. “I ain’t never done nothing.”

“There you go again,” Tom complained. “You ain’t never done nothing. Well, you the only person I know that got named by God, and what about that time two or three weeks ago over at the store? You beat everybody saying the multiplication table. Me, the Darby twins, Keeler Gaines, Mr. Dodd—everybody. They was saying they never saw anything like it.”

“That ain’t nothing,” Son Jesus said.

“You ask me, it was,” Tom argued. “If you smart enough to rattle off eleven times twelve without ever thinking about it, you smart enough to know what I’m saying. What’s eight times nine?”

“Seventy-two,” Son Jesus answered quickly.

Tom’s eyes narrowed, checking the answer in his mind. It sounded right. He stared at Son Jesus. “You going?” he asked.

The smile that was always on Son Jesus’ face, even when he was worried or afraid or sad or angry, deepened. “I reckon so,” he replied. “But I ain’t gon’ rob nobody.”

“You don’t have to,” Tom told him. “Anybody does any robbing, it’ll be me.” He looked across the field to Troy, saw that Troy was busy working, then he buried the blade of his hoe into the gray earth and leaned against it. He said, in a whisper, “We gon’ leave in the morning. You put some clothes in a feed sack. Maybe get some sweet potatoes and whatever else you can find to eat. And some fishhooks and sinkers and fishing line.”

“Mama’s got some soda crackers,” Son Jesus said.

“Get them. I like soda crackers.”

“I got that Boy Scout canteen you gave me on my birthday,” Son Jesus added.

“We can always use a Boy Scout canteen,” Tom assured him. “I got that army mess kit and I been putting away some lard in tobacco tins I been picking up at the store. We’ll have us some grease to cook with. And I put some wax on some kitchen matches to keep them dry. You got a knife?”

“Ain’t sharp,” Son Jesus answered.

“Don’t make no difference. Bring it.”

Son Jesus stopped his hoeing. The smile faded slightly from his face. He looked at Tom seriously. “What’s Mr. Carlen gon’ do when he finds out we took his flatbottom boat?”

“Make him another one,” Tom said. “It ain’t much of a boat, like it is.”

Son Jesus shifted on his feet. He dug his toes into the soil and stared at the ground. Finally, he asked, “What about them suckholes in that river?”

“Ain’t no suckholes in that river,” Tom replied arrogantly. “You believe anything anybody tells you, don’t you, Son Jesus?”

Son Jesus shook his head in disagreement. “My mama says they’s suckholes in that river big enough to swallow up a cow.”

“That don’t mean nothing,” Tom snorted. “My mama says the same thing. They just don’t want us playing out on that river, that’s all.”

“Uncle Jule, he says they’s suckholes out there, Thomas.”

Jule Martin was Son Jesus’ uncle, the older brother of Rody Martin. He stayed in a run-down sharecropper house on land belonging to Merle Whitfield, who lived in Athens and had a loose agreement with Jule to watch over his herd of beef cattle in exchange for the house. It was the perfect job for Jule. The cattle did not bother him and he did not bother the cattle. Jule’s house was a lazy-walk mile from Reba’s house, and he was often there, pretending that he was needed, when, in fact, he showed up mostly at mealtime. Son Jesus and Tom liked Uncle Jule more than any other adult they knew.

“Uncle Jule ever been down that river, Son Jesus?” asked Tom.

Son Jesus shrugged away the question. He lifted his hoe, slapped the blade into the ground, lifted it, slapped it.

“Son Jesus, I ain’t gon’ say it no more. You ain’t coming with me, you say so. I’ll go find me somebody else to go.”

“No, you ain’t,” Son Jesus said quickly. “I’m gon’ go.”

“All right,” Tom replied. “But we got to do it right. What we gon’ do is camp out tonight and take off early in the morning, before anybody starts looking for us.”

“I don’t know, Thomas,” Son Jesus mumbled. “My mama says I’m gon’ have to quit doing all that camping out with you. She says we getting too old to be doing all that camping out all the time.”

Tom was astonished by what Son Jesus said. “That don’t make the first bit of sense,” he argued. “We been camping out since we was—what? Since we was eight years old, I guess.”

