
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for RED CLAY SUZIE

			“Arresting debut…a vivid depiction of a unique childhood that feels universal in its longing.”

			—Christopher Castellani, author of Leading Men

			“Red Clay Suzie’s Philbet Lawson joins Scout Finch (To Kill a Mockingbird) and Frankie Addams (The Member of the Wedding) in Southern literature’s pantheon of outsider children. While Philbet finds unlikely allies in his small world, others ridicule his sensitive nature and deformed body. Philbet’s roots are planted in the South’s inhospitable red clay, but he grows up, honest to his true self. Read Red Clay Suzie and cheer on Philbet, a new literary hero.”

			—Alice Leccese Powers, writer and editor of the bestselling In Mind series

			“A great new southern storyteller has emerged, and in Red Clay Suzie, Jeffrey Dale Lofton with his fastidious and keen eye has created a coming-of-age story unlike any other. It is a world revealed by the gay, misshapen narrator, Philbet, who with a pitch-perfect voice takes us on a weird, comical, and mysterious adventure story of the rarely explored world of a gifted and repressed gay childhood. It feels like a new and indigenous style.

			“Red Clay Suzie is a tour de force by a rare, imaginative, and important writer—a fascinating gay story of the South, and yet through the magic of this writer’s skill, it transcends its own themes. This is a rare occurrence and a true triumph—a sunken treasure chest of fiction, so close to the heart you can sometimes feel it beating.”

			—James Hart, author of Lucky Jim

			“An intimate exploration of people, place, and identity, Red Clay Suzie opens up the idea of the South into one that is more inclusive and real.”

			—W. Ralph Eubanks, author of A Place Like Mississippi: A Journey Through a Real and Imagined Literary Landscape

			“Jeffrey Dale Lofton is a writer’s writer, whose strong, authorial voice captures your imagination with an unshakable grip.”

			—Willee Lewis, PEN/Faulkner Foundation board member, editor of Snakes: An Anthology of Serpent Tales

			“A deeply moving story by a unique new voice in Southern literature, Red Clay Suzie belongs in the high school English syllabus.”

			—Elaine Greenstone, educator, former International Baccalaureate examiner in English, curriculum specialist

			“A sensitive and compelling story, Red Clay Suzie draws us in from the Author’s Note onwards, allowing us to view the world close-up, from the smallest details of young Philbet’s life as he comes of age in the rural American South. We care what happens to this observant voice searching for the handbook of life. Throughout, Lofton deftly weaves themes of race and gender and humanity.”

			—Joanne Leedom-Ackerman, author of No Marble Angels and upcoming Burning Distance

			“Red Clay Suzie offers a lesson in what it takes to thrive in a world that’s intent on building fences, and it does so with affection and sweetness.”

			—Paul Lisicky, author of Later: My Life at the Edge of the World
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			To my beloved partner, my cherished, perfectly imperfect family, and my fellow fringies everywhere





Author’s Note

			Red Clay Suzie is in a way a letter to my younger self, the boy who felt the sting of living and loving on the fringes. Dramatic license notwithstanding, Philbet’s story is my story, which I wrote from the heart for everyone who has ever struggled like I did to find acceptance.

			Through this child in rural Georgia, I want my fellow outsiders to know that bullies are paper predators who have no more power than you yourself give them. They are as scared of life as you, and once you understand that they lose their sovereignty, as if a gentle wind catches on the edge of them and lifts them away.

			Know that whatever imperfections (real and perceived) your body has, it is beautiful; it is precious. Treat it with kindness and care so it carries you as far as it is able. Know that you should not give in to your inclination to hide, to withdraw from the world. Know that there will always be a caring someone you can trust somewhere in those concentric circles of humanity that surround and follow you through life.

			My fellow fringies, above all else, know that it is the quality of your mind and heart that matters most. They, more than anything else, define you.

			Oh, and yes, love, real love, is never wrong. Bravely bestow it on whomever is worthy of the gift. That is what I wish my younger self had known. That is Philbet’s story.





Foreword

			Breakfast at Tiffany’s

			Why, you might be wondering, would I be using the title of the fabled story by Truman Capote for my introduction to Jeffrey Dale Lofton’s own novel? Even as I type these words, the image of Audrey Hepburn, dressed for the film in her sublime Givenchy black dresses—one worn with the lacquered black straw hat, the other with upswept hair and pearls, unforgettably creating the persona of her role as the rather rackety Holly Golightly in the supremely stylish film of Capote’s 1958 novella—is fixed in my head.

			The answer is because I met Jeffrey, quite literally, when having breakfast at Tiffany’s in July 2019. I had flown into New York from London the day before as a guest speaker invited by Cunard to join their iconic liner Queen Mary 2 crossing the Atlantic to England on their celebrated Transatlantic Fashion Week.

			While always happy to talk about “insider” memories of working with storied designers during the twenty-five years my husband and I ran our boutique public relations agency specializing in nurturing luxury fashion brands, that part of my life story came to an end in 2000. I stepped back from fashion to follow my personal dream of writing. At that point, I aspired to write biographies about legendary, pioneering names in the early 20th century fashion, retail, and beauty industries whose stories had been eclipsed or forgotten. Being passionate about libraries and archives, researching the letters, diaries, and magazines necessary to delve into first the life and times of Helena Rubinstein and Elizabeth Arden for War Paint, followed by Harry Gordon Selfridge for Shopping, Seduction & Mr. Selfridge, was a joyful experience.

			Our embarkment day started with an invitation for speakers to join a group of Fashion Week voyage’s specially chosen guests at Tiffany’s recently opened, much vaunted Blue Box Café—an irresistible treat as the café already had a long waiting list, and what’s not to love about having breakfast at Tiffany’s?

