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      To Vonda,




      For her love, patience, and constant encouragement




      Proclaim this among the nations:




      Prepare for war!




      Rouse the warriors!




      Let all the fighting men draw near and attack.




      Beat your plowshares into swords




      And your pruning hooks into spears.




      Let the weakling say, “I am strong.”




      Joel 3:9–10
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        Road Trip




        Blame for all my trouble must fall squarely on the shoulders of my stepmother, Rita. In fairness to her, I have never quite decided if she was wicked or just weak. She married my father four years after my real mother died. I believe that Rita really loved my father, but she never seemed to like the lonely life of a Marine officer’s wife. One thing is certain though. She always hated me.




        Rita went through three bottles of beer before the notification team—a Marine chaplain and a young lieutenant—finished delivering the news that my father had been killed in action.




        My father had been a Marine aviator stationed at Wake Island, a tiny, worthless flyspeck of coral and sand located in the Pacific Ocean. After the Japanese destroyed the Pacific fleet at Pearl Harbor and occupied Guam, no one doubted that Wake Island would be their next target.




        There were about 450 Marines stationed on Wake, and it is part of the Leatherneck’s credo never to surrender a position without a fight. My father took off on the second day of the battle and found himself in the middle of a sky full of Japanese Zeroes. His body washed ashore during the night, and his buddies buried him in an unmarked grave.




        Rita really kicked her drinking into high gear as soon as the two officers left our apartment. She took her purse and left, to return fifteen minutes later with three bottles of cheap whiskey. I locked myself in my room and finally cried myself to sleep.




        I awoke the next morning to find my stepmother gone. She had packed my bag and left a sealed letter addressed to one Perry Lang Wallace, a Sunshine Bus Lines ticket to Peru Landing, and six dollars in cash, mostly in quarters and dimes. Rita also scrawled a note telling me to go to my grandfather’s ranch and she would send for me later. I never heard from Rita again.


      


    




    

      


    




    

      


    




    

      

        I locked the door behind me and hitchhiked down to the Marine recruiter’s office. We lived in Beaufort, South Carolina, near the Marines’ Parris Island recruit training center. I loved the village’s old houses, live oaks draped with Spanish moss, and the omnipresent smell of the sea. That day I hardly noticed them.




        A grizzled sergeant sat behind a battered, wooden desk, pouring rum from a brown paper sack into his morning coffee. He glanced at me with one bloodshot eye and then went back to shuffling papers and gulping his brew.




        I snapped to attention and barked in my deepest voice, “I’m here to join up.”




        The sergeant looked me up and down and burst out laughing. “Quit wasting my time,” he snorted. “The Corps ain’t that hard up yet.”




        “I want to join the Marines,” I repeated, but despite my best effort, my voice cracked a little.




        “How old are you, boy. Ten or twelve?”




        I resented that guess. I would turn fourteen in two days and thought of myself as almost a man.




        “I’m eighteen,” I lied.




        “Yeah, and I’m the Pope. Where are your mama and papa, boy?”




        After a little prodding, I spilled my guts. I told the sergeant about my father, how Rita had disappeared, and my burning desire to kill the Japs.




        “I knew your father,” he said, sadly shaking his head. “A good man, and a darn good Marine. Wait a few years, Harley Wallace, and you’ll make a fine Marine too.”




        The noncom pulled up a chair for me and dialed the phone. I knew he was talking to someone on the base at Parris Island, but I blocked out the conversation. I stared at posters of Uncle Sam and his courageous Leathernecks. I knew, that if given the chance, I could fight bravely too.




        The young Marine chaplain that I had met the previous day came to pick me up. He was rail thin, bald, and had the saddest face I have ever seen. The chaplain talked to me in a kindly way about God’s love and not giving in to hatred or despair as he drove me to the bus station. He seemed to be a good man, and meant well, but he may as well have been preaching to a rock. I was angry with God and Rita, filled with self-pity, and brimming over with a murderous rage towards the Japanese. Nothing on earth would stop me from avenging my father, I silently vowed.


      


    




    

      

        There must be a thousand small towns and crossroads between Beaufort, South Carolina, and Peru Landing, Florida. I started counting the number of times the bus stopped, but fell asleep sometime after we crossed the Georgia state line.




