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The Adventures of Jack and Billy Joe

A. Jeff Tisdale


Chapter One

The Heroes

Jack woke up and looked at the clock beside his bed. Aw, shoot, he thought. Billy Joe’s gonna kill me for sure. It was five thirty.

He pulled on his pants and a long-sleeved polo shirt. From a drawer, he fetched a pair of white athletic socks and pulled them on and then a well-worn pair of high-top tennis shoes. Pulling the shoelaces tight, he wrapped them around the shoes above the ankle and tied them in the front.

Jack eased across the house toward the kitchen, avoiding all those places in the polished oak floor that he knew would make a squeak and wake his mother. In spite of his best efforts, he did get two squeaks. He cringed as he heard his mother getting out of bed.

The swinging door shut behind him as he entered the kitchen and flipped on the overhead light. The circular fluorescent tube in the center of a snow-white ceiling flooded the room with light.

As the swinging door opened, Jack looked up and saw his mother standing there wearing her favorite robe that should have gone in the trash months ago. Her hair stuck out on one side and was flat against her head on the other. Obviously, she hadn’t bothered to brush it before checking out the noise in the kitchen.

“Where you off to so early, Jack?” she asked with concern.

“I’m meeting Billy Joe at the Rocky Creek Bridge on US11. We’ve got his old flat-bottomed boat tied up there and we’re gonna float Rocky Creek over to Old Augusta Road.” 

She narrowed her eyes. “It’s still early.” Jack watched his mom as she crossed the kitchen and grabbed a pan. “Let me fix you some breakfast first.”

Good, she was letting him go.

“Why can’t you wait ’til later?” she asked.

Jack bit his lip a moment before he replied, “It’ll take us all day to get from one bridge to the other.”

Her eyes cut over to the gun he’d propped against the back door. “Fishing?”

“Maybe hunt squirrels and maybe get a duck or two if I can get Billy Joe to keep his big mouth shut.”

“Jack, that’s not a nice way to talk,” she corrected him. “You don’t tell somebody to keep their mouth shut.”

“No, ma’am,” Jack responded in the only way he dared.

“How are you gonna get back from the Old Augusta Road bridge?” she asked.

“We’ll stick out our thumbs,” he responded. “There’s always a car or two comin’ into town from out there. Those ole boys like to shoot pool in the pool hall. They get in from work before dark time, eat supper and head for a cue stick. We’ll prob’ly be home before dark.”

“If you’re not here by dark, I’ll drive out Old Augusta Road to pick you up,” she decreed.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, “that might be best.”

“Besides, I don’t think those ‘ole boys’ will want those stinking fish and squirrels in their car,” she pointed out. “Let me fix you a good breakfast. We’ve got a sugar-cured ham in the refrigerator. I can fry some eggs and make you some toast and grits,” she suggested, almost begging.

“No, ma’am, thankya, I don’t have time. I was supposed to meet Billy Joe at the boat at five and here it is a quarter to six already.”

She sighed as she shook her head. “Okay,” she responded. “You go ahead and get your gear. I’ll make you a sandwich out of that ham and you can eat it as you walk.” She opened a cabinet door and withdrew a skillet.

Jack wasn’t about to argue with her since he knew he’d be hungry soon and a ham sandwich would taste awfully good. By the time he got back from the breezeway with his pack and baseball cap, his mother had the sandwich wrapped and packed in a brown paper bag.

“There’s one for Billy Joe too.”

“Thanks, Momma.”

“You got plenty of water? I don’t want you drinking out of that creek. It’s got rottin’ dead things all up and down it.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he responded, moving for the back door. “We both have a water bottle in our packs along with food.”

He picked up his under-and-over .22 rifle/410 gauge shotgun at the door.

As Jack started out through the garage, he noticed that the garage light was on.

Strange, he thought, and then he saw his father standing facing some man.

Jack stopped with one foot on the first step down into the garage to see what was happening.

