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Spring 1968


Mitchell leaned back against the old tree and studied the silhouettes of dozens of military helicopters blanketing Field 10. His heart quickened as the massive machines thundered to life and their blue-white lights began blinking in the dark. He felt the gentle breeze from their spinning rotors quickly increase to a sand-stinging wind that pushed him against the tree’s rough bark. He loved everything about this part—the sound, the lights, the feel … the freedom.


Lifting off row by row and tails first, the helicopters headed north, back home to Mother Rucker. If he had counted the nights right, the training for this group of pilots and crews was coming to an end and they would be shipping out, most likely to Vietnam.


They know they might not come back, but they go anyway. Where does that kind of courage come from?


As the wave of lights and noise faded into the distance, the woods went dark and silent again. He hated everything about this part. He was alone again; his only comfort was knowing the helicopters would be back the next day with new pilots and crews.


With only smoky moonlight to see by, he hurried down the shadowy path through the woods. He had to get back to the shabby trailer that was his home before his pa and the others returned. If they caught him sneaking in again, there would be hell to pay, and he was afraid. He hated his fear most of all.





Chapter 1


The overstuffed suitcase was too heavy to carry, so I bumped it down the stone steps and pushed it across the damp grass toward the driveway, placing it in line with the others being loaded into the trunk of the blue Oldsmobile. The sun would be up in a couple of hours to dry things out, but for now the damp, the dark, and the hum of hundreds of invisible crickets made me tingle with excitement. School was finally out, and we were leaving on vacation, or at least what my family called vacation. In just a little while we would begin the long drive south down Route 29, across Virginia, the Carolinas, part of Georgia, and finally deep into Alabama, where narrow roads were bordered by strips of red dirt, kudzu, and drop-offs that ended in deep, blackwater bogs. By late tonight we would arrive in the tiny South Alabama town of Crystal Springs, where my momma was born and raised and where she met and married my soldier daddy. Crystal Springs was also where I had spent every summer since I could remember remembering.


Impatience to leave began long before school was out. My summer clothes had been packed for weeks and unpacked almost daily as the weather warmed and I needed items in my limited wardrobe. But come June, that case was stuffed, snapped, and ready to go. If the trip went according to plan, we would stop just long enough to fill the car with gasoline, take a bathroom break, and grab a bite at one of the many country diners along the way.


Earlier, when the 4:00 a.m. alarm sounded, the smell of percolating coffee had reached the upstairs of our little house, which meant Momma and Daddy were already sipping their first cups. My fifteen-year-old sister, Cindy, who for some reason was nicknamed Sam, and my six-year-old brother, Carl, also known as Li’l Bit, and I had dressed quickly and headed to the kitchen for the inevitable prune juice. Momma, as did most of her Southern family, had a concerning preoccupation with the well-being of her bowels and the bowels of everyone around her. This preoccupation usually resulted in all of us getting a daily dose of prune juice so we would “stay reg’lar.” The only time we didn’t have to swallow the nasty stuff was in the summer, when we were staying with Ain’t Pitty in Crystal Springs.


“Drink what you want when you’re thirsty, and let nature take its course,” she’d say.


Since this morning was special, Momma also let us have some coffee. Li’l Bit’s had to be saucer cooled, but Sam and I were allowed a regular cup. Once we were dropped off in Crystal Springs for the summer, this would change, too. Ain’t Pitty let us have coffee every day if we wanted it. The rules were just different down there.


With bed pillows in tow, we climbed in the car as Daddy slammed the trunk closed. Our travel ritual, or at least the one Momma and Daddy liked, was that Sam, Li’l Bit, and I would go back to sleep so they would have some undisturbed travel time before stopping for breakfast. For the most part their plan worked, except for me. My name is Nettie, and up to this point in my just-turned-fourteen years, summers in Crystal Springs were what I lived for, and I was not about to sleep through the drive to get there. So, as Sam and Li’l Bit settled down, I stuffed my pillow tight against the car window, said good-bye to my hometown of Amherst, and watched as the miles began to slip by and the stars grew dimmer in the lightening sky.


Thinking we were all asleep, Momma and Daddy began to whisper about Crystal Springs, family members who lived there, those who did not, and those who would make the annual summer pilgrimage back. Momma was worried about the health of her mother, Susie “Granny” Campbell, and came close to whining about the weaknesses and irritating habits of her five sisters and two brothers and their assorted offspring. I figured these folks were probably whining about us the same way. Ain’t Pitty said that’s just what families do.


At the beginning of summer, when everyone arrived at the home place, it was obvious the adults loved each other. It was also just as obvious after a few days why most of them lived apart and why some came back just long enough to say hello and drop their kids off for the summer. This ritual would repeat when summer was over and it was time to pick us up.