			In true American tradition, breakfast started early. Jet lag having kicked in—and being somewhat slow in getting organized—rather embarrassingly, my husband and I arrived to find the welcome speech already underway. Rescued by a resourceful waiter, we found ourselves at a table with Jeffrey and his partner Erich Parker, members of the enthusiastic American clientele on the previous year’s sailing and “on board” on dry land to help explain to us newcomers the delights of the voyage.

			We talked about opera (a grand passion of Erich’s, who had sung professionally since childhood), traveling, London, the BBC, and our mutual love of dogs (Queen Mary 2 has a kennel). Jeffrey and Erich were complimentary about both the Broadway musical of War Paint and the PBS television series Mr. Selfridge—adapted from my books—and were particularly interested in my transition from publicist to published author. For my part, I spoke of the personal issues involved in the change of pace writing entailed. Writing is a lonely occupation, but one where you are expected to leave the cocoon and emerge—blinking in the sunlight—to go on marketing and speaking tours.

			In talking to these two charming breakfast companions, I got something of a sense from Jeffrey that there was an agenda underneath his gentle camaraderie, but obligations in Washington, DC meant they weren’t able to join the crossing, and with hugs and a bon voyage, they said goodbye—our conversation about the art and process of writing cut short.

			Then in March this year, Jeffrey wrote to me: “We talked of our pastimes, our passions, our pasts, but most of all we talked about writing. Your career, your remarkable story, really inspired me. I have long imagined writing a novel loosely based on my childhood in the Deep South, and meeting you and hearing your encouraging words has convinced me to give it a go at long last.”

			The book you have in your hands is the result—Jeffrey’s debut novel, Red Clay Suzie. I can say with absolute conviction that his efforts have been rewarded. And neither did he tuck himself away from life to write. Instead, with astonishing determination, he wrote his book largely on the keypad of his mobile while commuting to and from his work at the Library of Congress. I believe we always absorb the atmosphere of presence and place, and clearly Jeffrey’s years working there have imbued him with a passion for words. But to write a book—especially one as powerful as this—on a phone seems such an achievement to me that I am finding it complex pondering exactly how he managed to do it!

			Jeffrey’s novel is largely based on his own life growing up in rural Georgia where, with masterful understatement, he readily admits: “I had a bit of a tough time growing up both gay and afflicted with a skeletal deformity—bullied and teased by classmates and extended family alike. I have poured all these experiences into the book through my protagonist, Philbet, struggling to understand life and love living on the fringes.”

			Red Clay Suzie is a descriptive triumph—not just in bringing the red clay soil of Georgia alive to those of us who have not (yet) traveled to the South, but in reminding us just how conservative and complex family issues were back in the 1960s. In dialogue so sensitive you are vividly transported back to Philbet’s childhood, his older self ultimately accepts the pent-up frustrations on all sides, acknowledging that his family simply had no mechanism for coping with anyone being “different.”

			Another of the curious coincidences that has emerged since our brief but important time at Tiffany’s and my reading of his book draft is that I really do understand what Jeffrey means. I too grew up in a largely conservative family, where my father in particular was full of British “reserve”—for which read “we don’t talk about problems or scandals.” Thus, in about 1962 when I was twelve and my much loved but fragile and hyperactive older sister was admitted to hospital where she was incarcerated for several weeks, I was never told why. I found out from a group of sniggering girls in the playground at our school who, when I walked past, said, “How’s your sister getting on in the nuthouse? She’s in Saxondale isn’t she? That’s a loony bin.” At home that night, I challenged my parents to explain what was wrong; they did everything they could to avoid telling me the truth. Back then, mental illness was a stigma just too great to comprehend. They felt ashamed. My sister had many good years in her life to follow, but having bipolar disorder, she had many bad years too. She died in September 2019. I miss her every day.

			So, I have a natural empathy toward the semi-fictional Philbet. And, I feel close to Jeffrey and have a huge sense of pride that in some way I may have helped unlock his latent talent—the start of his writing career. His is an extraordinary, beautiful book, and one that will remain with you long after you have finished.

			I started this foreword by talking about Truman Capote—who himself took every inch of his Southern discomfort as background for his work. Like her creator, Holly Golightly had her own childhood demons to hide. For those of us who read the book, we don’t know if she found her happiness. The film, of course, had a Hollywood ending. Producers think audiences want to be happy, and I guess—in the main—they are right. Certainly, Jeffrey has found his happiness in the end.

			We are all so affected by our childhoods. Sometimes you have to be tough. You have to try not to give up. You have to be brave. Jeffrey has been brave to write this story. So, tuck yourself up with a yellow tomato sandwich—don’t forget the mayo—and enjoy Red Clay Suzie.

			 

			Lindy Woodhead

			Oxfordshire, England—2022





PART ONE
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Chapter One

			Keebler

			The bell rang, and I looked outside and saw Daddy’s truck sitting all the way at the far end of the circular drive, parked almost at the exit onto the main road. I only got picked up if snow or ice was coming, if something was wrong, or if someone was sick. I marched around the half-moon drive toward the truck, opened the door and climbed in ready to ask Daddy…and it was him, the boy from the GTO, in the driver’s seat.

			I felt a little tear in my heart, and whispered, “Daddy.” I wasn’t questioning where my father was or why my teenage obsession sat where Daddy should be, behind the wheel in Daddy’s truck outside my high school. It was more like a statement: “You’re my Daddy.”

			He flashed a big smile and said, “Hi. Um…I fixed your pop’s truck, and I’m meeting him here to hand it off.”

			“You live just down the road,” I blurted out.