        At almost every stop, poor Southern families kept reenacting the same scene. A boy, eighteen or nineteen years old, would be standing by the side of the road, clutching a battered suitcase, tow sack, or grocery bag, solemnly shaking hands with his father while his mother stood off to the side crying. He was going off to be a soldier. A couple of times the young man looked older, wearing overalls, and holding tightly to a frightened young woman while a baby bawled in the dirt near their feet. I couldn’t help wondering how many of these young men would return to their families and their hardscrabble farms.




        My real troubles began shortly after the bus crossed over into Florida. There is a saying that “no good deed goes unpunished,” and I soon learned the truth of that old saw, in spades.




        At a crossroads between Jasper and Live Oak the bus stopped to take on a pregnant woman. Luggage jammed the aisle, and sweaty people occupied all the seats. She was a black lady, so state law required her to stand in the aisle, as close to the back of the bus as she could squeeze. She stood beside me as the bus clattered down the hard road, hanging onto the metal seat frame behind my head. She moaned in pain a time or two when the vehicle hit a bump, but said nothing. The further along we went, the more her legs wobbled. A few minutes of that convinced me that any minute she might topple over and deliver her baby right in my lap.


      


    




    

      


    




    

      

        I knew the rules, having been raised at military bases throughout the South. I just did not care. I rose and gently took her arm and guided her into my seat. She looked frightened for a moment or two and then managed a weak smile of appreciation.




        The white lady in the seat next to the window looked up at me, her face a mask of shock and disapproval. You could tell that she was torn between our Southern customs and sympathy for a suffering member of her gender. She finally turned her face to the window and pretended not to notice. Two young white men in the seat behind me swallowed hard a couple of times, but said nothing.




        An old woman, with a stringy neck and frizzy white hair, started all the trouble. She perched uncomfortably on an aisle seat right behind the bus driver. I had been watching her since she got on the bus in South Georgia. Anyone could tell by the way she acted that she had a screw loose. She kept jerking her head back every few minutes as if she were afraid that Death would sneak up on her and she could catch him in the act. Maybe just having so many men around terrified her.




        When she spotted the pregnant black lady in my seat her eyes flew open wide—first with surprise, and then with rage.




        “There’s a nigra in the middle section,” she yelled, leaning forward. “A nigra in the middle section!”




        The driver—a chubby fellow with a kindly face and wearing a sweat-stained Sunshine Bus Lines shirt—tried to calm her. He’d been watching the whole thing through his rearview mirror, and he had looked relieved when I seated the pregnant lady. I don’t think he relished the idea of delivering a baby on a hot, crowded bus by the side of the road. He said something to the frizzy-haired woman, but she started screeching that she would report him to the district office. I could tell that he was wasting his breath.




        In the end, bus rules and Southern tradition won out over simple common sense. He pulled the bus over to the side of the highway but left the engine running. Dodging the feet and baggage blocking the aisle, the driver stumbled back to where we sat and whispered something to the pregnant lady. With a look of resignation, she pulled herself up and resumed her position, clinging to the seat frame for support.


      


    




    

      

        He looked over at me, and said, “You come with me. I want to keep an eye on you.” He grabbed me by the shirt and dragged me to the front of the bus. He sent a tall young man, wearing a suit three sizes too small, back to my seat, and sat me down in the seat behind the frizzy-haired woman.




        “Now you behave,” he said, and went back to his seat.




        The frizzy-haired crone turned around and glared at me until the bus had gone a good two miles. I just sat there with a stupid grin on my face until she turned back around, mumbling something about “nigra-loving simpletons.” I wished I had a hammer, but since none was handy, I just slumped back in my seat and prayed for some other form of revenge.




        Preachers will tell you that God works in mysterious ways, but this time He outdid Himself.




        The driver had placed me on a bench beside a middle-aged fat man, who had slept through the entire little melodrama. A brown paper bag rested on his lap, containing the half-eaten remains of a meatloaf sandwich and some cookie crumbs. Several of the big Florida Charley roaches were busily harvesting the remains of the sleeping man’s lunch. I reached over to grab one. I intended to drop the creature on old frizzy hair’s lap as I got off the bus. Unfortunately, I missed my target, and the roach took wing, flying right down the neck of the old hag’s blouse.




        Well, you have never seen such an uproar. The old woman came unglued. She hopped to her feet like she had been jabbed with a hot poker. She screamed, she yelled, she flopped around and fell over a suitcase, falling face first on the floor. The battered piece of luggage popped open, and the frizzy-haired woman jumped up from the wreckage, with a pair of men’s drawers on her hands. Forgetting where she was, she began clawing buttons from her blouse, slapping at the roach, which had apparently headed south toward her girdle.