As the sun climbed higher, I started counting the familiar landmarks signaling we were getting closer to Crystal Springs. By breakfast we would cross the little falls of the Dan River into the mountains of North Carolina. By early afternoon we would be in the flatlands of South Carolina and Georgia, places where you could look in all directions and see a whole lot of nothing. By late afternoon we would pass the gold dome of the Georgia capital, and by suppertime the green military vehicles from Fort Benning would fill the road and we would be crossing the painted rocks of the Chattahoochee River into Alabama.


For Li’l Bit and me, it was the military trucks we passed that were interesting, but for Sam, the jeeps filled with young soldiers were what had her sitting up higher and paying closer attention to what was outside her window. Sam didn’t say a word about these easy-on-the-eyes fellows. She liked boys; so did I, just not the same way. To me they were ballplayers, friends, or annoying twits.


“Just wait,” Sam warned. “That’ll change.”


As we rolled deeper into Alabama, cities gave way to scattered small towns and plowed fields that fit together like blocks on a quilt—some wide, some tall, some with tree-lined hedges, and some with rainwashed gullies separating them. In the distance, farm tractors followed by floating clouds of dirt moved back and forth across large fields that stretched to the sky. Some of the large fields gave way to smaller, hodgepodge ones belonging to dirt farmers and sharecroppers who did most of their plowing and picking by animal and by hand. Occasionally, we would see these folks sitting on crates and stumps under shade trees or taking a swim in nearby creeks, most likely trying to cool off after working long hours in the heat.


By day’s end, the sun would be setting on dozens of small, pine-filled islands dotting Lake Eufaula and we could watch the water turn as red-yellow-orange as the sky, an impressive sight even for a fourteen-year-old. According to the billboard at the entrance, the lake was thirty miles long, had seven hundred miles of shoreline, and was the bass-fishing capital of the world. But more important, it marked our entry into the region of the Deep South known as the Wiregrass.





Chapter 2


The Wiregrass was like no other place in the South, at least according to Momma. Named for the spidery, razor blade–like grass that thrived in the hellishly hot summers, the region was known for the uniqueness of its water. Belowground was an enormous underground lake that supplied clear water to hundreds of creeks, lakes, and swimming holes. Aboveground, fierce thunderstorms frequently blanketed the region, flooding streets and pushing muddy water through crisscrossing rivers toward the Gulf of Mexico.


Pulling a tattered map from the glove compartment, Momma traced a smudged pencil line down the southeast side of Alabama, across the panhandle of Florida, and along the Suwannee River, back up into Georgia.


“This is the Wiregrass, and Crystal Springs is right here in the middle.”


Momma said it was the hundreds of tiny, dots-on-the-map towns that defined the good and the not-so-good nature of the Wiregrass. Folks here were a mix of the rich (new and old money), the poor (little or no money), the good (believers and behavers), and the bad (nonbelievers and misbehavers). Most rich folks had good jobs, big houses with air-conditioning, and nice cars, while most poor folks lived in shabby trailers or houses sitting on trashy lots scattered with broken furniture and odds-and-ends car parts that if put all together would not make a whole vehicle, much less one that ran. Our folks were in the middle, richer than some, poorer than others, believers most of the time, and behavers, at least when folks were looking.


Momma loved the Wiregrass, but every summer she gave us the same warning.


“This is a place where angels and demons dance, so be careful whose toes you’re steppin’ on. Rich or poor, nonbelievin’, misbehavin’ folks are dangerous. Rich ones think the rules don’t apply to them, and poor ones have nothin’ to lose.”
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Finally reaching the Wiregrass was exciting for two reasons. The long trip would soon be over, and, more important, I knew the cussins would be waiting for us. Cussins was the name we had given ourselves years ago: a small band of Campbell cousins who spent summer vacations in Crystal Springs together and who had a habit of occasionally letting cuss words fly. After multiple mouth washings with bar soap, we learned to control the impulse in front of Granny and those ain’ts and uncles who viewed swearing as a going-to-hell type of sin, but among ourselves and the more tolerant, we let the words fly when no other words seemed to fit.


The same ain’ts and uncles who said we were going to hell for cussing also said “trouble followed us like gum on a shoe,” which was not exactly true. We were seldom victims of trouble; we were the cause of it, at least the harmless kind. Trouble was the most entertaining part of our summer, and we were successful at it because we were fearless and had the ability to plan it, do it, and keep our mouths shut.


Once in Crystal Springs, the cussins would stay with Ain’t Pitty and Uncle Ben. They were our favorites, mostly because without them summers in the Wiregrass would not be possible, but also because they liked to spend time with us. Ain’t Pitty was always saying, “Let’s go,” and we would be off fishing, swimming, junking, or sitting at her kitchen table, playing marathon games of Aggravation on her homemade board.


