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THE YEAR THE

LIGHTS

CAME ON

A NOVEL BY TERRY KAY

Afterword by William J. Scheick





I have written this book to celebrate the memory

of my parents—Toombs Hodges, Sr., and Viola Winn Kay.

I draw still from their strength, from the invisible

giving of their love and warmth.





PREFACE

I HAVE BEEN ASKED which of my books is my favorite. It is a question I cannot answer, for each has been joyful in special (perhaps quirky) ways. To favor one out of the collection has the distasteful appearance to me of demeaning the others. Yet I have never wavered in my opinion on which book has been my most cherished writing experience: it is this one, carrying the title The Year the Lights Came On, published originally in 1976 by Houghton Mifflin Company of Boston.

The reason is simple. It was the first, and being the first, it carries the wonder of discovery. It was also inspired by my childhood, during that post–World War II period when progress in America was signaled in great part by the arrival of electricity to rural communities. Such novels are called coming-of-age stories. Writers resort to writing them because it is the one topic they best understand, factually and intuitively.

Still, in 1976, I had only a smidgen of knowledge about the writing of a novel, yet I did realize the life expectancy of a book was not much greater than an eyeblink. Thus, it has astounded and pleased me that The Year the Lights Came On has remained in print and has found its way into schools via summer reading lists or as supplementary study in history classes and still satisfies the avocational reader with fond memories of the innocence of his or her own childhood.

That is why I chose to rework the book for its new issue by the University of Georgia Press. If it had survived the rigors of time, it deserved a “new and improved” edition. (If such a claim can be made for products ranging from dish detergent to headache tablets, then reworked books ought to enjoy the same proclamation.)

What it means is this: The Year the Lights Came On has been struck with the editor’s pen, making it appropriate for any age group—from elementary school readers to senior citizens. (I want to emphasize that the characters, the narrative, and the heart of the novel remain the same. I have only tightened some of the writing, weeded out some extraneous exclamation marks, removed one or two superfluous scenes, and added a few lines of dialogue here and there to better round out the story.)

I hope readers who are familiar with the original version will not think of this as a compromise. I don’t. I consider it a new adventure—one, I hope, that will continue to please readers for many years to come.





AUTHOR’S NOTE

THE REA (Rural Electrification Administration) does not make or transmit electricity. It is a government agency that provides financing programs and develops standards for cooperatives providing electricity to millions of Americans.

But to those who remember the adventure of electricity in rural America, it was, and is, the REA. The REA is synonymous with all that is real about electricity—lines, poles, transformers, meters, lights, etc. For this reason, and because the setting of this book is 1947, I have used “REA” as an expression, as a forceful and meaningful inclusion of the American speech habit.

This book is fiction—if incident is the standard of fiction. Few things occurred as I have written them. But if mood is a consideration, then this book is, I hope, the biography of millions. It has been the mood that has most interested me, and I have earnestly attempted to remain faithful to those sensations of awe and innocence that visited our imaginations—the year the lights came on.
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THIS WAS THE BIG GULLY OATH:

“I swear that for the rest of my whole life I won’t never tell what goes on in the Big Gully, and I swear I will always take up for everybody here, no matter what. Cross my heart and hope to die.”

Solemnly repeated, the Big Gully Oath was a stirring commitment and was very often concluded in a cry of allegiance that boys of good friendship are certain to make when spirit is unbridled.

“Ain’t nothin’ never comin’ between none of us!” That is the way it was said, fiercely, proudly, in a sentence perfectly cadenced for a single breath, stabbed with the finality of an exclamation point.

Freeman Boyd started the Big Gully Oath. Freeman had been deeply affected by a comic book about a group of boys (appropriately ragged) who made a unique vow of comradeship and citizenship: they would, together, smite all thieves, murderers, con men, and other vile underworld figures who infested their community. To remain anonymous and perform with desirable flair, the boys slipped into costumes that quaintly resembled the tailoring of Superman’s garments, and immediately they were splendid warriors.

Inspired by his comic book, Freeman organized the Big Gully Crime-Busters. He ordered us into capes and masks of brightly patterned flour sacks, and he appointed us code names. Oddly, the code names were Indian names—Tall Bull, Swift Water, Red Sun, First Star, Standing Fox. I was Little Bird. I wanted to be Little Beaver, but Freeman insisted we were not playing games. Fighting crime was serious business.

The Big Gully Crime-Busters lasted one afternoon, lasted until Wesley, my brother, said, “Freeman, what kinda crime we supposed to be fightin’, anyhow?”

It was a sobering question. None of us could remember when there had been a crime in Emery. Old Man Joe Eberhart had once been arrested for stealing cows, but Old Man Joe Eberhart had been dead for three years.

“You can’t never tell,” Freeman advised us. “There could be a bunch of crimes any day. We got to be on the ready.”

“Well, I ain’t wearin’ no flour sack waitin’ on ’em,” declared Otis Finlay. “What if some crook found us out, anyhow? We’d be cut up like a stuck hog.”

And that is when Freeman first delivered the Big Gully Oath. “To keep everything secret,” he said. “We all got to remember the Big Gully Oath.”

It would become, in time, part of our language.

*

The Big Gully was a ripped-open place, a deep, wide erosion with high walls and scoop-outs that we called caves. It had a flooring of white sand, sifted by rain from fields planted perilously close to its edge. On moon nights, the white sand was like a still stream frozen against shores of red clay.