Son Jesus inhaled slowly, deeply, like someone accepting a tragedy. “I don’t know, Thomas. My mama just say I’m gon’ have to start cutting it out.”

“Tell her you’ll start it some other time. Tell her we camping out tonight to do some fishing. Tell her we gon’ catch a string of catfish just for her.”

Son Jesus rubbed his hands over the handle of the hoe. His smile flickered in his face. “I guess it’ll be all right,” he said softly. “Mama likes catfish.”

“Know what, Son Jesus?”

“What, Thomas?”

“I got to do number two.”

Son Jesus cackled.

From across the field, Troy heard the laugh and turned. He shook his head in despair.

“What’s the matter?” asked Miriam.

“I just wish Mama would keep them at the house,” Troy answered. “They ain’t hoed ten feet in an hour, and I guarantee you they ain’t a stalk of cotton left standing anywhere they been.”




THREE

Troy had tried to join the army in 1947, the day after his eighteenth birthday, but he had been rejected because he had flat feet, and he had returned to the farm. At nineteen, he lived in the same bedroom he had occupied since the age of five. He helped his father and he farmed forty-five acres of his own land that he had purchased from Charlie Goodlove. He also owned one of the few tractors and combines in Crossover, and he often hired out to plow land or harvest wheat and oats. He had a reputation as a hard worker and a good businessman. Arthur Dodd swore that Troy was the only man he knew who could squeeze piss out of a buffalo nickel.

More than anything, Troy had pride. Because he was the first child and the oldest son, he had been taught to believe he had special responsibilities, and nothing meant as much to him as living up to those real, and imagined, expectations. During the war years, with the cry of patriotism as fervent as an altar-calling hymn at a revival, Troy and others like him—the workers of the farms—were as dedicated to victory as generals in war rooms. It took a man to stand and fight a far-off enemy in the furrow of a corn row, and to everyone who knew him, Troy had been a man since he was thirteen.

Though he never complained about it, Troy’s lost childhood affected him greatly, and there were times when it seemed that he wanted to stop being a man and start over. He played pasture baseball with boys who were years younger than he, or he went with Tom on Saturday afternoons to see cowboy movies and action serials that featured the Phantom, or Batman and Robin, or Flash Gordon. It was as though the instinct of the child would emerge in Troy and he would make claim on the years that he had sacrificed to the fields. Once, he even joked with Tom that he wished he, too, could run away and see things no one else could see.

It was during one of those periods in his life, after he had been rejected by the army, that Troy constructed the campsite Tom and Son Jesus used when camping. As a boy, Troy had wanted to be a Boy Scout, but there were no Boy Scout troops in the community and he had settled for reading the Scout manual and dreaming. One of the merit badges called for camping forty nights, and that is what Troy did. The badge meant nothing to Troy; earning it mattered.

The campsite was on a high bank beside a small, nameless branch that ran into Sweetwater Creek. It was in a cluster of oak and pine trees that provided a soft flooring of leaves and needles. Troy had constructed a lean-to of black gum slabs he had picked up from Jed Carnes’ sawmill. He had nailed the slabs together and covered them with tar paper to keep the wind out. The lean-to was large enough and deep enough to sleep three people. In front of the lean-to, there was a stacked circle of rocks for a cook fire, and Troy had taught Tom and Son Jesus how to keep the fire from spreading to the needles and the woods. “Pour sand on it if it gets outside the rocks,” he had instructed. A bucket of sand was kept nearby.

Tom and Son Jesus did not sleep in the lean-to if the weather was clear. Once, they had found a scorpion scurrying across one of the walls, and they knew, with Tom’s embellishment, that a scorpion bite would make their bodies shrivel up like helpless old people’s before it killed them. After that, they slept outside, under the stars, crammed into one bedroll.

It was a favorite game to lie on the piled pine needles, in their bedroll, and trace faces from the stars and clouds and tree limbs above them. Tom, inspired by the books he had read and by the stories he had heard on radio, saw images of heroic men of adventure. Son Jesus saw men of the Old Testament—Abraham and Moses and Daniel and Samson—that his mother talked about incessantly.

“Where you see Samson in that, Son Jesus?”

“Right yonder, Thomas. Got that long hair hanging down his neck. Where he got all his muscles from.”