Ain’t Pitty and Uncle Ben had one son, Hank, who was in the military somewhere overseas and seldom made it home. Ten years earlier, when Hank left, Ain’t Pitty said she missed having young folks around and invited the cussins to spend the summer with her and Uncle Ben. They must have enjoyed having us, because they had invited us back every summer since.


We enjoyed a level of freedom with Ain’t Pitty and Uncle Ben that we did not have at home, but we also had responsibilities. Ain’t Pitty expected us to help with meals, tend the garden, and take care of her chicken coop. She also expected us to watch out for one another and stay out of trouble, at least as she defined it. Failing in any of these responsibilities resulted in the loss of our freedom, at least for a day. So we learned quickly to take care of business and guard the boundary between chores and fun. As far as we were concerned, it was more than a fair trade.
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Rolling through the dark, I could see the blinking lights of the helicopters, or choppers, as we called them, moving back and forth in the distance, indicating that we were getting close to Fort Rucker, the aviation center for the entire US Army. Local folks called the base Rucks, but Uncle Ben, who was a helicopter mechanic there, said the pilots and crews called it Mother Rucker because of its high, hot, and hell-of-a-lot training schedule. The main base was located near the small town of Enterprise, but Rucks had large training fields scattered all across the Wiregrass, including one near Crystal Springs, called Field 10. Located on Choctaw Road, Field 10 was hidden by thick forest and surrounded by a tall barbed-wire fence. If you did not know to look for it, the unmarked dirt road leading to the security gate was easy to miss. We’d found it by accident a couple of summers ago and made the mistake of telling Uncle Ben.


“Field 10 is off-limits to everybody except the military,” he’d warned. “Those soldiers carry guns with live ammunition and don’t take kindly to trespassers. Keep your distance.”


We knew Uncle Ben was serious because he seldom ordered us to do or not to do anything. However, it was not his orders that stopped us from going back to Field 10; it was the guntoting soldier with the growling German shepherd that convinced us. The kindly soldier, holding the dog back, had said, “Nothing but trouble for you here, kids. Be on your way.”


Rucks and Field 10 were beehives of activity day and night, training chopper pilots and crews to be sent all over the world. Most were going to a place in Southeast Asia called Vietnam. I was not sure where that was, but according to Uncle Ben, it was on the other side of hell.


Crystal Springs folks had become so used to the heavy, thumping whirl of Rucks’s low-flying choppers that they set their watches by the training runs going back and forth over their vibrating roofs day and night. Every morning precisely at ten, the sky would darken as a blanket of choppers of various shapes and sizes flew over, headed toward Field 10. Throughout the day, the pilots and crews practiced takeoffs, landings, and SERE—or survival, evasion, resistance, and escape training in the brutal climate. Then, at exactly 10:00 p.m., with a grand showing of lights and noise, the choppers would take off in precise formation and make their way back to Mother Rucker. This ritualistic passing over Crystal Springs marked the time most town folks could go to bed and not be disturbed again until the next morning.


Thanks to Uncle Ben, we knew most military choppers were simply modified Hueys but could still tell the difference between Chinooks, Choctaws, Shawnees, Army Mules, Slicks, and Dustoffs, whether they were on the ground or in the air. Tonight, even with the car windows rolled up, I could hear the choppers in the distance. They were heading home, which meant Field 10 was lit and busy.
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Most of the lights around Crystal Springs were off when we pulled into Granny’s driveway. Her weathered house had been standing long enough to be surrounded by tall trees, towering hydrangea bushes, and well-worn paths.


Before the car stopped, I could see the bright red glow of a cigarette burning on the low end of the front porch and watched as the glow arched out into the yard. The porch lamp gave just enough light for us to see the long legs of John David Campbell, or J.D., as we called him, jump the three steps to the ground and head toward the driveway. Close on his heels were his younger sister, Sandra, and even younger sister, Sharon.


“Hey! said J.D., lifting my momma off the ground with a bear hug. “I thought y’all’d never get here.”


As J.D. set Momma down, she kissed his cheek and proceeded to tell him if she ever saw him with another cigarette, she was going to tell his momma and daddy. Then, putting her hand out, she demanded his stash.


“But, Ain’t Saaraah!”


“Give ’em up now. Don’t get any more. And I won’t tell.”


Winking at me, J.D. slid his hand into the pocket of his newly cutoff jeans, pulled out a red, crinkled pack of Winstons, and handed them over. Momma smoked and wished she didn’t, so did J.D.’s momma and daddy, but he knew better than to argue. We had had this conversation with him before. There were not enough smokers around during the summer for him to sneak a cigarette from, and even if he had the money, he could not buy the little white weeds in town without Granny and Ain’t Pitty finding out, which would cost him a lot more than a pack.


Getting his grin back, J.D. threw an arm around Momma’s neck and said, “What the hell—smokin’ costs money I don’t have!”