			Of course, stupid me just told him I was stalking him. Why would I know he lives down the road? Why would I care? My brother wouldn’t notice a boy. Adam would see a guy on the basketball court and play one-on-one just because another guy was there and never ask his name or really even look him in the face. Only I would sit in a wrecked car in this boy’s backyard to watch him come and go. Only I would wait, skip lunch, or not do my homework just to listen for his car’s engine so I could hurry out to hide myself next to the road to catch a half-second peek into his window to see his hand pull the shifter into second gear as he rocketed off somewhere.

			I thought, and said, “God, driving this heap must be a letdown.”

			He laughed, “You’re funny.”

			“Don’t tell Daddy. I’m not ready for him to know.” And he laughed again, bringing his hand up to slap the steering wheel. The ring on his finger made contact with the driver’s side window, and an inch-long crack appeared. As we stared, it grew a twin leaf of a crack at a perfect right angle to the original.

			“No, no. Crap. Brownie’s gonna kill me.”

			Without thinking, I said, “That crack has been there for a week. I saw it last week.”

			“What? Why, why would…? It just happened. My ring hit it.”

			“I’ll say I noticed it last week.” Why was I doing this?

			“You don’t have to do that. It’s no big deal.”

			“What about your dad?” I asked.

			“Maybe I can find a replacement in the yard. We’ve got a scrapyard in back of the house.”

			“Yeah….” And I stopped myself from telling him I already knew that because I spent half of my life watching him from a totaled-out Oldsmobile a hundred feet from where he slept.

			“Yeah, so maybe I can grab a replacement.”

			I knew he could. Three cars over from my 1973 Oldsmobile Ninety-Eight Regency hideout sat a grass-green version of Daddy’s truck. It had no bed, as if someone took a big axe and chopped the back half—the hauling part—off.

			I knew these windows would continue to crack once they started. This would be a full spiderweb by tomorrow.

			Silence.

			“So, what’s your name?” he asked.

			“Knox. I mean—”

			“Knox? No way. That’s my name.”

			“Yeah, um, Philbet. I’m Philbet. Um, I know you’re Knox. Sorry. Daddy told me about the truck. I forgot. I thought you meant ‘Did I know your name?’”

			Daddy didn’t tell me anything. How would I know his name? Why would I care unless I was obsessed with him? He smiled and then his face went blank, and he looked at me, straight at me. I couldn’t read his expression, but I had never seen anyone look at me like that. Mama and Daddy looked at me, but only to check to see if I was still there, hadn’t wandered off, or no one had taken me. Daddy had an unhealthy fascination with kidnapping—and property lines. Seething, but never doing anything about it, he was always convinced that the neighbors moved the property line stakes an inch or two during the nighttime every several months.

			It’s not easy to talk to someone about something that’s important to you. Maybe you only get one chance at this, and you don’t get what you want if it doesn’t go well. And here I was having the most important conversation I’d ever had. And we weren’t really saying anything—at least I wasn’t. No words, only silence and stares.

			I guess the look that was closest to his stare was how I imagined I looked at Knox when I stared at him from my hideout wreck as he worked and roamed the yard several car lengths ahead of me. But I was alone then, with no one around for me to hide my true feelings from, no one to ask why I stared at this boy. And he couldn’t see me peering at him from the back seat of the hideout. But he could see me now, both of us in Daddy’s truck. He stared at me like he was determined to win a dare that he could look the longest, that I would turn away first.

			His stare was more than I could stand. I wanted to throw myself into his chest to hide my face and touch him. This was something new, something I didn’t know existed. But it didn’t perplex me. I understood. Sort of like someone spoke to me in a different language for the first time, and I understood what he said, but I didn’t know how to respond. He didn’t look at me like I was a scared kid. He looked at me like I was a person, an equal. Then he reached over slowly, his hand relaxed so casually that it seemed like he was about to dip it into a stream for a scoop of fresh water.

			“What’s this?” And he picked something off my chin just below my lip, and he put it in his mouth. “I like cookies too. Got any more?”

			I did. He could have all the cookies I could get my hands on.

			“Um, yeah, I…” And I pulled out my baggy with one remaining.

			“Mmm, shortbread stripe. My favorite.”

			He took it, broke it in half, and handed one side to me. Then he downed his half in one bite.

			“Thanks. You’re a regular Keebler elf.” And I had yet another nickname, one that wasn’t created to minimize me and make someone else feel big. I felt like I was going to melt as I ate my half of the cookie, never savoring a bite of food more, knowing that he touched it. And I giggled a little, in that way that always drew fire from Uncle Kingston. But when I was near this boy, this kind and beautiful boy, I didn’t care what anybody might call me or say about me.

			But it’s too soon for Knox. My story really begins twenty-five miles up the road and ten years earlier, when I was four.





Chapter Two

			Grandaddy’s Tater Rule

			Grandaddy’s vegetable garden was perfect for carving out paths and roads for my fleet of Matchbox cars. The neat rows defined by mounds of soil were long avenues that headed any place my preschool mind could conjure. Each row looked endless, its perspective making it disappear before it actually stopped against the fence that followed the back line of the property, which abutted a railroad track. My miniature green 1968 Mercury Cougar was almost identical to Beau’s real Cougar, which sat across the highway at Pick and Lolly’s filling station every day Beau worked there. I could see it from any place I stood, whether I was at Adam’s and my bedroom window, next door on Grandaddy and Jorma’s front porch, or in the garden rows.

			Ours was a small, insular world, but it seemed back then to go on forever. The axis was the two side-by-side plots of land that held Grandaddy and Jorma’s house, our home, and the vegetable garden that connected them. And a twenty-five mile sunburst that radiated from that point was all I knew, all I wanted or needed. That was our universe.