None of us knew who had discovered the Big Gully, or who had capitalized it, big B, big G. It was always there, and we had always regarded it as a place of mystic character. The Big Gully accommodated our pretending, became what we wished. It was the West. It was the unknown mountain range surrounding Tarzan’s jungles. It was the last stronghold of the Japs. It was another planet, uncharted, uninviting. In the Big Gully, there were cowboys and Indians, lions, soldiers, and curious little men who had lately zipped down from the clouds, chased by Flash Gordon.

There was another thing about the Big Gully: it was where we deliberated our lives, pondered our Now and Then in high, boyish voices with southern sounds—words with missing g-endings, vowels pressed until o’s rolled out like hoops pushed by children.

In those early philosophic exchanges—emphasized by many yeahs and much spitting—we began to develop serious perspectives of our purpose, our destiny. We inevitably concluded that there were those whose status and fortunes were grander than ours.

“It beats all,” Freeman would declare. “I can whip Dupree Hixon’s butt any day of the week and five times before breakfast on Sunday, and he struts around like he was kin to Franklin D. Roosevelt, or somethin’.”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah.”

Spit.

Spit.

“It’s just like my daddy says, boys, it’s where you are when you’re born in this world,” Freeman would add. “That’s it, I reckon.”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah.”

Spit.

Spit.

Most of the people we knew had been born in Emery Community of Eden County, but to us Emery was a community divided. A gray concrete line split Emery and became, in an abstract manner, a Maginot Line—walling in one society and walling out another.

The gray concrete line was Highway 17, fusing Elberton, to the south, with Royston, to the north. Emery was leeched to Highway 17, one of those hundreds of small southern communities that rushed into existence with the railroads and, later, the highways. All the communities were like Emery, all nudged close to the railroad or highway, just out of striking distance. All were official places because of the United States Post Office Department, but none were cities. There were no city elections, no policemen, no firemen, no city limit signs.

Emery had two general stores. One was very small and belonged to Ferris Allgood, who didn’t care if anyone traded with him. Ferris was lazy and his wife worked at the sewing plant in Royston, and that was enough, “…if you ain’t greedy,” as Ferris reasoned. The other general store belonged to A. G. Hixon, Dupree’s father. It was a huge, two-room building with sidings of patterned tin, and it was located across the railroad from A. G. Hixon’s warehouse and A. G. Hixon’s cotton gin.

There was also Emery Junior High School and Emery Methodist Church.

And an old depot (musty, wonderful).

And Highway 17.

We did not live on Highway 17.

Dupree Hixon lived on Highway 17. Dupree and his buddies. The Highway 17 Gang.

We—Our Side—lived south of Banner’s Crossing, which was a dirt road. The sorriest dirt road in Eden County.

It was not a very great distinction to adults—this thing of place—but it was important to us and it was often discussed at the Big Gully during Deliberation of Life sessions.

“Fact is, they’s more snotty people around than ever was,” Freeman would announce. “Especially on Highway 17. My daddy swears he never saw the likes of such snotty people. Like Dupree. Dupree ain’t worth a damn, he ain’t.”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah.”

Spit.

Spit.

We did not like Dupree Hixon.

But we were not prejudiced in our opinion; no one else really liked Dupree, not even his buddies.

The thing wrong with Dupree was his attitude. His attitude was so offensive it was visible. It was in his sneer, in the evil narrowing of his bird eyes, in his high upper lip, in his flat ears, in his fleshless jowls, in his knobby shoulders, in his wormy stomach, in his hairless legs, in his too-long feet.

Dupree was an only child and when he became old enough to count change, his father had positioned him behind the candy counter in his general store (“Ain’t he cute? Daddy’s little helper,” people used to croon), and there, behind the candy counter, Dupree learned to behave in an arrogant and lordly manner.

If you cared to cater to Dupree’s demands (and they were mostly nasty and harmful), you might expect special favors—free jawbreakers, or Bazooka bubble gum, or, occasionally, a whole candy bar. That is how Dupree became the leader of the Highway 17 Gang. At Emery Junior High School, Dupree was always rationing out penny Kits, bribing attention. Penny Kits were great persuaders. It was almost impossible to refuse penny Kits.

Once, Freeman and R. J. Waller and Otis Finlay told Sonny Haynes and Wayne Heath that they had observed Dupree dipping Bazooka bubble gum in a small pail of mysterious liquid, and then rewrapping it.

“If it’s what I guess, it’s that stuff farmers use killing pig worms,” whispered Freeman.

“What’s pig worms?” asked Wayne, paling.

Freeman laughed. “It’s worms that grow in a pig’s guts,” he said. “But they get a couple of drops of that medicine and it cures ’em, or it makes ’em sick as a mad dog. One of the two.”

Sonny and Wayne spent the rest of the day quivering and rubbing their stomachs, their lips dry and cracked, their faces splotched with anxiety.

Later, when they confronted Dupree with the fear that they were dying, Dupree found Freeman and began to rage. “I’m warnin’ you. You quit sayin’ them things about me, and I mean it. You nothin’ but a Boyd, anyhow, and everybody knows what a Boyd is. No better’n hogs, that’s what. That’s where you oughta be, over there in that old swamp, wallowin’ with them hogs. Cause you nothin’. Ever’ last one of you. You nothin’. All of you. Maybe someday. Maybe someday, but that’s a long time comin’.”

Freeman hit Dupree very hard. Freeman did not like people shouting at him.

On Sunday following, we pledged on the Big Gully Oath to be alert for future trouble.

And Otis cried, “Ain’t nothin’ never comin’ between none of us!”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah.”

We were bold and we were loud. But we could not shout away the echo of Dupree’s anger: “Maybe someday. Maybe someday, but that’s a long time comin’.”
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MAYBE SOMEDAY, BOY.