A dozen hands carried suitcases to the front porch, where Granny Campbell was waiting. Standing beside her were Uncle Jim and Ain’t June, parents of J.D., Sandra, and Sharon. Uncle Jim was tall, with dark hair and a ready smile, and Ain’t June was tall and slim, with honey-colored hair. Next to Ain’t Pitty, she was one of the nicest ain’ts we had. Uncle Jim and Ain’t June owned a restaurant in Mobile that required daily attention, so their visits to Crystal Springs were usually short and sweet.


Granny looked really small standing beside Uncle Jim. She was short and round, with wire-rimmed glasses and mostly gray hair pulled back in a bun.


“Y’all c’mon in! I’ve got fresh divinity waitin’.”


Granny was famous for the cloudlike white candy that melted in your mouth, and she knew how to use it as motivation to get us to do just about anything she wanted.


Going through the front door put us in Granny’s great room, with the dining room on the left and the living room on the right. Above the fireplace was a painting of a Saint Bernard dog lying dangerously close to a steep cliff. Curled up next to him, asleep, was a little girl in a dark blue velvet dress. For some reason, this picture made me feel safe and I looked for it every time I came in the door.


Granny had lived by herself since Pa Campbell died, years ago. Pa, or John D. Campbell, was buried at the edge of town up on Hardshell Hill. Most of us had never met or barely remembered the tall, skinny man in Granny’s pictures, but we knew exactly where his headstone was in that old cemetery and we knew J.D. was named after him. Now, Granny was head of the Crystal Springs Campbells, and she ruled them, or thought she did, with a firm but kind hand.


Once inside, we headed straight for the back bedrooms to get rid of suitcases. Rooms on the left were for parents, and the large room on the right, with its two big beds, was for us—one for girls and one for boys. We had slept in the same room every summer for as long as any of us could remember and saw no reason to change now, even though last summer some of the ain’ts started whispering that it was time to separate us.


The slanted ceiling in our bedroom was twelve feet tall at the highest point and about eight at the lowest. There were three large screened windows, which gave the room plenty of light, but it was the window at the back of the room we were most interested in. It was only three feet off the ground and had a wooden screen that was easy to pop in and out. Unlocking the window, J.D. raised and lowered it and gave us the thumbs-up sign. We did not spend many nights at Granny’s during the summer, but when we did, it was nice to be able to come and go at night without her knowing.


“C’mon. Let’s go outside,” whispered J.D., as Li’l Bit and Sharon were being tucked into bed. Moving quietly past the adults visiting in the dining room, we made our way back to the front porch.


At fifteen, J.D. was our leader and the closest thing the Alabama Campbells had to a Huckleberry Finn. Tall and lanky, he had tanned skin, unkempt dirty-blond hair, brown eyes that sparkled with mischief, and a smile that was as contagious as yawning. He had led us in search of fun and adventure every summer since we were old enough to follow him; together we had explored every inch of Crystal Springs and most of Geneva County.


“When did y’all get here?” I asked.


“Last night.”


“We almost didn’t get to come!” piped in Sandra, grinning at her brother. “If J.D. hadn’t passed algebra, he was gonna have to go to summer school.”


Sandra, twelve, was a longtime tomboy and a smaller, pretty version of J.D. with big, brown eyes and honey-colored hair that hung in two loose pigtails. She was J.D.’s shadow, just as Sharon was hers. At six, Sharon was the baby in their family and a smaller version of Sandra, except she wore her hair in a ponytail.


“Yeah, it was a close call. That’s what I get for skippin’ class.”


I tried to imagine what summer in Crystal Springs would be like if J.D. were not here.


It wouldn’t be summer.


“When’s Eric gettin’ in?” asked Sam.


Eric, the last cussin to arrive, lived over an hour away, in Dothan.


“He and Ain’t Rachel are comin’ in the morning.”


“Still no military school?”


“No … well, at least not yet. Ain’t Rachel keeps threatenin’ it, though. Apparently, Eric snuck outta the house a few weeks ago to meet some friends, and the police picked ’em up in a bad part of town. I’m not sure what they were doin’, but Ain’t Rachel had to go to the police station to get ’im. She took his allowance away and grounded him until school was out.”


“Hmm,” I said. “That means we’ll have to be extra careful when we—”


“Shh!” hissed J.D. as the front door opened and we were summoned to bed.
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The next morning, I woke to the smell of coffee and breakfast cooking. Slipping out of bed, I put on my summer uniform of cutoff blue jeans and a smiley-face t-shirt and padded barefoot to the kitchen. I wanted to watch Granny make the biscuits.