The man said, “Jesse, you know that I am the best plumber and pipe fitter in this town. You trained me. You know that if you hire me, you’ll get yo’ money’s worth.”

“Yeah, Lige, that’s true until you get a bottle,” Jesse agreed. “The problem is, you find too many bottles too easy. I can’t depend on you. If I leave you on a job with a crew of men, I need to know you will work them properly and fairly. You are the expert when I’m not there and I need you sober to get the job done.”

The man, obviously upset, moved slightly forward toward Jesse. Another man, whom Jack had not noticed, also started forward.

“Easy, Lige,” the new man said. “Not one more step toward Mr. Jesse. I’ll have to stop you.”

“I’m not sure you could do that, Leonard, but I’ll leave for now, but this ain’t the last of the conversation.”

Jack’s mother was standing in the doorway behind him and she had heard the same thing Jack heard.

“Get on outta here on your fishin’ trip, Jack. This isn’t any of your business.”

He could feel her watchful gaze as he made his way down the street until he was around the corner and out of her sight.

I wonder who that man was and what that was all about, Jack thought.

Jack cut across the junior college campus, crossed the railroad tracks and went about a half mile down US11 to the bridge. Billy Joe should be there waiting.

Taking the path from the shoulder of US11 down to the creek below the bridge, Jack yelled out so Billy Joe wouldn’t shoot him, “Hey, it’s me.”

No answer. Jack walked on down to the creek’s edge—no Billy Joe.

Jack put all his gear down in a pile and checked the boat to make sure it wasn’t leaking. It was dry as a chip and both paddles were still in the boat.

“Hey, it’s me,” Billy Joe’s voice shouted from the same path Jack had just come down.

“Where you been, boy?” Jack said as if he had been there since five A.M. “I started to leave without you.”

“Momma caught me at the door and had to know where I was going and when I’d be back,” he explained breathlessly. “I thought for a while that she wadn’t gonna let me go. I told her your momma was lettin’ you go and if she wouldn’t let me go, everybody was gonna call me a sissy. She still wouldn’t have let me go but Daddy showed up and told her that I had a certain amount of time in the woods that I have to do to get to be a man. She didn’t like it much but she finally said I could go but we hafta be home by dark.”

Both boys grinned, knowing they probably wouldn’t be home by dark.

Jack told Billy Joe, briefly, about what had happened as he came out of the house. Both boys thought it over but neither really understood what had happened so they quickly dropped it.

They loaded the heavy wooden boat after a discussion about who’d sit in the back. Jack won the right to sit in the back to begin with and they would switch every two hours.

Each boy had his gun; Billy Joe’s was a breech .22, a very short rifle. Each had his telescoping fishing rod with a cheap casting reel and a selection of fishing hooks, weights and bobbers. They also had a can of earthworms that Billy Joe had brought and he shared them with Jack. They knew that they could stop and dig more worms in any bog along the way. There were also crickets, grubs, sawyers and any number of other baits available to them.

By the time they left, the sun was sending ladderlike shadows across the creek. The light seemed to flicker in their eyes as the slow-moving boat cut across each shadow.

“Man, I’m sure glad school’s out,” Billy Joe began. “I been waitin’ for this for a long time. We gonna catch a whole lot of fish and shoot a bunch of squirrels.”

“Not if you don’t shut up we won’t,” Jack admonished Billy Joe. “You’re gonna scare off every fish and squirrel for a mile down the creek.”

“Nah, the sound just settles on the water and dies out,” Billy Joe said.

“Where in the world did you ever hear a thing like that?” Jack asked.

“Everybody knows that,” Billy Joe said, issue closed.

“Okay then,” Jack said. “Just for me, shut up.”

Billy Joe did, for about two minutes.

In spite of the talking, they began to catch bluegills and shellcrackers as they floated along.

This brought on another discussion. Jack said hanging the fish over the side on a stringer would attract snakes but Billy Joe said that’s only true in a pond where the water is calm. Since they had no other way of keeping the fish, they had to use their stringers.