			The railroad cut that ran behind us to the east seemed miles deep with a treacherous path of rocky steps and complicated switchbacks hacked out of the jungley brush between the edge of our backyard and the track far below. In truth, it would take a rock tossed from our yard about three seconds to hit the track, so it wasn’t actually miles deep, but it felt that big to my four-year-old eyes. The cut was the place where outlaws traveled, walking along in the dark of midnight, avoiding the law and good folks like us who were free to come and go as we pleased during the day. We, safe in our homes, were superior to those who had the law after them and couldn’t live in real houses with actual roofs with all their things and toys around them.

			The cut, a man-inflicted open wound in the red clay, separated us from colored town on the other side of the bank. From where I stood, colored town looked the same color as our side of the cut with the same patches of bare red clay on the banks, green and brown trees and bushes. But Adam said it was colored town because of who lived there. And sometimes there was a funny smell in the air. “Colored folks are burnin’ their hair again,” Adam would explain. I thought they must have an awful lot of hair because I smelled that smell a lot. But I never saw anyone on the bank on the other side, not any folks of any color. I wondered how far behind the line of trees on the top of the bank they lived, and why the kids never came out to play in the cut like we did.

			Our house was sandwiched between the railroad cut and the highway—busy with cars during the day, but not much traffic at night. While the cut was our outback wilderness, our Times Square was Pick and Lolly’s filling station and grocery store. It sat across the highway and about one house-width over to the left from our place and was the social center of our small community. You had to go there for just about anything, except for barbecue. The store up past Grandaddy’s had exclusive rights to barbecue and green sherbet push-ups, but only Pick and Lolly’s had bread.

			I also couldn’t understand why I never saw the colored kids at Pick and Lolly’s, but they didn’t come, not even to get candy. I know, because I looked out our door toward Pick and Lolly’s a lot. I was looking for Beau, their son who was eighteen, grown up already, and the size of two people in one—Pick and Lolly combined.

			Beau, so tall and big that it was a wonder he could come up behind me so quietly that I didn’t know he was there, pick me up just by wrapping his hands around my middle and sling me up and over his head. Then he’d settle me onto the seat of his shoulders, only his ears or the underside of his chin or the curls of his hair for me to hold and keep myself up on my surprise perch.

			How could a person so giant in my eyes raise a leg so big as his and touch his foot down again to the ground without me hearing? He must have cast magic dust in front of him that rendered him silent and invisible before each step as he sneaked up. Surely it was sold off a shelf so high in Pick and Lolly’s that it would be years before I was tall enough to see it there, Beau’s Invisible Powder, and know to ask for it by name.

			When I looked for Beau, I looked for the Cougar. I didn’t need X-ray vision into Pick and Lolly’s to see if Beau was there. The Cougar was my sign. If the Cougar was there, Beau was there.

			The Cougar was a machine from another world, with taillight bulbs that blinked each in turn, starting at the edge of the tag and blink, blink, blink, out toward the back fender to signal which way the car wanted to turn. It had headlights that lived under pop-up doors that only opened at night and when it rained. Beau sometimes took a break from the station and wiped a paste on the hood and trunk lid, and then rubbed it off, leaving it the exact color of the inside of a ripe kiwi and with a light metallic glitter that exactly matched the glint of the wet fruit. I knew about kiwis because my cousins Meg and Suzie brought them from Florida every summer when they came to stay at Grandaddy and Jorma’s. They were older than Adam and me because Uncle Rudy was older than Daddy. Daddy’s brother had kids before Daddy because he was older. Adam, when he grows up, will get married before me because he’s older. And then he’ll have kids before me too. That’s the way it works. That’s what Jorma said anyway.

			Even now, years later, I can see Beau’s green Cougar every time I see a kiwi, even an unpeeled one, because I know what’s inside. And that childhood toy rushes back to me with a soft punch to the heart along with all the joy it brought me rolling it around the edges of the garden. When I think of it, I want to turn. I want to see Beau sneak up behind me and lift me over his head and settle me on his shoulders.

			Adam had a whole set of Matchbox cars, too, because when I got one—begging every time we went to the store—he got one too. But he never played with them. I coveted Adam’s because his were showroom-immaculate and not scratched up and loved up like mine. But he was four years older than me. I guess he had outgrown them by the time Santa Claus gave us our first ones in our stockings. I loved mine, the Cougar, from the first. I don’t remember anything else I got that Christmas.

			I didn’t want to trade my Cougar for his, but I did like playing with his. It felt special. The differences in them fascinated me, mine with dings; his, perfect. It made me think of the difference between the Grandaddy I saw every day and the Grandaddy in pictures. I liked the Grandaddy I had now, the one with almost no hair on his head and eyeglasses of gold wire, but sometimes I wished I could have opened a door and found the younger Grandaddy, the one who lived before I knew him. The scratch-free Grandaddy.

			On rainy days when we couldn’t go outside and play, I sometimes sneaked Adam’s Matchbox case out of our room; it was a little blue suitcase with a yellow panel right on the top, with a big racing car emblazoned across the side. My own cases were worn, dog-edged. I could see the panels between the plastic covering were just ordinary cardboard. Somehow seeing that surprised me again and again. Cardboard didn’t feel special enough, but even that thought didn’t dampen the allure of these cars. I did have some ideas on how Matchbox could improve their product line, though. I had no problems with the cars, but the cases…why not design them to look like miniature parking garages, with cars neatly lined up as soldiers in formation?

			While I’d take my Matchbox Cougar to the dirt at Grandaddy’s garden’s edge, I’d never intentionally take it beyond to the red clay. If red clay touched it, the stain remained, marked forever. If you dug down too far in the garden, you hit it—red clay. Grandaddy said he spent years hauling in regular brown soil from outside the county, and he scattered white pellets from a bucket all over the place—regular fertilizer—and added cow poop and catfish heads to the base of plants—natural fertilizer.