Her kitchen work was in full swing as I kissed her wrinkled cheek good morning. Momma was not there to say no, so I poured coffee into one of Granny’s sea-mist Fiesta cups and lightened it with cream. Sitting down at the worn red Formica table, I looked around. Nothing had changed. The old electric stove was still there, with its always-ready-to-go cast-iron skillet sitting on top, the white Hoosier cabinet was still against the wall, and the ancient refrigerator was still humming in the corner. I knew the refrigerator held a never-empty pitcher of tea and another one of water. This kitchen served as a comfortable gathering spot for many of Granny’s friends and neighbors, who made their way here to sip tea and table-talk.


“How’s everything in Amherst, sug?”


“The same.”


“Was your first year of high school a good one?”


“Good enough, I guess. I got moved up, but the best part is that it’s over.”


The past year had been rough. I’d had to change from my familiar old school to an unfamiliar and intimidating high school, and along the way my body had decided to start changing in ways that were too embarrassing to talk about. Seeing the look on my face, Granny smiled and changed the subject.


“I’m gonna get back up there one of these days. Those Blue Ridge mountains are beautiful, especially in the fall.”


Going to the Hoosier cabinet, Granny pulled out a large tan-and-blue pottery bowl. This was her biscuit bowl, and its deep sides stayed lined with a mixture of freshly milled flour, baking powder, soda, salt, yeast, and finely cut-in lard. Not only were Granny’s biscuits melt-in-your-mouth good, but the process she used to make them was what Momma called an art form. Twice a day, every day, Granny would pour fresh buttermilk into the middle of the bowl and then put the tips of her fingers gently into the flour mixture at the edge of the buttermilk. Moving her fingers around and around the bowl, she would blend just the right amount of flour and buttermilk to make a perfectly shaped biscuit. She would then place the dough in a seasoned baking pan and repeat the process until the pan was full. What amazed me was her fingers never got sticky or dough covered, and when she was finished, all the buttermilk would be gone from the bottom of the bowl and the remaining flour would be bone dry.


“How’d you learn to do that, Granny?”


“Practice, sug. Practice makes permanent.”


Dusting the tips of her fingers on her apron, Granny put the biscuits in the oven, lowered the heat under the bubbling grits, and turned the sizzling hand-stuffed sausage links that I knew had come from our Uncle Red’s farm.


It was not long before the rest of the cussins were up and making their way to the table. When everyone had a spot, Granny said a quick blessing and we began spreading sweet butter and homemade fig preserves on biscuits and eating fat sausages with our fingers, something that would not be allowed if the mommas were up.


As we ate, Granny walked over and draped an arm across J.D.’s shoulders. This was an unusual move for her, so it got our attention.


“I’m really glad y’all are here, and I want you to have a good time this summer, but at the same time I expect you to behave and be respectful of folks, just like I expect them to be respectful of you. And be careful. They’re some mean-spirited folks around who’ll cause problems just because they can. Stay away from them. Understood?”


Nodding, I glanced at J.D. I wasn’t sure how much the family knew about our secret nighttime activities, but I suspected Ain’t Pitty knew more than she let on, Uncle Ben knew bits and pieces, and Granny, I hadn’t been sure about until now.


She’s heard something.


Regardless, Granny was right—some town folks would complain whether we gave them a reason to or not—but the more they complained, the more likely the Sheriff would be to keep an eye on us, and that could cause problems.
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As the mommas arrived in the kitchen, we gave up our seats and headed to the porch. The day was already heating up, but the crows and mockingbirds were still cawing and the air still smelled new. The far end of Granny’s porch held a blue, three-seat glider and a variety of chairs and was bordered by a thin hedge that gave the illusion of privacy. Settling in, we watched Li’l Bit and Sharon head to the long, flat stone that served as the first step to the porch. It also served as a shelter for hundreds of little gray roly-polies. Snapping twigs from the hedge, the little ones began tickling the tiny gray critters as they trekked back and forth across the stone, causing them to curl up in a ball and roll off the step into the grass. Once on the ground, the rolypolies would uncurl and make their way back through the grass jungle to the protection of the stone.


“Look,” said Sam. “There’s Jessie.”


Following her gaze across the street toward Miz Maddie Tucker’s house, we saw a slightly stooped man with a thick middle and a short, military-style haircut kneeling in the front yard, working on an old lawn mower. Jessie was Miz Maddie’s simpleminded grandson. His daddy had brought him to Crystal Springs when he was a little boy and left him. No one knew if that was okay with Jessie and Miz Maddie or not, but you could tell they loved each other. Jessie was well fed and had clean clothes and a job mowing grass. He mowed for Miz Maddie, Granny, and other folks in town who could not mow for themselves. He mowed every day except Sunday, even when the heat forced others into the shade, and during the fall and winter, when little, if anything, grew. Each day when his work was done, Jessie would clean his old mower and get it ready for the next day’s work. Afterward, we would see him fishing at Geneva County Lake, gigging frogs at Pitcher Plant Bog, or just roaming the streets of town at all hours of the day and night. We were pretty sure Jessie knew about our secret nighttime activities. Now and then, we would see him watching us from the shadows. We would wave or whisper, but he never responded. Jessie did not talk to us—or anybody else, for that matter. Granny said he could talk, but since the day his daddy left him, he’d simply chosen not to. Ain’t Pitty said that at this point it was probably a good thing.