The day moved along and the sun got higher in the sky.

At about ten o’clock—they weren’t sure since neither boy had a watch—they spotted a squirrel in the top of a tall pine tree. Both boys fumbled for their guns but Jack got to his first. He aimed at the squirrel and pulled the trigger—BOOM! A clear miss; the squirrel ran out on a limb and jumped to another tree, never to be seen again.

“Hey, give a guy a chance,” Billy Joe berated Jack.

“Aw, you couldn’t have gotten him with that toy rifle of yours,” Jack replied.

“I coulda done as well as you,” Billy Joe pointed out.

Being upset with each other, both boys were silent for a while.

“What’s that smell?” Jack asked softly.

“I don’t know. It’s kinda sweet and sour at the same time,” Billy Joe whispered.

Jack sniffed, his nose pointing upwind. “Somebody’s cookin’ somethin’,” Jack suggested.

“They’re not cookin’ anything I’d want to eat.”

“Nah, me neither, but I think it’s cooking anyway,” Jack insisted. He squinted as he tried to hide his concern. “Moonshiners.”

“How’d they get in here?” Billy Joe asked.

“This isn’t a swampy area. You could go south on US11 for a few miles, take one of those little gravel roads east and then drive through those scrubby little pines to Rocky Creek.” 

“Why to the creek?” Billy Joe asked.

“You need a lot of water to make moonshine,” Jack said.

“How’d you know about moonshinin’?” 

“When the sheriff raids a moonshine still, he always calls my dad and tells him to come down to get a keg of ‘evidence,’” Jack said.

“Why does your daddy need evidence?” Billy Joe said, and then his face lit up with understanding. “Oh, you mean for him.”

“Daddy has a charred keg in his tool room,” Jack explained. “He pours the moonshine into that keg and my dad says it turns as red as Canadian Club.”

“Is that good?”

“I guess so.”

“I think we better tie up this boat and go along the side of the creek a little ways to see if it is a still. We can’t let them see us,” Jack pointed out.

“Here’s a good place right over here,” Jack said. “Let’s pull the boat up on this sandbar as much as we can.”

The boys picked their way through the heavy undergrowth when suddenly they heard voices a short distance away.

Jack took one step toward the clearing then stopped abruptly. It was the moonshiner’s camp. He pulled Billy Joe to the ground. “Shhhh.”

They edged forward on their hands and knees to peer out of the undergrowth. They lay very still.

There were two men wearing bib overalls with no shirt. One was barefooted and the other wore old army boots. They both wore straw hats with wide brims.

The older and fatter one took a pull on a moonshine jar and said, “This is as good of a run as we have ever made. We gonna make a ton of money on this one.”

“I’m gonna buy me a new Chevolay. They making them again now,” the younger and slimmer one said. “They look just like the 1941 Chevolay but they ain’t got no chrome a’tall. They put hard rubber wherever chrome was supposed to be.”

“Nah, I hear they got a waitin’ list to get a Chevolay or a Ford. I’m gonna get me a good used forty-one. They still got the chrome on them,” the fat man said as he turned to walk away.

Suddenly, Billy Joe felt something run up his leg inside his pants. “Snake!” he yelled, jumping up and screaming like a banshee on a dark night.

Jack felt his pulse race as he jumped up, grabbed Billy Joe and they took off running for the boat.

The two moonshiners looked stunned at first. They began to run in circles before one motioned toward their rickety old truck and they jumped in.

Jack and Billy Joe made it in a hurry to their boat. Billy Joe dropped the “snake” that turned out to be a lizard.

Not wasting a single moment, the boys pushed the boat off the sandbar and jumped in. Each boy grabbed a paddle and they started to paddle as fast as possible to get by the opening in the vegetation where the moonshiner’s camp was. They almost made it by but the little boat caught on something. They paddled harder but to no avail.

“What’s holding us?” Jack yelled.