We often heard those words—heard them in voices, heard them in contemptuous stares, heard them in silky, knowing smiles.

Someday was Time.

To Dupree Hixon and his friends—those who accepted his favors and tagged obediently after him—Time was their advantage. In their thinking, they had attained Time; to them, Time was position.

To us, Time was bodyless, formless. Time begged to be dimensional, to be real, to be touchable, to be placeable.

When you are very small and people sentence you to Someday, you understand how Time begs to be placeable.

Though we did not know it, Time began to have meaning for us in 1945.

In 1945, the war ended.

The fighters stopped fighting, convinced by the finality of two puffy clouds polluted with itchy little particles of death. Two puffy clouds billowing up and lapping their shadows over Japanese cities called Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and the people caught in the umbrellas of those clouds watched horrified and defeated as skin and flesh and bone melted in the most peculiar pain anyone had ever known. Right or wrong, that was that. Period. Argue it forever. Condemn Truman, or praise him. It happened.

(It is a personal aside to that first atomic day, the day of Hiroshima, but I remember that Wesley and Freeman and R. J. Waller and I had been playing War in the Big Gully. It was a day of fury, of bullets splattering about us like great raindrops, but we were not afraid. We had become accustomed to Imaginary Death with Imaginary Men falling back through their lives, their voices weakening to primeval crying, and then vanishing into the remembered wombs of their mothers. But the dying, even of Imaginary Men, had given us a stern resolve: the war must be ended. Freeman suggested bombs, and we gathered an arsenal of dirt clods and bombed to smithereens every supply road and suspicious straw hut in the Big Gully. And then it became late in the day and we heard the yodeling call to supper. In Play War, there was always sundown, always the lure of home being only a racer’s sprint through the woods, and we would put away our machine guns and pistols of mountain laurel and chinaberry sticks, and we would rise up from our wounds and bid those we had fought a peaceful rest. Then we would One-Two-Three-Go into our racer’s sprint. At sundown, War was just a game. And so it was on that first atomic day, when our dirt clods killed Hiroshima.)

*

Those who lived in Royston emerged cautiously from a bomb shelter of fear and trembling after World War II. There was a feeble effort at a street celebration, but no parades, no jubilant shouting, “We’ve won. We’ve won.”

No confetti.

No foaming bottles of champagne.

The people of Royston looked about, took their dreaded census, and mourned those who had been spent in death at such places as Corregidor, Manila, Bataan, Iwo Jima, Belgium, the Hürtgen Forest, Morocco—faraway places, places with names as foreign as the realization that a son or a husband had been murdered in what mankind regarded as a curious dignity.

For a sliver of time (it passed so quickly into ether), the people of Royston lingered in cemeteries with rakes and shovels and hedge clippers, and tended the graves of their dead, their long dead. It would be months, perhaps years, before the United States government returned the bodies of the soldiers, but there was a need to be in cemeteries, a need to become acquainted with the mood of that postdated anguish; a need to trace, in the mind’s tracing, the exact spot for that exacting rectangle. And there were the thoughts, always the thoughts.

Oh, Heavenly Father, What to Do?

How Can I… We…?

This, You See, Was the Last Known Photograph of Him—See, by His Gun.

He Never Saw the Baby—Never…

Remember, Sweet Jesus—Sweet, Sweet Jesus—Is Thy Comforter and Thy Strength. Forever and Ever.

Amen. Amen. Amen.

In that lingering, in that sliver of time, the American Rehabilitation began. Reforms and pledges and G. I. Bills and no more collecting scrap iron, boys. No more rationing, Mother. Keep your eye peeled, Bargain Hunter, because—Lordamercy—there’s lots of bargains going up for the War Surplus Auction Block. And it was Over, Over, Over. Too bad FDR had not seen it through. Never mind, they’d not forget him. There’s that four-column newspaper photo of FDR at his best, a stylish tilt to his cigarette holder, a sharp, affable gleam in his eye, and if you are Democrat and American you’d better, by shot, have it thumbtacked to the wall.

In that beginning, that sliver of time, all of this happened in the American Rehabilitation, and the people of Royston did not realize it had happened. Everything was spinning too fast. It was the tag end of 1945 and the world was on an endless drunk, whirling to a carnival barker’s call—sassy and tempting. The people of Royston, like people in thousands of other places, were still anemic and pale from the Great Depression, and now this, World War II, and all these men, these men gone to God or Forever or Worms or Wherever.

That was the puzzle. The bewilderment. The lamentations of ministers saying God and Sweet Jesus and Ashes to Ashes, Dust to Dust, and Blessed Are They Who Suffer, but there was no one to answer—really answer—why these men were gone.

There was only one mercy: it was over. The Great Depression. World War Number Two. It was over.

A moment to rest, please. A moment to linger. Let the American Rehabilitation go forth with all good speed. One moment longer, please.

A sliver of time to take it all in.

*

After their moment, the people of Royston began again. It was a silent, numb beginning. Farmers from the tiny communities that surrounded Royston and were, by Rural Route, U.S. Postal Service, part of Royston, met on Saturdays in a ritual that was ancient and honorable. They came from Emery, from Vanna, from Harrison, Eagle Grove, Goldmine, Redwine, Sandy Cross, Airline, Canon, and other dirt-road directions, and they stood in twos and threes, like stark landscape paintings. They stood in front of Bowman’s Drug Store, or Silverman’s Clothing, or Foster’s Hardware, and they talked in whispers about their sick, used-up land. They were all solace-seekers, a convention of solace-seekers, and they lingered, lingered, lingered, waiting for something—perhaps miracles. It was as though they believed someone (a Moses) would arrive to lead them away to some place better, some hauntingly beautiful place where the land was rich and they could plant crops in spring without being always a year behind in payment to the Boss, or the bank.