“With all the traveling Jessie does around town at night, a lot of folks would likely be in trouble if he ever decided to open his mouth.”


Miz Maddie was also the widowed head of her family, and she and Granny were good friends. Granny never said anything bad about Miz Maddie and her folks, but according to Ain’t Pitty, Miz Maddie’s husband, who had been a farmer by day, had made his money by running bootleg moonshine across the state line at night. He died under mysterious circumstances almost fifty years ago, leaving Miz Maddie to raise three boys and three girls by herself. Now, all of the children had moved away and it was just her and Jessie.


Miz Maddie’s house had a wide, shaded porch, and in the middle of the driveway turnaround was one of the oldest oak trees in the county, believed to date back to the Civil War. The limbs were as big as grown men, and their base formed a hollowed-out chair where Jessie would sit sometimes, watching people and time come and go. Some folks said Jessie was creepy, but not us. He was neither friend nor foe—Jessie was just Jessie. He lived in his own world and simply moved around, mostly unnoticed, by folks in ours.


Hearing a motor, we saw a familiar car turning into Granny’s driveway. Eric, the seventh and last cussin, had finally arrived. As he and Ain’t Rachel got out of the car, I could see how much Eric had grown since last summer. He was almost as tall as J.D. but more handsome in a filled-out kind of way. Eric and J.D. were like brothers, but appearance-wise they were exact opposites. Eric had light olive skin, dark hair and eyes, and a shaggy Beatles haircut. He had scattered freckles across his nose and cheeks and a chipped tooth that flashed like a neon sign when he smiled, which he almost always did. He also talked in a slow Southern drawl, as opposed to J.D.’s lightning-fast one. Eric was our second in command, Tom Sawyer to J.D.’s Huckleberry Finn.


Eric’s daddy had died when he was a baby, and now it was just him and his momma, and she worked hard just to keep them going. As they walked to the porch, it was obvious Ain’t Rachel adored Eric and he adored her back, but they both looked a little relieved that summer vacation was finally here.


Like J.D., Eric had a knack for attracting trouble, so much so that for the last couple of years Ain’t Rachel had been threatening to send him to military school if things didn’t change. But either he hadn’t been bad enough or she hadn’t been able to bring herself to do it, because he was still home.


We gave Ain’t Rachel a quick hug as she made her way up the steps and into the house and Eric plopped down on the glider.


“Boy! I thought summer never would get here.”


“Long year?” I asked


“Hell of a long one!”


“J.D. said your momma still has military school in her head.”


“Yep. Especially since the principal called the last day of school and told her I’d been caught drinkin’ beer with a bunch of guys underneath the bleachers. He gave me after-school detention when school starts in the fall, but my grades were good, so I passed.”


“Were you? Drinkin’, I mean?” asked Sam.


“Yeah, kinda. We were celebratin’ school bein’ out, but it really upset Momma. She kept sayin’ I was headed for the state penitentiary in Wetumpka, wherever that is. She also said she was gonna check out more military schools and if I gave her one more reason, she was gonna put me in one of ’em.”


“I’m surprised Ain’t Rachel didn’t make you get a haircut,” teased J.D.


“Oh, she was on me about that, too, but I told her I’d get it cut here.”


We all knew there would be no haircut until Ain’t Pitty insisted, and then she would be the one to do it. Ain’t Pitty was a good barber, but she did not want to cut any head more than once a summer. So his hair would be short, very short.


By now another car was pulling into the driveway. It was a long white Oldsmobile, the same one we were all riding in last summer when Uncle Ben announced that the odometer was rolling over the two hundred thousand–mile mark. It was Ain’t Pitty and Uncle Ben’s car, and as old as it was, it still ran like a dream, thanks mostly to Uncle Ben’s skill as a mechanic.


Uncle Ben was a head taller than J.D., stout, with dark hair and a deep tan on his face and forearms from working on helicopter engines in open fields. He was also a man of few words, quick to laugh, slow to get mad, and he adored Ain’t Pitty.


Ain’t Pitty’s given name was Patricia, but it had quickly been shortened to Pitty Pat and then to Pitty by the time she started school. A little taller than Sam, she had short, salt-and-pepper hair, a round face, and brown eyes framed by black-and-silver horn-rimmed glasses. Dressed in her usual shorts and matching short-sleeved shirt, Ain’t Pitty always managed to look cool despite the summer heat.