“It’s something up here,” Billy Joe said, reaching into the water to try to feel the obstruction.

His hand hit a heavy cord that was taut. “It’s a setline or a trotline,” Billy Joe said.

“Cut it,” Jack yelled. “We gotta get out of here.”

Billy Joe reached for his hunting knife on his belt. He unsnapped it with his right hand and brought it around while his left hand held onto the heavy cord. He found the taut cord underwater with his knife blade. One slash and they broke free.

Just as the boat lurched forward, the two moonshiners ran up to the creek bank with rifles in hand.

“Y’all come back heah,” the big one yelled, “or I’m gonna shoot.”

Jack and Billy Joe had no choice. They were in a fast-moving stretch of the creek and they couldn’t have paddled back if they wanted to.

“Get down,” Jack yelled at Billy Joe.

They both lay down in the bottom of the high-sided boat, trying to get as thin as tissue paper.

A shot rang out. “Come back heah, I said,” the booming voice shouted.

The first shot hit the boat between the boys and high up on the side where it did no harm.

They made it around a bend in the creek, paddling as fast as they could, knowing their lives depended on it.

Through the leaves of the trees they watched as the moonshiners tried to run along the bank of the creek to catch the boat but the underbrush was too thick. They gave up and went back to their truck to figure out what to do.

Jack and Billy Joe let out the breath they’d been holding when they heard the moonshiners’ shouts of frustration as the undergrowth stopped them. They knew that they had gotten away for now.

“Is there any place that they can catch us if they take that old truck and drive down the creek further?” Billy Joe asked.

“You know these woods as well as I do. You tell me.” Jack’s voice cracked as he realized they still weren’t out of danger.

“Well, I was thinking about that old log bridge that somebody built over the creek about six or seven miles this side of Old Augusta Road.”

“Nah, that old bridge has been rotted out for years,” Jack said.

“Yeah, but I wasn’t thinking about the bridge, just the road leading up to it. It will be pretty grown up but it’s still there, I guess,” Billy Joe reckoned.

The boys exchanged glances as they heard the old pickup truck start up and drive away fast.

“That’s exactly what they’re trying to do, get to the old bridge before we do.” Panic swelled in Jack’s chest.

“Let’s paddle,” Billy Joe said, digging his paddle into the water.

Both boys paddled until they thought their arms would fall off. They both just knew that they were losing the race to the bridge and were prepared to jump out and swim if shots rang out when they got within sight of it.

“Here comes the bridge,” Billy Joe wheezed through lungs about to burst from the exertion.

“Any sight of them?” Jack said from equally winded lungs.

“Not yet, keep digging,” Billy Joe said.

Both boys heard the roar of the pickup truck coming from some distance down the old road.

“I think it’s quite a distance away,” Jack said. “I think we can make it before they get to the bridge.”

“Have your gun ready just in case,” Billy Joe said.

“You mean you would shoot them?” Jack asked, rather surprised. He hadn’t even considered shooting back. As a matter of fact, he had forgotten they had the guns.

As they neared the old bridge, they could hear the roar of the pickup, but because of the high bank on that side of the creek, they couldn’t see where it was.

From the time they had heard the truck, the boys had forgotten how tired their arms and shoulders were. They were digging in like the Yale racing team.

They went by the bridge area in a hurry but just as they got past it, they heard a booming voice. “Hey, y’all come back heah.”

They exchanged a quick glance then paddled faster.

Again, shots rang out, this time whizzing over the boys’ heads. They crawled lower in the boat.

The creek took a bend to the left in about fifty more feet. “Maybe the current will take us around the bend before they shoot us full of holes,” Jack said.

They heard the sound of the rifle. Crack—pause—crack—pause—crack—pause. Jack realized that only one of the moonshiners had a gun, and because the shots weren’t coming in more of a staccato, the one gun they had was a lever action. He had had to jack another shell into the chamber before he could fire again. That’s why the pauses.

“Point your rifle in their general direction and fire without exposing yourself,” Jack said.