But Moses never appeared.

Just before sundown, each Saturday, on some cue instinctive to them, the farmers would drift off and climb upon their mule-drawn wagons that had been parked in a lot below the depot, and they would say their low, resigned goodbyes to one another. Their children would take their faces away from the windows of Harden’s 5 & 10 and join their fathers. Always at sundown, you could see rings on Harden’s 5 & 10 windows, where shallow-faced children had pressed their noses and breathed moist circles as they stood motionlessly and made up games with the dolls and balls and bats and gloves and toy cars teasing them from brightly painted counters.

*

In 1946, Time began to be identified with newness.

The economy bristled and people began to be healed of the disease of uncertainty.

You could hear it in voices, see it in faces, sense it in the energy of games and laughter, anger and restlessness. There was a mood, a fever, to 1946. Men who had returned from the war assumed positions of responsibility and admiration. They made inspiring first-person speeches about liberty and what it meant, and how the bullies of the world had better mind their manners. Occasionally, they even told light, breezy stories about the war, laughing heartily at themselves as though humor freed them from the inescapable seriousness of what they had seen and known.

The cotton mill placed an advertisement in The Royston Record, seeking employees. A sewing plant was officially opened by His Honor, the mayor. Farmers began to listen to what County Agents had to say about subsoiling, land-testing, seed-treating, or about planting kudzu and lespedeza to stop topsoil from washing away in the ugly scars of erosion. The sound of John Deere tractors stuttered even at night. There was a rousing demonstration against some northern union which tried to infiltrate the labor market, and a group of noble people, born of the heritage of independence, staged a funeral and buried the union in rites that were both circus and frightening. Everyone seemed aware of being embraced by a new history of the world, and everyone knew it would be a history never forgotten.

The awful years were tender, healing scars by late summer of 1946. The World Series became a festive event again, and Roystonians began telling outrageous lies about Ty Cobb, who was a native and a legend. If you were born in a twenty-mile radius of Royston, you were reared believing, without compromise, in God, Santa Claus, and Ty Cobb. Older citizens who had known Cobb as a boy, loved to trap strangers with the trivia question, “What was Cobb’s lifetime batting average?” It was .367, the best of them all, and that, by shot, was more than most north Georgia towns could talk about.

*

And, then, there was 1947.

Time became placeable in 1947.

The ump-pah-pah was everywhere, a rhythm like a Vachel Lindsay poem, with reader and chorus, cymbal and trumpet. It was a year for putting pennies in loafers, for “Just a sec,” and mustard seed necklaces, for giddiness and once-a-month socials at Wind’s Mill. It was the year the Home Demonstration Club was organized, and the Eden County Fairgrounds Committee advertised an all-out, better-than-ever Fall Fair, with rides and thrills and games of chance and (Freeman told us) a freak show with the most astonishing membership of any freak show in the world.

Ump-pah-pah.

Ump-pah-pah.

1947.

Wesley’s year.

I think of it as Wesley’s year because Wesley was the real and touchable and placeable something of 1947.

Wesley was eighteen months older than I. Lynn, our sister (people often called her Lynn-Wynn, fusing her name with a hyphen), was eighteen months older than Wesley. In the spring of 1947, Lynn was in the ninth grade, Wesley was in the eighth grade, and I was in the seventh grade. Nine, eight, seven. Seven, eight, nine. A, B, C. Mother used to call us her triplets, her Stair-Step Triplets. It was Mother’s way of confessing her failure in selective family planning. That failure was humorously extended because she had had ample practice: before her Stair-Step Triplets, she had given birth to eight other children. I am told Mother vowed I would be the last; eleven children represented a superlative effort. Six years after I was born, Garry arrived, and he was not adopted as we often told him he was.

By adhering to the most elastic of mathematical permissions, we learned to round off numbers and concluded that an average of two years separated the first eleven children. We had to omit Garry from this formula; to include him would have forced us into fractions. And two years was a neat, certain figure, accountable and rhythmic. I preferred to think I was accountable, not accidental.

The reason it was necessary to understand and accept the reference to age separation, was that there were inevitable occasions when someone, somewhere, would exercise their right as an Official and request Facts of the Family. It happened each year at the beginning of the school term: we had to introduce ourselves to classmates we had known all our lives, and we were expected to know the names, ages, and whereabouts of our brothers and sisters. To me, this was an ordeal considerably more agonizing than the multiplication table, but I had learned a dependable system: my answer was a monotone reading of names, slyly clicked off on behind-the-back fingers; I had ten older brothers and sisters and ten fingers (God is marvelous in the way He complements things). Each brother and sister was a finger, a special finger.

I would say, “My name is Colin Wynn, and the way you say it is Co-lin, not Col-in. I have a little brother, named Garry. He lives at home and gets what he wants.”

Then I would continue: “I have a lot of older brothers and sisters. Some of them live at home; some do not. Their names are…”

And I would begin with Wesley. Wesley was the little finger of my left hand. Lynn was my ring finger. And I would work my way around the left hand—“Louise, who is the oldest one living at home… Hodges… Susan (who was the thumb of my left hand)… Frances (little finger, right hand)… Ruth… Thomas, who was killed when I was little… Amy… And, Emma, who is my oldest sister.” Emma was the thumb of my right hand. According to our equation, Emma was twenty years older than me.

Each year, I offered the same recitation. Each year, the teacher oohed over the unusual size of my family. Each year, my classmates giggled.