			After one play session outside, the Matchbox wheels no longer rolled, grit caught up in the wheel wells. The garden soil always dried out and could be shaken loose. But I had to be careful, especially after a tater digging, because that red clay was only a few inches below the rich brown soil. When I got the red clay up in the wheel wells, well that was just about death for a Matchbox.

			That was the alchemy of red clay, I realized thinking back. When moist, it had the texture of silken butter about thirty minutes out of the refrigerator. When the beating Georgia sun leached it of moisture, it was either hard as a rock or powdery, slippery even in the heat of day, feeling almost liquid against skin. Stand barefoot in the clay with your eyes closed, and you’d have no idea if it’s dry dust or hot-mudded after a sudden downpour that came and went so fast it had no time to cool the surfaces it wet. When overloaded with water, the clay was a chunky, creamy soup, getting everywhere, gumming up everything. It reminded me of teeth stuck in an over-heaped spoonful of peanut butter.

			Grandaddy didn’t want to hear anything bad about the clay. It was there when he came into the world and would be there when they lowered him into it. He had sort of a reverence for it, though he claimed we’d have starved without the rich, fragrant soil he’d hauled and hoed into the garden’s earth. The garden used to be twice as big, but Grandaddy and Jorma gave up half the land—and half the vegetables—to Mama and Daddy when they got married.

			“What did Grandaddy used to plant that he dut’n now?” Adam asked Daddy.

			“He plants the same stuff, just half as much.”

			That didn’t seem to square with Adam’s new math. “Two times more people and half as many vegetables.” He didn’t quite shake his head, but I could tell he wanted to.

			“Grandaddy and Jorma figured we needed some land to grow on,” said Daddy.

			Our house was a white cinder block two-bedroom that Mama and Daddy found in a catalog. They just pointed to it in the wish book, and after a $600 down payment and a $3,000 loan, Homeblock South came out and in seven days, it was there. Mama said it was The Parisienne, and she chose it over The Greenbrier, even though The Parisienne was one hundred square feet smaller, because she always wanted to go to Paris. The Parisienne had the back door on the side of the house instead of on the back. Mama said she liked it that way. Still, Daddy called it a back door, and Mama went along with him. But Homeblock forgot to put the kitchen cabinets in, and there wasn’t even a septic tank. I didn’t know what a septic tank was, but Adam said you had to have one if you wanted to go to the bathroom. Adam knew about the septic tank because he was there—kind of. Daddy dug the hole in the ground after he got home from work at night while Mama, with Adam in her tummy, held the flashlight. And the dark green carpet that was in every room except the bathroom and the kitchen wasn’t there at first either. For Christmas, Grandaddy and Jorma gave Mama and Daddy door frames, doors, and carpet. MawMaw gave Mama and Daddy kitchen cabinets. When I first heard that, I remember thinking Mama and Daddy must have been really good all year long to get such a lot of presents, though they wouldn’t have been on my Christmas list. And I would have told Homeblock South to put all that in when they built the house in the first place.

			The path from The Parisienne to Jorma and Grandaddy’s house—an old gabled clapboard with what Grandaddy called gingerbread trim, which confused me to no end—ran smack down the middle of Grandaddy’s garden. The lush, over-my-four-year-old-head plants were jungle-green and full of string beans, butter beans, lady peas, black-eyed peas, carrots, banana peppers, turnips, cornstalks, and my favorite, “ourish” potatoes.

			They required digging in the ground, and you never knew if you were going to find a small, pebble-like failure that never took off or a big honking potato so large that all six of us could eat it as a whole meal if we ever ran out of food. And there were the ones that were so misshapen, so long and skinny, that they looked like one of Grandaddy’s cigars after Jorma twisted it all up to spite Grandaddy when she was upset with him. Or they were amorphous blobs growing in on themselves, looking like miniature infants set out to scrounge on the ground, catching the dirt in their little fists, only letting go when brought in to the kitchen sink and sliced open, revealing the little pockets of once dry but now muddy abscesses. Grandaddy liked these misfits best of all—respected them even.

			The first lesson I remember word-for-word, not even knowing it was a lesson, was in his garden.

			“Hey, Philbet, whatcha got there?” Grandaddy asked. His smooth head eclipsed the sun and shaded me.

			“I got six carrots and five potatoes.”

			“You got five taters already?”

			“Yessir.”

			“Philbet, that’s real good.”

			“But this one ain’t any good,” I said.

			“What’s wrong with it?”

			“It’s all ugly, all pinched up, and has rough spots on it.”

			“No, that’s a good one. That’s a fine tater,” Grandaddy assured me.

			“It’s ugly.”

			“No, it’s a good one.”

			“It looks rotted.”

			“That’s the best of the bunch.” His knobbly finger entered my field of vision. “See, this is prob’ly where a bug got after it, but that little tater said, ‘You ain’t gonna get me, bug. I’m stronger than you.’”

			“Really?”

			“Yeah. And see, that tater had to work harder than that big pretty one right there just to survive. And that means it’s got more flavor inside and more vitamins, too, I ’spect.”

			“Why, Grandaddy?”

			“’Cause it sucked up more minerals from the ground around it. It had to, just to fight off that bug and survive. That tater dut’n care that it’s not as big and pretty as those other ones.”

			“I’ll look for more ugly ones,” I replied, grinning. Only later in life would I understand what he really meant, a wave of devotion and grief overtaking me.

			“That’s fine. I know you will,” he said. “You’re about the best tater digger I’ve ever met, and I’ve known a lot of ’em.”

			I liked helping Grandaddy. Before he moved on, he bent over and stroked the back of my head, pressing my hair down. I was suddenly aware of how much heat it had soaked up from the sun.