“Why, we can’t hit ’em?” Billy Joe asked.

“Just do it!” Jack demanded.

Both boys held their guns up over the sides of the boat and fired in the general direction of the moonshiners. They had to manually reload after each shot but the frequency of shots fired at them decreased.

They rounded the bend and were safe again—at least for a while.

“We’ll be okay when we get to Old Augusta Road, won’t we?” Billy Joe asked.

“Not really,” Jack said. “We’ve been goin’ a lot faster than we meant to so my mom won’t be there. If we slow down and get there after dark, I don’t think my mom will scare those two away, do you?”

“What are we gonna do then?” Billy Joe whined.

“Assumin’ the moonshiners will try to beat us to Old Augusta Road bridge, I think the best thing we can do is get there as soon as possible—unless you want to try to paddle back upstream to the US11 bridge.”

“What good will it do to get to the Old Augusta Road bridge before them?” Billy Joe asked.

“First, we don’t have to go all the way to the bridge. We can stop about a quarter to a half mile from the bridge and pull the boat ashore. Then we’ll follow the game and hunter paths out to the road. If we get there before they do, we can set up some surprises for them.”

“How?” Billy Joe asked. “Their one gun is more than equal to our two pop rifles.”

“We can add surprise to that and don’t forget, I have the four-ten shotgun on my rifle,” Jack said with more confidence than he felt.

That positive tone seemed to pick up Billy Joe’s spirit. They were the good guys and the moonshiners were the bad guys and everybody who watches movies knows how that turns out. The good guys always win.

The boys resumed paddling, figuring they had about seven or eight miles to go to the bridge. They didn’t have to paddle as if someone was shooting at them anymore but they did need to keep up a steady pace. They rested one at a time and kept up a good speed.

The woods were different as they got closer to Old Augusta Road in the larger stands of trees. The undergrowth along the creek bank thinned out as the tall trees filtered out the sunlight, denying it to the smaller growth.

“We’re just about where we want to be,” Jack said softly, as if he could be heard by the moonshiners. “Let’s pull into this place on the left. We can pull the boat up under that clay bank and tie it to that tree limb. Take your gun and your shells only. We won’t need the other gear for a while. If you’re hungry, get something to eat now. We won’t be back for a while.”

Jack had assumed the command role and Billy Joe followed Jack’s instructions.

“Let’s go,” Jack said, moving off on a hunter’s trail leading toward the bridge.

After about fifteen minutes, Jack held up his hand to stop. He listened intently for the sound of the pickup or voices. Billy Joe was quiet for a change. No voices or sounds of the pickup were heard. They were ahead of the moonshiners.

“Okay, here’s what we’ll do,” Jack said. “You get in the ditch right over there.” He pointed to a deep place just south of the bridge.

“Where are you gonna be?” Billy Joe asked.

“I’ll be just a few feet from you,” Jack reassured him. “You take out the front tire on this side and I’ll take out the back tire on this side.”

“What do we do then?” Billy Joe asked. “You know they’ll jump out and get us—shoot us probably.”

“Nah. They won’t expect us to be ready for them,” Jack said. “They’ll hesitate for a few seconds, then they’ll get out to look at their tires.”

“Then they’ll shoot us,” Billy Joe said with more panic in his voice.

“Calm down,” Jack told him. “They won’t have time to shoot us. After you take your shot, you immediately jump up and run back into the woods. The minute you’re out of their sight, turn left, south, and go at least a quarter of a mile before you stop. I’ll be somewhere close to you then. We’ll go back out to the road, hide in the ditch and stop the first car or truck that comes by.”

“And where will the moonshiners be all this time?” Billy Joe wanted to know.

“They’ll still be searching the woods around the creek for us,” Jack explained. “They won’t realize that we’ve doubled back to the road.”

“What if I don’t hit the tire?” Billy Joe asked.