Because we were the Stair-Step Triplets, Wesley and Lynn and I were extremely close. We even behaved as triplets at times. But Lynn, being a girl, was not entirely reliable as a playmate, especially when we were very small. She was inclined to play Doll and House and Princess—fantasies that were as confining as they were senseless. Wesley and I were far more serious. We performed games requiring strength and cunning, daring and justice. He was Batman; I was Robin. He was Red Ryder; I was Little Beaver. He was the Green Hornet; I was Kato. He was Captain Marvel; I was Captain Marvel, Jr. Occasionally, Lynn would agree to masquerade as Mary Marvel. Usually, though, it was Wesley and me.

We were close, the three of us. But Wesley and me… Wesley and me—it was special, that closeness.

And it was beautiful.

He was my brother, and I was prejudiced, but in those years when it was easy to trust unreservedly in the magic of people, I regarded Wesley as the most gifted person I knew, or would ever know. He was an Always There person. Once—I was eleven, I think—I was certain I saw a cosmic blessing descend on Wesley.

He had walked out of the sunlight into the shade, and the sun twisted and bent to follow him. Wesley had presence, and that presence filled the emptiness of many moments and many lives. In his sometimes-sad face, people recognized the simplicity of a powerful confidence (faith?) that could not be tempted, or distorted. I once heard my mother say, “I just gave him birth; Wesley got what he is from somewhere else.”

I believe that. Wesley was born with a divine appointment to be special.

*

But in 1947, when Time became placeable for us, Wesley was thirteen years old. He had not reached the considerable influence of his manhood. He was merely a leader of boys—me and Freeman and R. J. and Otis and Jack Crider and Paul Tully and a few others who were reared south of Banner’s Crossing, in the community of Emery, in the county of Eden, in the state of Georgia. Emery was south of Royston and Royston was northeast of Atlanta by one hundred miles, and east of Athens by thirty miles.

Emery was a pencil speck on the state map, a quarter-inch distance from the Savannah River and, across the river, South Carolina.

Wesley did not look like a leader, even of boys. He was skinny. A map of freckles spread like the Hawaiian Islands across his nose. You could slip a dime between his two front teeth. He looked very much like Butch Jenkins, the actor. Girls used to giggle and call him Butchy-Boy, and Wesley would blush and I would get angry and Freeman would cuss until Wesley stopped us with a firm “That’s enough.”

Wesley could lift a hundred pounds of dead weight. In softball, he played shortstop and it was like watching Marty Marion’s ballet motion when he siphoned off a skimming grounder, pivoted on his left foot and whipped it to first base. In basketball, he had a magician’s hands. In pasture football, he had more moves than Don Hutson. (In pasture football, you had to have more moves than Don Hutson to dodge cow splatterings.)

Wesley was a better shot than Sergeant York. One afternoon I saw him bring down a crow from two hundred yards with a Remington short-range .22 bullet. We were walking through the pasture and Wesley saw a lookout crow perched on the top limb of a majestic water oak. He stopped, and in a graceful, unbroken motion, he dropped to one knee, lifted the rifle and fired. The crow rose up, the oil of its purple-ebony wings glistening in the sun; the crow rose off its perch, fluttered one heroic, desperate, clawing fight with escape, then tumbled through the tree. It was an unbelievable shot. Wesley’s face trembled and he slumped to both knees. He was very quiet, as though he had witnessed something I could not see. I do not think he ever again fired the gun at any living thing.
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SPRING. 1947. WESLEY’S YEAR.

“Boys,” said Wade Simmons, “this is going to be a team that is organized. A-to-Z organized. Now, I mean there won’t be any favorites one way or the other. Softball is a sport and a game and we’re going to keep that in mind. We’re going to practice, and practice hard. We’re going to learn to hit and run and throw. We’re going to learn to slide. We’re going to learn fundamentals. That’s F-U-N-D-A-M-E-N-T-A-L-S. And that means how-to. We’re going to learn the lesson of playing together, as a whole, one team for one purpose. Organization, boys, that’s the key. Organization. Now, when we don’t have games, we’ll be practicing and playing choose-up with the old game balls and keep the new ones for when we do have games. Understand?”

No one answered, or moved.

“O.K. We’ve got our first game against Bowersville in two weeks, I think it is. That’ll be up there. Then we’ll be playing two games here before we go off again. Understand?”

“Yessir,” Dupree said in his big-shot, know-it-all, behind-the-candy-counter voice. “Yessir, got it.”

Mr. Simmons continued. “All right, now keep one thing in mind. Keep the trademarks up. Every broken bat means money out of PTA.”

“Trademarks up, yessir,” echoed Dupree, acting like Babe Ruth.

Freeman spat on Dupree’s shoe. “Dupree broke three bats last year, Mr. Simmons,” Freeman volunteered.

“Didn’t,” shouted Dupree.

“Did.”

“Didn’t.”

Mr. Simmons interrupted. “Makes no difference, boys. We have to remember to keep the trademarks up. This year’s another year, Freeman. Teamwork, that’s what counts.”

“Yessir.”

“All right, boys, now go on and choose up and get in a practice game and let’s see if you remember what you learned last year.”

*

Wade Simmons was principal of Emery Junior High School.

He was also a man of wisdom.