“That ain’t Samson, Son Jesus. You don’t know nothing. That’s Tarzan.”

“Look like Samson to me.”

“Where does it say in the Bible that Samson had an alligator snapping at his feet?”

“What alligator, Thomas?”

“Right there at his feet. Plain as day. Got his mouth open. See them stars? Them’s his teeth.” He moved his pointing finger to another ball of leaves. “And what does that look like? Some kinda angel? That’s Tarzan’s monkey. That’s Cheetah.”

“Uh-huh…”

Tom loved the nights camping with Son Jesus. It gave him a chance to invent facts about the world around them—wars never fought, heroes who never existed, ghosts who had never fluttered up from their earthly graves—and to listen to Son Jesus’ mumbled replies. Son Jesus did not believe any of the stories, but he suffered them politely because he liked hearing them. Hearing them lulled him to sleep.

On those nights, watching Son Jesus sleep under the lemon light of the moon and stars, Tom marveled at the one thing he knew about Son Jesus that no one else seemed to recognize: the tint of Son Jesus’ skin changed color. He was not black—not just black. He was bronze and chocolate, red as sun tea, rich as honey. He was the color of the light that was on him. And at night, outside, the tint of color on Son Jesus, asleep under the moon and stars, was lemon.

* * *

During his years of running away, Tom had mastered the art of manipulating his mother. It would begin with the pretense of restlessness, of pacing the floor, of staring out the window, of opening and closing books, of emitting long, sorrowful sighs. And then he would stop talking and fix his gaze on something—a chair, the ceiling, anything—and his mother would begin to creep around him, her forehead furrowed in worry. His behavior was a sure sign of his urge to run away, she believed. She had read of it in books, had researched evidence of it in the unnatural behavior of her ancestors and her husband’s ancestors—especially her husband’s people—and she had talked at length to Dr. Jake Arlington about it. Dr. Arlington had agreed that Tom’s moods could be a prelude to his actions. He called it psychological behavior. “It’s like using a thermometer to take his temperature,” he explained. “If he acts the same way every time, then that should be a serious indication that something is happening, perhaps some chemical reaction that’s not easy to define by existing medical technology. My advice is to give him some room, trust him, let him feel that he already has the freedom he thinks he wants.”

“Like what?” Ada had asked.

“Well, you tell me he enjoys camping with his little friend,” the doctor had answered. “Permit it. Encourage it. It means they’re outside, in the woods where Tom always seems to go. Think of it as taking the place of running away.”

Tom did not know about Jake Arlington’s advice; he only knew that whenever he played his game with his mother, she suggested that he should go camping with Son Jesus.

And that was how he got the blessing to camp with Son Jesus on the June Friday of his master plan to run away.

“Mama, them boys didn’t do nothing today but kill good cotton,” Troy protested. “I looked at what they was doing. They cut down more cotton than they left standing. Tried to stick it back in the ground, like it was gon’ take root and grow. Ain’t nothing left but some withered stalks. You can almost expect it out of Tom. He ain’t big enough to pick up the hoe hardly, but Sonny’s almost a man. You let them camp out tonight, and Tom won’t be worth a plugged nickel tomorrow. He’ll say he stayed awake because he was scared, or he slept wrong on his neck and he’s got a headache.”

His mother made signals of distress with her face. Troy was right about the difference in size. Tom and Sonny looked like Mutt and Jeff in the comic strips, and she knew that it was Tom who did the lagging in the field. Sonny merely stayed with him, as he had always done. She said, “I’m sure they’ll be up and out in the field by the time you get there, Troy.” She smiled at Tom. “Won’t you, son?”

“We’ll be there at sunup, Mama, ready to hoe,” promised Tom.

“Daddy, you gon’ let him get away with this?” asked Troy.

“Son, that’s between him and his mama,” his father answered wearily. Over the years, Hack had learned to treat his wife’s stress over Tom with caution, though it often tested his patience—and he was a patient, forgiving man.

“Don’t be so mean, Troy,” Elly said.

“Yeah, Troy,” echoed Tom.

Troy glared at him, then stormed out of the room.

“Now, honey, you made a promise,” his mother said. “You know you have to keep it.”