			“Hey, let me see that carrot you got there.”

			“Which one?” I asked.

			He pointed to the one I had set aside from the others. I handed it to him.

			“Philbet, see, you can apply the tater rule to carrots too. See, this little carrot was growin’ down into the ground, and it come up on a rock.”

			“How you know?”

			“On account of how it’s shaped. Had to be a rock we missed and left in the row. Couldn’t’ve been a root. And that carrot turned and growed sideways to get ’round that rock. But it kept on and dit’n let that rock stop it.”

			“What about peaches?”

			“Yeah, if a peach has a spot on it looks like you doodled on it with a brown Crayon, that’s where a worm tried to get in.”

			Now in on the rules of the game, I continued: “And that peach said, ‘You’re not gettin’ in me and ruinin’ me, worm.’”

			“That’s right, boy.”

			“And that works for all plants…tomatoes too?”

			“Yep, it works for any living thing. People too,” Grandaddy said.

			“And dogs too?” I asked. “Is that why oI’ Luke has only one back leg, but he can still walk?”

			“Um, yeah, I guess. I guess it is.”

			Excited because I understood, I added, “He told that car that it wad’n gonna stop him?”

			“You got it, boy.” Then he swung wide his arms, and I went in for a hug.

			Maybe there was something in the dirt that caused my problem. Maybe. The vegetables and me. Butter beans would produce pods with an under-formed bean next to a hefty, hearty one, as if two twins grew next to each other and one took the nutrients for both of them. String beans produced large, gorgeous husks that hung so straight from the vine, they looked like green crystals on a candelabra, so perfect that a picker had to stop and admire the sheer health and heartiness of it. But some of them were nothing but pith on the inside, dry as a pixie straw. That was the way of string beans.

			Grandaddy gently, in his tender way, taught me the rule of potatoes and carrots and even ol’ Luke almost fifteen years ago. It’s the first of his many lessons I remember, loving guidance to last a lifetime, to help me make it on my own.





Chapter Three

			The Green Milkshake Cure

			“Boys, get up.”

			“Wha…? Mama? Mama?”

			The overhead light in Adam’s and my room popped on in the middle of the night the same way it did when the electricity was restored after having gone out during a thunderstorm.

			“Y’all get up. Grandaddy’s sick.”

			“Wha...?”

			This must have been about 1968 because I already had the 1968 Mercury Cougar Matchbox car. It was on the little table that sat between Adam’s bed and mine. That’s where I parked it every night. There were also two glasses of water on the table, one for Adam and one for me. And there was the Br’er Bear lamp that Aunt Pinky made for Adam and me in her ceramics class.

			Aunt Pinky’s real name was Beatrice, but she hated her name. She was Beatrice for the first three years of her life, back before Grandaddy had scarlet fever and still had hair on the top of his head, back before she was an old lady herself. Grandaddy said Aunt Pinky would take a mouthful of milk or a mouthful of the nearest anything and stick her lips out like the pucker on the metal fish at the fountain in front of the courthouse and spit whatever it was in her mouth out just like that fountain if anybody called her Beatrice.

			My own Daddy was Phil. Not Phillip. Phil. Whenever he went to a counter and had to produce proof that he was who he claimed to be, he’d be asked, “Phillip, right?”

			“Naw, just Phil. Mama and Daddy were too poor for the extra letters.”

			It was a similar story for Uncle Rudy, the boy who grew up between Aunt Pinky and Daddy. He wasn’t Rudolph. He was just Rudy. Both Aunt Pinky and Uncle Rudy lived all the way down at the bottom tip of Florida. Daddy said they moved down there after the war so that they could get jobs picking oranges. I guess they got tired of picking peaches and wanted a change.

			Aunt Pinky’s set-jawed demand to be called Pinky did not save her from the long-held and specifically middle-Georgia pronunciation of “aunt” as “ain’t.” The sister of one’s mama or daddy is an aunt. And it’s pronounced just like the little insect that can lift and carry many times its body weight: the ant. But when one is addressing that aunt, when the word “aunt” is part of her name, it’s pronounced “ain’t,” as in, “Ain’t Pinky, that’s about the best lamp I’ve ever seen.” In my family we said “ain’t” about as much as we said “fixin’ to.”

			And similarly, “uncle” was pronounced “unca.” That meant Uncle Vance was not only the man Jorma called that “heathen fruit from Boston who grows orchids” who Aunt Pinky followed to south Florida, he was “Unca Vance.”

			Jumping into a car to head to Florida with her new husband and her adopted name was likely how she set herself apart as the girl and woman she actually was on the inside, instead of the Beatrice that Jorma and everybody else wanted her to be. And I liked her, mostly because we didn’t see her much.

			When we did go to Florida to visit—Daddy, Mama, Adam, and me—all four of us slept in one bedroom at Aunt Pinky’s. It was tight in there. At breakfast, she’d only give each of us one piece of toast, and Adam and I had to share one packet of grape jelly that came in a little white plastic pot smaller than a box of matches. And she didn’t keep them in the refrigerator like we kept our jelly. Aunt Pinky kept those pouches in a bowl on a shelf above her stove to keep them out of little-boy hands; good thing, too, because I had a real strong urge to pull back the foil lid, lick the little bit of jelly that clung to its underside, which had a bunch of grapes stamped on the front side, and then use my fingers to get every last bit of jelly out of the tiny tub. That high-up shelf did something else; it warmed that store-bought bite to a temperature and consistency that turned it into a near homemade-like delicacy, the exact warmth of a batch of Mama’s jelly just holding on to the last bit of heat from the canning.