He used the word organized because it was a teacher’s obligation to suggest orderly conduct, but Mr. Simmons knew there was nothing organized about us. We knew rules, yes. Sometimes we even employed them. But we were not organized. We knew too well the difference between Victim and Victor. Losers were Victims. Winners were Victors. Being a Victor often required the First Law of Primitive Boldness, which scientists of social behavior have defined as survival. If you exercised the First Law of Primitive Boldness and won, the losers referred to the practice as cheating. None of us considered it a compliment to be accused of cheating, and many of our choose-up games were terminated behind the lunchroom after school. On those occasions when we did obey Mr. Simmons’ doctrine of Orderly Conduct, it was out of respect for his patience and the PTA budget.

Wade Simmons had a talent for keeping his duty as principal and teacher in perspective, and for presiding in a dignified manner over the good and bad of Emery Junior High School—a school that belonged to the quaint system of housing elementary and junior high students in one building, grade one through grade nine. He and his wife, Margret (a woman I loved and the first person to distill words into an intoxicating liquid for me), had lived and taught in Emery for three years. They were the most influential people any of us had ever known, and they worked with uncompromising devotion to improve the ambition as well as the deportment and academic standing of their students.

Teaching was more than a profession to them; it was an obsession. It meant developing civic awareness as well as instilling the What and How and Why of formal knowledge. Teaching meant demonstrating the practice of decency and good manners, and we spent hours rehearsing how to walk quietly, or the procedure of closing doors with a butler’s reserve, or how to correct our slouching posture. Sometimes, Wade and Margret Simmons surrendered to despair. Sometimes, you could read in their faces the torture of inevitable failure with such people as Freeman, who could not tolerate the indignity of a book balanced on his head.

It was not an easy determination, but the Simmonses’ method refused to accept the theory that education was qualified only by the A-B-C-D-F barometer of a Six-Weeks Report Card. There were other experiences, wondrous experiences that spilled out of books, overran the pages, and flooded the mind with a narcotic vapor. But those experiences could not be imposed. Wade and Margret Simmons knew that. Persuasion was their technique. Persuasion for discipline and order, and out of discipline and order, we were to discover freedom.

Persuasion was one reason Mr. Simmons exhorted the gospel of organization in sport. He organized a basketball team to complement our softball team. He taught us the Side-Straddle Hop and Toe-Heel-Toe-Kick. He lectured on fundamentals. He even had the mothers of the Home Demonstration Club tailor red-and-white basketball uniforms for us, and he solicited money from the PTA to purchase caps for softball.

But realizing sport was competitive, and recognizing our flair for the First Law of Primitive Boldness, Mr. Simmons organized a Boy Scout Troop. We were the Lone Eagles. The fierce, proud face of an Indian brave (Freeman said it was a copy of the Indian on the hood of the Pontiac car) was our emblem and the sweet night music of the whippoorwill was our secret call. We were positively splendid Boy Scouts, strict in our allegiance to the Boy Scout commandments—until the night, camping on Broad River, when Freeman tied Dupree’s foot to a tent peg and then released a king snake inside the tent.

Even the girls were affected by the persuasion technique. After Mr. Simmons organized the Boy Scouts, Mrs. Simmons organized the Get Together Club. I do not think they had an emblem or a secret call. They held hands at the beginning and end of each meeting and sang: “The mo-o-ore we get toge-e-ether, toge-e-e-ether, toge-e-e-e-ether…” But all they did was cook and sew and make crepe-paper flowers. And giggle. In fact, it was the behavior of the Get Together Club that made me first realize how young girls budding with the mysteries of becoming young women giggle and squirm with uncommon energy.

*

“Choose up. Choose up. I’m the captain. I’m the captain.” Dupree chortled in his singsong appointment. “My team’s up. My team’s up.”

Dupree’s candy-followers circled him. They were saying, “Attay, babe. Attay, boy.”

“All right,” agreed Mr. Simmons. “Makes no difference, anyway. Everybody gets a chance to bat. By the way, Dupree, who’s your visitor? Maybe he’d like to play.”

A stocky, brooding boy with a frozen, mean face stood silently beside Dupree.

“Oh, this is Mason, Mr. Simmons,” explained Dupree. “He’s my cousin from Anderson, South Carolina, and he’s over here to visit today, so his mama made him come to school with me.”

“Well, that’s fine,” Mr. Simmons said pleasantly. “Let him play on your team.”

“Naw,” Mason answered abruptly.

“He don’t want to play softball,” Dupree added. “He’s not much for playing with kids.”

“Well, that’s all right,” Mr. Simmons replied. “Whatever he wants.”

Mason turned defiantly and pushed his way through a gathering of younger boys. He marched to the shade of a lugustrum and stood, alone and sullen.

“Just take it easy, Mason,” Dupree called, swinging three bats. “This won’t take long. They’ll be givin’ up in a few minutes.”

Dupree laughed and his teammates laughed.

“Attay, babe, Dupree,” yelled Wayne Heath.

“You tell ’em, Dupree,” yelled Sonny Haynes.

And from the pitcher’s mound, Freeman said, coolly, “Keep talking, but while you’re at it, learn how to say ‘Strike three.’”

Dupree struck out.

Wayne struck out.

Sonny grounded to Wesley, who threw to R. J. at first, catching Sonny by five steps.

“Hey, Mason,” Freeman called as he strutted from the mound. “You just take it easy. This won’t take long.”

And it didn’t.

Our Side defeated the Highway 17 Gang, 12-0, in three innings of lunch-recess softball.

After the game, Dupree slammed a Louisville Slugger against the iron piping of the batter’s cage, splintering it from the handle to the fat part. Freeman retrieved the bat and delivered it with appropriate ceremony to Mr. Simmons.

Dupree pledged to meet Freeman later.

“Better bring Mason,” advised Freeman.

“I will, buddy,” Dupree retorted. “I’m not puttin’ up with you much longer.”