“Y’all ready to go to my house?”


“Yes, ma’am!”


“Well, Uncle Ben and I have some visitin’ to do first.” Heading into the house, she added, “Make sure your bags are ready to go when we are.”


As the screen door slapped shut, we could hear a loud whupping sound approaching from the north.


“Here they come, y’all,” shouted J.D.


Running into the front yard, we watched a cloud of Rucks’s choppers roar overhead and waved to the young soldiers sitting in the open doors. Some waved back, others gave us the peace sign, and some just stared off into the distance. I couldn’t help but wonder which of them would not make it back home. Last summer, Uncle Ben showed us a wall at Rucks where the names of pilots and crewmembers who had not made it home were written. There were a lot of names on that wall.


“It’s ten o’clock,” said J.D. after the last of the choppers had passed. “If we’re gonna get to town before the streets get too hot, we better get movin’.”


In a few weeks our feet would have some summer toughness, but until then we would need flip-flops, amazing pieces of rubber that provided air-conditioned protection for our feet and sound effects with each step. They would be our first purchase this morning at Wilkes’s General Store, and if the price hadn’t gone up, we’d get them for a quarter.


Making sure we had enough change in our pockets, we jumped the rain ditch onto Railroad Street and headed to town.





Chapter 3


Small towns around the Wiregrass were seldom planned. They just sprouted up wherever folks tended to gather, which was usually near road intersections, water, and shade. Crystal Springs had all three. There were several intersections surrounding the town, a natural springs pool, creeks, and an extraordinary number of shade trees, thanks to Mother Nature and the good ladies of the local Women’s Guild.


Two county roads bordered Crystal Springs from the north, two bordered it from the south, and in between were the paved, white crushed-stone streets of the town. The most-traveled streets were set up like a tic-tac-toe board. Railroad Street and First Street ran north and south, and Magnolia Street and Pine Street ran east and west, with a smattering of smaller streets mixed in along the way. Crystal Springs proper was located at the intersection of First and Pine, on the southern end of town.


We knew the streets well, including the small, unnamed alleys and hidden paths that crisscrossed the town and surrounding woods. We did not know how all of the streets got their names, but we knew Railroad Street, or the Railroad, as we called it, got its name because there used to be a railway station at the southern end. But when farm produce started moving by trucks and folks started moving by cars, the railway station closed and eventually disintegrated into a pile of rotting lumber and partially dismantled tracks that were overgrown with weeds. However, the Railroad continued to be the major north–south street for the town, and we ran it daily, mostly because Granny lived on the northern end, Ain’t Pitty lived in the middle, and the turnoff to town was at the southern end.


“The Railroad’s already heatin’ up, y’all. Don’t be slowpokes,” called J.D.


Picking up the pace, we ran from one patch of tree shade to another to keep our feet from burning. Where there were long sections of hot pavement without shade, we walked in the sandy dirt beside the road, pushing our feet under the top layer to the cooler dirt below.


By high summer, any attempt to walk barefooted on the pavement would result in frying-pan burns and blistered feet. Flip-flops would be our only protection, and staying in them took skill. If we were not careful, the melting, gooey street tar would suck them right off our feet, leaving us to hopscotch to the nearest tree shade or rain-filled pothole to relieve the burning until the captured flops could be recovered.


“C’mon, Sharon,” said J.D., squatting down. “Hop on. The road’s gettin’ too hot for you to be walkin’ on. Eric, you take Li’l Bit.”


Eric scooped Li’l Bit up and swung him around to his back as easily as if he were picking up a kitten. Li’l Bit adored Eric and J.D. and did anything they told him to do.


“Momma said the Farmers’ Almanac predicted a really hot summer with bad storms this year,” said Eric.


“How’s that any different from what it’s normally like around here?” I asked.


“Beats me.”


Everybody complained about the weather in the Wiregrass, but it was a love-hate relationship. Women loved what it did for their skin but hated what it did to their hair. Men loved what it did for their crops but hated having to work in the sweltering heat. As far as we were concerned, the weather was just part of summer.


Most of the houses along the Railroad were well equipped for the heat and rain. The newer ones had low-pitched white roofs and covered carports. Ain’t Pitty’s across-the-street neighbor, Miz Lettie, had one of these. She had built her house with money left to her by two dead accountant husbands. She lived there now with Accountant Husband Number Three, an unfortunate fellow Ain’t Pitty called Mr. Lettie. I’m not sure what Ain’t Pitty disliked most, Miz Lettie or her fancy, air-conditioned house.


Most other folks along the Railroad lived in older bonnet houses, which had steep roofs with flared bottoms. This design provided plenty of shade for porches and helped direct rainwater away from the houses and toward nearby trees, bushes, and sweet-smelling flowers, giving the Railroad a lush, almost tropical feel.