			So, I guess you could say Aunt Pinky was jelly-stingy, but when I turned my head on my pillow so I faced the table that separated my bed from Adam’s and looked at that Br’er Bear lamp she sent to us all the way from Florida, all I could whisper to myself was, “Ain’t Pinky, that’s about the best lamp I’ve ever seen.”

			And it was. It was the best lamp ever. Br’er Bear stood on what looked like a big mud road, brown mud, and that mud road made it impossible to knock him over. And many a night I dreamed of walking alongside Br’er Bear in a cartoon-like world just like we saw in Song of the South on the Sunday night broadcast of The Wonderful World of Disney. Under the lampshade just above Br’er Bear’s head and walking stick was a small, yellow bulb that cast the softest shadows across the room when it was turned on, shadows with ill-defined edges like the ones that fell across the soft, green grass in the backyard, not the hard-edged shadows on the red clay of the driveway or the railroad cut.

			Mama always turned on the Br’er Bear lamp when it was time for us to get up. She never turned on the light in the ceiling unless one of us spilled the glass of water set out for us. Or, I should say, when I spilled my water. Adam never spilled his, but he had four years on me.

			For a while, Mama took away my real cup and gave me my sippy cup from when I was little, and, you know, that sippy cup looked like somebody had taken the comb that Grandaddy kept in his shirt pocket and stuck it right down in the top of the cup to poke holes for you to suck out the water. After I didn’t turn over the sippy cup for one month—thirty days, Adam said it was—Mama let me have the regular cup back, and I didn’t turn it over ever again.

			I didn’t like the overhead light. One reason was because it had what looked like stalks of wheat in the etched glass shade. If you really stared right at it when the light was turned on and then looked at the white wall, you could see that wheat just as clear as if you were in a field. But I thought wheat was a stupid thing to decorate the ceiling light bulb cover. Why wasn’t there something more interesting there instead of wheat? What about a car or a cloud or the sun? It was the light shade in the ceiling, so a cloud or the sun would have made sense, kind of an apology from the room for blocking the sky from view.

			And the other reason I didn’t like the overhead light was because when it came on in a pitch-black room, you couldn't see right away. You’d think you’d be able to see everything when the light came on, but it was just the opposite. The Br’er Bear lamp wasn’t as bright, but you could see immediately. It was perfect for getting up in the middle of the night.

			The overhead remained on as Mama switched on Br’er Bear. I heard the click, but the ceiling light ate up the soft yellow glow. Mama came over and picked me up and set me on the ground by the bed. I bent my legs up to keep my feet from having to do their job, but Mama kept lowering me until my shins met the carpet. Mama always lifted me up again to encourage my legs to straighten, extend to the floor, wave me around as she would float a wet sheet in the wind before clipping it to the line. But not tonight. My knees met floor.

			“Look at me…both of you,” she said. “We have to take Grandaddy to the doctor. I need you two to be big boys and stay here.”

			“What’s wrong with Grandaddy?” Adam wanted to know.

			“Adam, you watch Philbet. Get up and put some clothes on.”

			Adam chased her into the hallway. “What’s wrong?”

			“I don’t know, Love, but it’ll be okay.” Then she whispered something to Adam that I couldn’t hear.

			“Put this on, Philbet.” And he put a shirt and pants on my bed.

			Mama got on her knees. “Stay right here. Do. Not. Go. Outside. Only let MawMaw in. You hear me?”

			“Yes, Mama,” Adam said.

			“Philbet, do you hear me?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“Do what Adam tells you to do.”

			“Lock the door until MawMaw gets here. She’ll be here any minute.” And Mama hugged us into her, stood up, and left.

			Daddy, Mama, and Jorma drove off to the hospital with Grandaddy lying in the back seat.

			Adam stood at the bedroom door and with a flip of his hand, Br’er Bear alone showed me the path from my bed to the hallway.

			“C’mon,” Adam said, soft as a night light.

			I followed him down the hall and could feel the green of the carpet cooling my every step. Red or gold carpet wouldn’t have been as cool or soft, I figured. Adam stood at the window. Mama’s car was gone already, and the driveway was darker than it usually was at night because the chrome of her bumper and the windshield weren’t there to catch the falling moonshine.

			The house was quiet except for the soft sound of a whir from the heater vent. I knew what that sound was. One time, Adam opened the big air vent in the wall and told me to climb in. I did, and he shut the vent on top of me. Through the narrow vent cutouts I could see the green carpet and the chair covered in nubby tan fabric. All I could hear was the soft, scratchy, rhythmic tap of a sticker on the side of the vent flapping in the warm breeze of the heat. I heard the same sound now. It sounded like the tick and scratch of a record where the needle keeps circling, catching a groove every time the record makes a rotation. It said, “The song is over. Pick me up, and switch me off.”

			“Kneel down and pray.” Adam’s words broke through the tick from the heater vent.

			I wanted to know where everyone was. “When are they comin’ back?”

			“Get down. We have to pray.”

			What else would an eight- and four-year-old do in the middle of the night when everyone else had left?

			“MawMaw will be here in a minute,” Adam reassured.

			I went to the window to watch for her.

			Adam began, “Dear Jesus, watch over Grandaddy and make him well. Bless Grandaddy, Jorma, Daddy, Mama—”

			“I’m thirsty.”

			“Grandaddy’s sick!” Adam burst out. “Pray with me, or he’s gonna die.”

			I crouched down. ”When will MawMaw be here?”

			A car without its headlights on went down the highway. “Its lights ain’t on,” I said. But I could see it, touches of it, the pinpoint glint of the moon and Pick and Lolly’s Gulf sign bouncing off the car’s side mirror, its bumper. The reflection was weaker, duller than that off Mama’s car, which was a constant and not a passer-through like this car already down the road and past the unincorporated town sign.