After school we strolled confidently below the lunchroom to witness the scheduled bout. We were amazed at the punishment Dupree could endure.

Dupree and the Highway 17 Gang were waiting.

“You ready, Candyface?” Freeman asked, smiling.

“I’m ready,” answered Mason, Dupree’s cousin.

Freeman was surprised. “Well, all right,” he said. “You know what you lettin’ yourself in for?”

“Better’n you,” Mason replied icily.

We circled them in two half-moons, the Highway 17 Gang and Our Side. Dupree was cracking his knuckles and giggling.

Freeman rushed Mason, and Mason stepped neatly to one side.

He caught Freeman by the shoulder and turned him. Then Mason assumed a boxer’s stance.

“Get him,” shouted Dupree.

Mason hit Freeman with three quick left jabs, faked a right, faked a left, and then exploded a right cross on Freeman’s nose. Freeman fell backward, dazed.

The Highway 17 Gang laughed and cheered. They began dancing around Freeman and chanted, “Freee-e-man got his butt beat. Freee-e-man got his butt beat. Freee-e-man got his butt beat.”

Wesley stepped between Mason and Freeman.

“I don’t know nothin’ about you,” Wesley said to Mason, “but you have just made a mistake.”

“He’s my cousin, Wesley Wynn, and he’s a Golden Gloves champion,” Dupree hissed. “And he’ll whip your butt, too, buddy.”

Wesley did not move. He kept staring at Mason.

“Dupree knows that Freeman’s got a temper,” Wesley said, his voice low and soft. “Now, I can keep him off you, if you tell him you’re sorry.”

Mason’s eyes widened in disbelief. “Kiss my tail, hick,” he snapped.

Wesley smiled and stepped aside. “Freeman,” he said.

Freeman rose slowly. Blood seeped over his top lip. The crowd became silent.

“C’mon,” teased Mason, motioning Freeman toward him.

“Get him,” Dupree urged. “Get him, Mason.”

Freeman stepped in, ducked a jab, reached through Mason’s defense and slapped him on the face with an open hand. Mason rolled to his right, stunned. Freeman lunged forward and landed five bruising blows so fast it sounded like an automatic rifle. Mason crumpled to the ground.

No one moved. Mason swayed on his knees, looked at Freeman through two glass eyes, then fell playfully on his side.

“Dupree,” Wesley said quietly, “you ought to know better.”
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THE GREAT DEPRESSION and World War Number Two had been our only experience with the Larger World, and we had inherited—through some curious process of osmosis—a possessed sense of belonging. Belonging was our constant defense, our way of warding off the suspected Great End. The Larger World had issued messages that we lived in a temporary time, that we, ourselves, were temporary. (The atomic bomb was one thing; now, in 1947, there was rumor about a bomb of such unpredictable destruction that certain international scientists were afraid it would create a molecular reaction and Earth would disintegrate in a series of explosions, like a string of Chinese firecrackers.)

Because of the Larger World, and what it said to us in the voices of the Radio Evening News Network and eight-point type of The Anderson Independent, we had been mightily influenced and had adopted the habit of clustering, as though clustering was an affirmation of our existence: if we saw one another, spoke with one another, then it must be true—we had survived.

In clustering, we became isolationists; in isolation, we assumed identities; in identity, we were assigned value; in value, we learned of imperatives; and, in imperatives, we realized perspective.

To the members of Our Side, perspective was conditioned by boundaries. Boundaries gave us reach, held us, dared us; boundaries tutored us in the deeper significance of belonging.

Wesley and I lived by the boundaries of Black Pool Swamp, circling us in a horseshoe from the south and east and west. To the north we were somehow contained by Banner’s Crossing and Rakestraw Bridge Road.

There was a sense of being centrifugally leashed to the center of our north and south, east and west boundaries; the center was Home and Home would spin us out, but only to the invisible, protective edges of where we wandered, and then Home would draw us back again.

We could not mark those boundaries by stake and flag. They were not taught by a line drawn in shoe-edge, or plotted on some map from the Official Office of Official Boundaries. Our boundaries were established by instinct. We knew. We simply knew. We could chase after laughter and echoes of laughter until we were exhausted with exhilaration, and we could wander farther and farther away, safe, protected, until that one step—that one step too far, too threatening—and then we would retreat. No one told us to return. We knew. We simply knew. We knew when we had ventured too far, as though our sense of equilibrium had been savagely attacked.

But the Highway 17 Gang did not understand about boundaries. Highway 17 was alive with people moving, going great distances, and once having passed, whizzing by in their automobiles, they were not likely to return that way again. The Highway 17 Gang watched those passing people and believed directions—north and south, east and west—were gray concrete roads drawn in heavy lines on service station maps.

The Highway 17 Gang did not have boundaries. They had yards. Somehow, they believed they were blessed.

*

To Dupree and his friends, we were mutants, outsiders, and when we argued or fought, it was to defend against the hurt of our treatment. We won our battles, those private, quick, angry battles, but we could not assuage the ache. We wanted to know why—really why—we were mutations. Why plagued us. Why gnawed at us, made us wonder about our traditions of Christian forgiveness. Why made us doubt our birthrights as premium Southerners, whose bloodlines had been purified in the mating beds of humble but bold English and Irish emigrants, with an occasional Indian partner to make the claim of being American a genetic fact as well as an assumption. Why was a forever question. Why was an initiation chant we learned as first graders, when we were tiny and frightened and willingly asked anyone who would listen, “Why?”

We were told excuses, not answers.