“Yes, m’am.”

* * *

Tom was squatting before the cook fire, cooking hot dogs on a stick, when Son Jesus arrived at the campsite at sundown, carrying a feed sack and a bedroll over his shoulder. His smile was like a banner. “I’m gon’ run away,” he said proudly.

“What you got in that sack?” asked Tom.

“Everything I could put my hands on when they wadn’t nobody looking,” Son Jesus said. “Got us some sardines.”

“What you got sardines for, Son Jesus? We gon’ be living off catfish.”

Son Jesus shrugged. “They was there,” he said in a small voice.

“Well, that’s all right,” Tom told him. “Can’t never tell. We might not catch nothing.” He pulled the hot dogs away from the fire and examined them, then he said, “I tied my sack up there on a limb. Keep the rats and possums out of it. You better do the same.” He held up the stick speared with hot dogs. “I got us some hot dogs cooking.”

Son Jesus laughed and winked at Tom. “I could smell them a mile away.”

* * *

Ada sat in the rocking chair on the front porch and felt the breeze of the night slithering over her face. She was holding her genealogy tablet, adding the offspring of a long-forgotten great-aunt named Nellie Barton, who had married a sailor and moved to Seattle, Washington, never again to return to the South. The letter she had received from the granddaughter of Nellie Barton had contained a photograph of Nellie. The photograph was startling. Nellie Barton could have been Ada’s twin. The only difference was the sparkle in Nellie’s eyes. Little bright stars. Eyes that had seen much of the world and had found it spectacular.

Ada leaned wearily against the chair back. She was forty years old, but she felt ancient. Four children and a lifetime of farmwork, of failed crops, of days too hot to bear and days so cold the chill ached in her bones, of thousands of meals cooked on the heated steel of a woodstove and tons of dirt-encrusted clothes boiled clean in an iron pot before the coming of the electricity. But even the stove and the washing machine that the electricity operated had made little difference. The work was never-ending, and too little money from it. It was not the life she had wanted for herself or her children. She had wanted to live in a town, in a nice house with neighbors so close the families would have to be separated by a fence. She had wanted to wear cool dresses and work in a store that had the smell of perfumes and body powders. She had wanted to see her children playing on lawns of soft grass, riding bicycles on concrete sidewalks. She had wanted to hear the hope of laughter, filling the air like flowers growing in a garden. She had wanted to see the world as Nellie Barton had seen the world.

She smiled and closed her eyes. The wishes always relaxed her, always made her mind swim back to snapshots of moments with Hack and with her children. The moments were sweet, good. The moments made her dreamy wishes vanish. God knows, she had a good husband in Hack. So honest, he made other men uncomfortable. Made them look away. Made them mumble. Took a straight line dealing with everybody. White or colored, it didn’t matter. If he had been a talker—as she was—he would have been called a troublemaker, a rabble-rouser. He would have been accused of trying to play God. But he was not a talker. He was a listener, patient and attentive, who had a way of making other people see things his way, and his way was always as simple as the Golden Rule. Be fair. That was Hack’s way. Be fair. Little wonder that other men deferred to him, elected him to office in school and church. Hardworking, he was, and tolerant of her temper and her thinking, and of her dragging him cemetery to cemetery, searching for something that always seemed lost to her. Loved her too. She knew he loved her. Could see it in his face, feel it in his touch, even if the touch appeared to be accidental. Sometimes he was clumsy that way. Trying to show what he felt but could not express.

She thought of Troy, who had chosen the life of the farm, and of Miriam, who was at nursing school, and of Elly, who was a senior in high school and would go to college in a few months, and of Tom, who was bright and cheerful. She had watched them working in the fields, sun-browned, lost in their own dreams. Her children. Her good and beautiful children.

Tom.

Ada sniffed. She felt a chill and hugged the genealogy tablet to her body. Tom, her baby. Tom, who suffered from the bad blood of his great-uncle, a sorry man no one had seen in twenty-five years. No one knew how much she ached for her baby son.

“What you doing out here?”

It was Hack.

“Just sitting,” Ada said.

Hack sat in the rocker beside her. “Cooler out here,” he said.

“A little.”

“Ada…”

“What?”