			I can remember thinking those touches of light, the reflections, reminded me of lightning bugs, how they came and went just as quickly, and how I loved running around in the backyard to chase the lightning bugs just as it got dark at the end of those long summer days that lasted longer than any day does now. I was invisible, fearless running full out without thought or worry of the clothesline post or abandoned rakes in the grass. The slight chill of the dark along with the breeze that came from running back and forth the length of the backyard fence washed me with air so cool that it bathed my insides with strawberry Kool-Aid. The feeling was a triumph over the heat of the day. I felt night-kissed, and I told Mama so. “I don’t need a bath, Mama! I love you, Mama! I love you, Mama! I caught you a lightnin’ bug, Mama!”

			Those nights were the reason mayonnaise jars existed. And lightning bugs battled to live in my jar. Those nights were the memories against which I’d measure the rest of my life, the lessons that taught me how happiness and love felt. I imagined myself invisible in the night, just like the lightning bugs, just like that come-and-gone car. So invisible that nothing bad could find me.

			Adam held me for a minute, but it couldn’t have been because I was upset. I wasn’t. Adventures didn’t upset me, not back then. Not yet.

			Adam told me to be still. “It will be okay. MawMaw will be here soon. She’ll make you a milkshake.”

			“I want a green one.”

			“I need to check on the animals and make sure they didn’t get out…but I’ll wait till MawMaw gets here.”

			“Don’t go out there. Soap Sally’ll get you.” Thinking it was more funny than scary.

			“We have to take care of things now. Nobody’s here…it’s up to us.”

			A blue Coronet pulled up, and MawMaw was there. When she came in, she pulled us both to her, so tall she had to bend in half to hug us. I liked her so much, almost as much as Grandaddy. Her lipstick was always on her front teeth like it was so tasty she couldn’t just leave it on her lips, had to have some to taste. And her hair was flat on top because it always touched the ceiling of her Coronet. I was not allowed in the front seat when I rode with her, not like with Mama who had me stand in the seat next to her, held there against the seat behind her shoulder, protecting us. Adam used to stand behind her shoulder, but he rode in the back seat now.

			He went outside to check on the animals. I wanted to give him a jar of lightning bugs to help him see out there, but I didn’t have any.

			“MawMaw, I’m thirsty,” I said. “I want a milkshake. A green milkshake.” For as long as memory served, green milkshakes were my favorite.

			She led me to the kitchen, poured milk into a glass, added vanilla extract, put her hand on the top and shook it. A true milkshake—shaken milk. I went to the counter, pulled open the box of food coloring, and selected the yellow and blue. Two drops of each and a finger stir turned it green, my favorite color. No matter what, green milkshakes seemed to make everything better.

			“Can I have a sandwich? Peanut butter jelly?”

			She stared at me. “A what?”

			“A peanut butter and jelly sandwich.”

			She looked at me like I was her schoolteacher and had just sprung one of those pop quizzes that Adam talks about from school, one she wasn’t ready for. She picked up the phone and called Aunt Ease.

			“I don’t know what he wants.” Handing me the phone, ”Here, tell her what you want, and then she can tell me.”

			“Hello? Aunt Ease? I want a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.” And after a moment, “Okay. She wants to talk to you.”

			I handed the phone back to MawMaw, and she went limp, dropped the receiver, and fell to the floor. It was like somebody just told her it was naptime, and she’d better get to sleep. What else could it be? That’s all my four-year-old self could imagine.

			“MawMaw, you want to get into bed?” She didn’t answer me.

			I picked up the phone and said, “Aunt Ease, MawMaw’s gone to bed.” And hung up with no further explanation.

			Then I sat down next to her. “You want a pillow? You want some of my green milkshake? It’ll make you feel better.”

			She didn’t say anything. It was the middle of the night, so it made sense to me that she was asleep. I pulled our “African” off the arm of the sofa and covered her up. I get a little wistful now looking back on those early years lived in innocent isolation, not knowing, for example, that what we called “Africans” everybody else called “afghans.” I wasn’t sleepy, so I turned on the TV. One station was just shimmery, but the other one had a cartoon playing. I’d seen it before, but I watched anyway. It was an old cartoon, a hand-drawn one that was so crude the lines of the characters wiggled, unsteady as individual cell after cell flipped in rapid succession to create the illusion of movement. A bird, a caricature of a bird, tried to blow up a balloon. As soon as he blew air into it, the air forced its way back into him, the balloon deflating while he expanded and floated upward like a Thanksgiving Day parade float. The light from the screen reflected off MawMaw’s legs that pointed out across the floor, straight toward the television screen. I could almost see the outline of the bird bounce off the tight sheen of her stockings.

			Then MawMaw woke up abruptly just as Adam was coming back in. She rolled on her side and pushed herself up off the floor. She looked around the room, getting her bearings, and said at last, “Where’s your mama?”

			“What?” Adam asked.

			But MawMaw didn’t say anything.

			“Mama’s gone to the hospital with Daddy ’cause…’cause Grandaddy got sick,” Adam said, trailing off like he wasn’t sure if what he was saying was really so.

			“I don’t know. Maybe I need to go to the hospital myself,” MawMaw said, sort of halfway between a question and a statement of fact, like she was looking at a piece of sweet potato pie and wondering if she should have it.

			“You don’t have to go, ’cause Mama and Daddy are there with Jorma and Grandaddy,” I explained, but I thought she knew that already.

			“MawMaw?” Adam walked toward her like Aunt Ease did that time we put a big rubber snake in her sewing chair. She didn’t jump like most people would if they saw a snake. She kind of slowed down and walked around it, at a distance, trying to figure out if it was a real snake or a fake one. “MawMaw, are you sick too?”
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