And as we grew older and perhaps more vulnerable, the Highway 17 Gang continued its assault. They laughed at the way we dressed. They giggled when one of us committed an embarrassing error in school. They made obscene little tooting sounds and pointed accusing fingers at the smaller children of Our Side.

They called us white trash, or hicks. And no one could tell us why—really why.

Until spring, 1947, when Time became placeable for us. Until Wesley’s year.

*

Two weeks after our first day of softball practice, as competition festered for positions on the team, Jack Crider slapped a double past Wayne Heath in a choose-up game. Jack belonged to Our Side; Wayne was a member in good standing of the Highway 17 Gang. As Jack stood on second, clownishly accepting our cheers, Wayne retrieved the ball, rushed to second, pushed Jack off base and tagged him out.

Jack did not appreciate the tactic. He determined that Wayne should be retired from softball and proceeded to administer the service. Dupree rushed to Wayne’s aid and Freeman sprinted after Dupree to even the conflict.

Jack was dismissed from the softball team for two weeks. Freeman was sternly lectured. Wayne was sent home to get a shirt with buttons. And Dupree’s eye was dressed in an ice pack.

It was an ancient argument, and it had occurred too often.

At recess the following day, Wesley led Our Side below the school lunchroom and canning plant, into a small stand of new ground pines and oaks. Freeman kept his rabbit tobacco buried there in a Prince Albert tobacco tin and at recess he loved to get in a couple of quick puffs.

“It ain’t right,” complained Jack. “Shoot, Wesley, I didn’t do nothin’ to Wayne. I was just standing there on second and he come and knocked me off and tagged me out. It just don’t seem right.”

A chorus of yeahs endorsed Jack’s anxiety. Wesley nodded his head and picked up a pine needle and began to braid the three slender shoots. Freeman rolled a cigarette out of a torn front page from a Grit newspaper.

“Somethin’ ought to be done,” Freeman declared, tipping a kitchen match to his cigarette.

Wesley stared at the braided pine needle. He ran his fingers over the sharp intertwining. He said, “Well, I guess I might know somethin’ about what’s wrong.”

“What, Wesley?” I asked.

Wesley dropped the braided pine needle and picked up another. He began to twirl it. He was being deliberate. “I got a notion why everybody living on Highway 17 thinks we’re different,” he said simply.

“Well, that’s easy, Wesley, they got a paved highway. Makes ’em think they’re better’n everybody else,” replied Freeman, puffing frantically to keep his rabbit tobacco burning.

R. J. spat through the slit in his top teeth. “Yeah, they think dirt roads is for hogs, or somethin’.”

“Maybe. I think it’s more’n that,” countered Wesley.

Freeman blew a smoke ring that grew into a perfectly round cloud and stood swirling six inches in front of his face. He then blew three smaller smoke rings through the center of the big one. He thought Wesley was playing. “Well, we’re waitin’, Wes.”

“Yeah,” I added.

“It sounds crazy…”

“C’mon, Wes,” Freeman urged.

“Freeman, if you laugh you’re gonna have to fight me right here, and I mean it,” Wesley vowed.

“I’m not gonna laugh, Wesley. Shoot, not me. Cross my heart. What is it?”

Wesley tied his pine needle into a knot. He folded his arms around his knees and laced his fingers together. He looked intently at each face surrounding him.

“It’s because they got electricity and we don’t,” he announced somberly.

Freeman started to smile, then remembered Wesley’s warning. He could easily have defeated Wesley in a fight, but it would have been embarrassing. He sat back against a tree and a jigsaw puzzle with missing pieces crawled into his frowning face. “What?” he asked.

“It’s because they got electricity and we don’t,” Wesley repeated. “Electricity, that’s what it is.”

“Why you think that, Wesley?” asked Paul.

“Simple. It’s the one thing we don’t have, but they do. Paved roads are paved roads. Anybody can ride on a paved road. Electricity is somethin’ else. You got electricity and you got somethin’.”

“Yeah,” Freeman exclaimed quickly. “Yeah, Wes. It don’t make sense, but, by shot, I’ll bet that’s it.”

Paul whistled softly in disbelief. We sat stunned, looking at one another.

“By granny,” R. J. muttered, and spat through his teeth again.

Freeman began laughing easily. “Wes, old boy, you may be right. I never thought about it before. Electricity. I’ll be a monkey’s uncle. Been hangin’ there all the time, big as day, and we never saw it because we was lookin’ at it.”

R. J. tried to spit through his teeth, but couldn’t. He was dry. “By granny,” he repeated.

“How come you never said anything, Wes?” asked Freeman. “You knew, why didn’t you say somethin’?”

“Because there wasn’t nothing we could do about it—until now.”

“Now? Why now?” I wanted to know.

“Well—” Wesley hesitated. “You got to promise me you’ll keep it quiet. All of you.”

We nodded eagerly. “I’ll shuck corn for a whole year if I say anything,” I promised. I was the youngest of the group. Sometimes I said things that didn’t make sense.

“I’ll bust their butts, they say anything, Wesley,” Freeman volunteered. “On the Big Gully Oath, boys. Cross your hearts and hope to die.”

We crossed and hoped.

“Well,” Wesley began, satisfied with our pledge, “I heard this man talkin’ to Daddy last month, and he was saying that the REA was comin’ through for sure this summer, and by fall we’d all have electricity.”

Otis moved closer to Wesley. “What’s the REA, Wes?”

“It means the Rural Electrification Association, or Authority, or somethin’ like that,” Wesley explained. “Daddy said Franklin D. Roosevelt got it started because he got mad about how much electricity used to cost down at Warm Springs, where he went for them hot water treatments for polio.”
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