“We got to talk about Tom.”

She turned to look at him. Her eyes narrowed. It was the look he dreaded.

“What about Tom?”

“We just can’t let him get by with all he’s getting by with,” Hack said.

“What’s he getting by with?”

Hack stared at her incredulously. “Everything,” he said. “He ain’t worth nothing working in the field.”

“Don’t talk that way, Hack Winter.”

“Well, he ain’t.”

“He’s just a baby.”

“Troy and Miriam and Elly did five times as much work as he does at the same age,” Hack argued.

Ada fought against the tears that bubbled in her eyes. She whispered, “Nothing’s wrong with their blood.”

“Please, Ada, don’t start that,” Hack said. “I love the boy too, but he ain’t doing nothing but pulling a fast one on you, having a high old time. Only thing wrong with Tom is he’s too smart for his own good, and if you want to talk blood, that ain’t from my side of the family. He’s more like your daddy than you are.”

“Don’t you talk about my daddy,” Ada snapped.

Hack rocked forward, then back. He wedged his feet to the floor and stopped the chair and looked at his wife. “Good Lord, Ada, what I just said was a compliment. Your daddy was the smartest man I ever met.”

Ada turned her face from him. He was right about her father, she thought. Her father had been the principal of Crossover Junior High School and the most respected man in the community. Sometimes she believed it was because of her father that her husband tried so hard to be a leader. There had been more than five hundred people at her father’s funeral. And Tom did remind her of her father. His eyes, his love of reading, his easy, childish storytelling, his energy.

“You think they’re all right?” Ada asked.

“Who?”

“Tom and Sonny.”

“They’re fine,” Hack said. “And that’s another thing we’ve got to get a handle on—him and Sonny.”

Ada inhaled slowly. She looked toward the pasture and the cover of trees where Tom and Son Jesus were camping. After a long moment, she said, “I know.”




FOUR

Tom saw Bluebeard the pirate in a bundling of oak limbs that stirred softly in the night breeze. Two stars that glittered through the leaves were Bluebeard’s eyes. Son Jesus said the face looked more like King David to him.

“There you go again, Son Jesus,” Tom said. “I swear, you must be blind.”

And then Tom began a story about Bluebeard’s raid on Crossover more than two hundred years earlier, when there were many Indians living there. It was another version of the story of Atahualpa that Keeler Gaines had half believed. The Indians, Tom said to Son Jesus, were gold miners and they had a roomful of gold that Bluebeard wanted, but the Indians had hidden the gold in a cave and Bluebeard killed them all before he could find out where the cave was located.

“Uh-huh,” Son Jesus mumbled sleepily.

“Ain’t nobody ever found that cave,” Tom said. “It’s still around here somewhere.”

“Uh-huh.”

“If we wadn’t running away, I’d look for it,” Tom added.

“Uh-huh.”

“Bluebeard finally gave up,” Tom said. “He had his ship anchored down on Sweetwater Creek, and he got in it and sailed off back to the ocean.”

Son Jesus did not reply.

“You reckon Uncle Jule knows where that cave is?” Tom asked.

“Don’t know,” Son Jesus answered. He giggled. “We ask him, he gon’ be thinking on it.”

“He knows about babies, I bet he knows about that cave,” Tom said.

They both laughed. They knew Jule well.

Jule believed that every task to be done, every problem to be solved, could easily be accomplished if a person would only take the time to consider the possibilities.

“The trouble with peoples is they in a hurry,” he had preached to Son Jesus and Tom. “Like y’all boys. Y’all don’t know nothing about thinking a thing out. No sir, y’all don’t know nothing at all. Take that old creek down yonder. How y’all gon’ cross over it when y’all got to? Gon’ wade it? Gon’ swim it? Or y’all gon’ take y’all’s time and go alongside the bank to y’all comes to a tree that’s fell over it? No sir. What y’all’s gon’ do is the first thing that comes in y’all’s heads. Y’all gon’ jump right in, that’s what. Gon’ jump right in and not give a hoot about how deep that water is, or where they’s a copperhead up under a root, or where they’s a suckhole and y’all can’t see it. Boys like y’all don’t take no time to think nothing out. That’s y’all’s trouble.”
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