“One of us will hit one of the tires. You shoot the front one and I’ll shoot the back one so we will hafta get one of them,” Jack assured him. “If we don’t, run like the devil anyway. We can still make it.”

Billy Joe started to say something, but then clamped his mouth shut and just nodded.

They reached the bridge and walked across to the south side and a few yards further.

“Over here.” Jack pointed to the ditch on the side of the road where rushing water had washed out a niche and the weeds had grown over its edge.

Jack positioned Billy Joe in the ditch and made sure he couldn’t be seen from the road but still had a good, clear view of where the truck tires would be. He then positioned himself to see the same. They were not ten feet apart.

Jack talked to Billy Joe constantly while they were waiting for the truck to make sure he didn’t panic and run.

Soon, they heard the drone of a vehicle of some kind. Jack couldn’t say for sure if it was the old pickup but it did sound like it to him.

As the truck came into sight, Jack said, “This is it. Stay calm now and don’t forget to aim a little in front of where you wanna hit.”

The pickup slowed as it neared the bridge. The two moonshiners were looking in the woods for the boys and completely overlooked the ditch along the side of the road.

As the truck came close, both boys raised their heads enough to see the tires.

At the exact same moment, both boys fired and both tires went immediately flat.

Jack looked over at Billy Joe, whose mouth was hanging open in shock—he’d hit his mark.

Then the boys jumped up and ran into the woods as was planned.

The moonshiners got out of their truck and checked their tires. The fat one threw his hat on the ground in disgust.

“What do we do now?” the skinny one asked.

“We go into the woods and get ’em,” the fat one said. “We can catch two boys real easy. Besides, they got single shots and they didn’t have time to reload. We got a gun and they don’t.”

“Where in the woods?” slim asked.

“They’ll stick to the creek,” fatso answered. “They would be afraid not to. These are city young’uns.”

Both moonshiners moved off into the woods.

Jack and Billy Joe were now about a quarter of a mile south of the bridge.

Jack stopped and called out just above a whisper, “Billy Joe?”

To his surprise, Billy Joe answered in the same tone from about ten feet away. “Yeah, what?”

“Let’s go out to the road and find us a nest. There should be a car or a truck along soon.”

“I don’t know, there’s not more than ten cars or trucks by here in a day. I’m not sure one will be by before the moonshiners figure out what happened to them,” Billy Joe said.

“They’ll be in there ’til dark.”

“Listen,” Billy Joe said. “There’s a car coming.”

“I don’t hear it,” Jack said, straining to hear.

Then they both heard it. It was coming fast and it was a pickup truck.

“Be ready now,” Jack said excitedly. “We need to wave them down.”

When the truck got within about fifty yards, both boys jumped out on the road and started waving with both arms.

The truck immediately slowed, letting its own dust cloud catch up with it. It pulled up beside the boys and the man driving stuck his head out of the window and said, “What’s happenin’, boys?”

Jack told him about their hair-raising adventure in the swamp and explained how they had fooled the moonshiners into chasing them into the woods but had backtracked to the road.

“Get on the running boards, boys, and hang on,” the man said.

As they approached the south end of the bridge, the truck rolled to a stop and the driver and another man got out holding hunting rifles.

“This is my boy, John. He just got back from the Pacific. He was a marine,” the man said. “We’ll have a little discussion with these moonshiners.”

The man walked over to the moonshiners’ pickup and looked at the two flat tires. “You boys did that, huh?”

“Yes, sir,” Jack admitted.

“Good shots, boys,” he praised. “And you did it with those toy rifles. I’d say those were real good shots.”

Another shot rang out from the woods, hitting the side panel of the moonshiners’ truck.

“Take cover behind the truck, boys,” the man commanded, but they really didn’t need the urging. They moved.

“They’re not gonna come out on their own, Dad,” John said. “We’ll have to go in to get ’em.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” the man said. “We’ll run across the road and into the woods. You bear left and flank them. I’ll follow the creek. They only have one rifle so we should be able to get the drop on them somewhere.”
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