There was one exceptionally nice house on the street. Its single occupant was someone we had never met and hoped we would never cross paths with. It was Geneva County’s one and only judge. Uncle Ben said the Judge was a stern, no-nonsense man, both inside and outside the courthouse. His stately home sat on top of the only hill on the Railroad and was one of the few two-story houses in the entire county. Covered with white stucco, it was surrounded on three sides by a columned portico and a host of trees and flowering bushes. One of the main attractions in the Judge’s yard was his award-winning rose garden. Ain’t Pitty said when the Judge’s wife died, several years ago, he started growing roses and got so good at it that every summer, when the roses were in full bloom, he won the Women’s Guild Garden of the Month award.


“Looks like the Judge is still up there,” said J.D., eyeing the big house.


“Yep,” agreed Eric. “All the years we’ve been coming here, and we’ve never seen ’im. Wonder why.”


“Don’t know, don’t care,” I said. “There are only two men in this town we really don’t want to see: him and Sheriff Coker.”


[image: Image]


Whether we wanted the other neighbors to notice us or not, our first running of the Railroad was drawing attention. Some folks smiled and waved, some stared, some peeked out from behind curtains, and some paid no attention at all.


Our arrival each summer usually caused excitement among some and worry among others—excitement because we provided plenty of gossip fodder for the quiet little town, and worry because no one knew who was on this year’s list. The list was rumored to include names of possible targets for our secret nighttime activities. While we had never been caught, we had been accused of things like toilet papering, or TP-in’, front yards, washing car windshields with eggs and soap, tying full trash cans to car bumpers, setting off firecrackers and stink bombs underneath the windows of sleeping grumps, and raiding neighborhood clotheslines to steal his and her holey underwear to run up the two flagpoles in town. We had also been accused of breaking toothpicks off in the doorbells of the few houses in town that had them. The doorbells would keep ringing until the homeowners found the broken-off toothpicks and were able to tweezer them out. Perhaps the most lasting activity we had been accused of was stacking empty tin cans in open crawl spaces under houses and placing food scraps in the top one to attract jittery skunks. When the skunks attempted to get the food, the cans would collapse with such a loud, echoing racket, the terrified animals would attack the threatening tins with the only weapon they had. The effects of this battle usually lingered for weeks.


Over the years, Ain’t Pitty had received complaints from folks, including Miz Lettie, that we had done this or that, but we would deny the accusations and offer a reasonable alibi, which we always prepared in advance, and Ain’t Pitty would send the complainer away with her standard response: “If you have proof it was them, let me know. Otherwise, it could have been any of a dozen kids in town.”


But late last summer, the complaining reached a new level. We were in Wilkes’s General Store with Ain’t Pitty one day, when a lady wearing a pillbox hat and a Women’s Guild pin approached her.


“Pitty, you just have to stop these children from running wild around town at all hours of the night. They’re getting older now, and who knows what shameful things they’re up to?”


Ain’t Pitty’s eyes turned to slits, and her face darkened up like a storm cloud. Telling us to wait outside, she turned on the woman.


“How dare … shame on you … children … hypocrite…”


We did not have to hear all of Ain’t Pitty’s words to know their intent, and we were really glad all that fury was not aimed at us. It was not long before the Women’s Guild lady came flying out of Wilkes’s, holding tight to her hat. Ain’t Pitty followed her out the door and watched as she squealed tires trying to get away.


We had been accused of a lot of things over the years, but what the pillbox-hat lady implied was different and we knew it.


Vacation ended last summer with no more complaints, but something had changed. Now, as we walked the Railroad for the first time this summer, something still felt off.





Chapter 4


Going single file, we made our way through the narrow alley separating the bank and Wilkes’s General Store. Exiting on First Street, we could see cars and trucks pulling in and out of the slanted parking spaces in front of Booker’s Feed and Seed.


“Looks like Willie Ray’s still doing a boomin’ business,” said Eric.


“Yeah, Ain’t Pitty said he’s still a skirt-chasing, moonshine-drinking, evildoin’ no-count and that she’ll skin us alive if we ever go in there,” replied J.D.


Willie Ray was one of the bad rich people Momma had warned us about. His family had owned the Feed and Seed store for more than fifty years and used what they called “friendly credit” to obtain many of Geneva County’s most productive farms. They would give struggling farmers free credit at the store, and at the end of the growing season, if the farmers could not pay their bills in full, the Bookers foreclosed on their homes and land. Willie Ray was the latest and, according to Ain’t Pitty, the meanest Booker ever to manage the store.


Willie Ray’s wife, Annie, used to be Ain’t Pitty’s best friend, but after she and Willie Ray got married, he refused to let her see or talk with Ain’t Pitty. Now, Annie was seldom, if ever, seen around town, not even at church on Sundays.
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