      


    




    

      


    




    

      

        A slack-jawed hick, sitting in the middle seats, laughed so hard he looked like he was about to burst a blood vessel. Turning to his seatmate, he yelled in a voice loud enough to be heard throughout the bus, “This beats that hoochie-koochie show we saw in Jacksonville!”




        The whole bus erupted in laughter. Caught up in the fun, I slapped my knee and laughed so hard I lost track of old frizzy hair. That was a serious mistake.




        The enraged hag had now forgotten about that Charley roach, but she had not forgotten about me. She came at my throat with those hawklike talons. I spotted her out of the corner of my eye and dodged to one side. She slammed past me and hit the sleeping fat man. He snapped awake to find a pair of underwear on his face and a crazed woman clawing at his eyes. Only half-awake, and confused by the noise and excitement, the fat man must have thought his wife had attacked him. He threw his arms over his face for protection and scrunched up against the bus window screeching, “My heavens Harriet, I ain’t been messing with no other women!” The men on the bus again roared with laughter.




        Old frizzy-hair had by now set her sights on me again, and she would probably have killed me if it had not been for the bus driver. He managed to pull the bus to the shoulder of the road and jumped between the old crone and me. “Get back in your seat,” he yelled at the woman, pushing her. “And for God’s sake, cover yourself up, lady.”




        Suddenly realizing that she was in a bus filled with leering men with an open blouse, she bent over in her seat, fumbled with her buttons, and wailed like she had been slapped.




        The driver grabbed me and my satchel, opened the door, and threw us both down by the side of the road. Pointing down the blacktop, he shouted, “Pentecost is a mile and a half down the road. You can catch another bus there. You ain’t going no further with me!”


      


    




    

      

        Before I could utter a word of protest, the bus doors slammed shut and I could hear the harried driver grinding gears to get the coach started. I was so mad I couldn’t see straight. I looked around, and since there is not a decent rock in that part of Florida, I grabbed a handful of clay clumps. I ran along the side of the departing bus, pelting the frizzy-haired woman’s window with dirt clods until I could no longer keep up.
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        Adventures in Petty Theft





        I stood in the dust by the side of the road feeling totally dejected and alone. Despite what the driver had said, I knew that the Sunshine Bus Lines people would never give me a second ticket. The driver’s report of the incident would label me a troublemaker. With the buses full of men going to join the armed services and me with no important relatives in the area, Sunshine could afford to ignore my demands for passage to Peru Landing. I had to face the facts. I was alone and friendless.




        From a big map I’d studied in the Macon bus terminal, I knew that Peru Landing is located near the center of the Wildcat Bay region on the Gulf of Mexico. (Wildcat Bay stretches south from where the peninsula juts away from the panhandle like the half-opened blade of a jackknife.) I reckoned my destination still lay about a hundred miles to the southwest. But I figured that when I found the right road, I could get most of the way to my grandfather’s ranch hitching rides with farmers and traveling salesmen. The rest of the way I would just have to walk.




        I decided to avoid town and headed south along a packed clay road. Most of the roads in Florida consisted of either packed clay or a pair of ruts worn through the sand and wiregrass by the weight of wagons and trucks. The state had managed to pave only a few of the main roads. The local people called these tire-destroying mixtures of tar and little granite stones “hard roads.” I knew that when I got south of Pentecost, I could just find a paved road heading southwest and start thumbing.




        A few widely scattered houses lined the road I chose. I hadn’t gone far when the wonderful smell of something baking stopped me dead in my tracks. I had last eaten at the Macon bus stop, spending twenty cents of my six-dollar stake on a handful of soda crackers, a wedge of dry, tasteless cheese, a candy bar, and a grape Nehi soft drink. That had been several hours before, and the smell of that pie caused my stomach to start growling and rumbling.


      


    




    

      


    




    

      

        Slipping off the road, I followed my nose. Picking my way through the thickets, it didn’t take me long to discover the source of that delicious scent. The odor came from a modern brick house, not very large or fancy, but neat and well kept. Around back, I spotted a cobbler sitting in the kitchen window, cooling. I took a quick look around. There seemed to be miles of woods stretching out in all directions behind the house. Enough leaves clung to the trees and bushes, even in January, to hide a lone boy and his pie.




        Stealing that pastry was the easiest thing I have ever done. First, I checked to make certain that the homeowner did not have a dog in the yard. Seeing none, I hopped that little waist-high picket fence, scampered up under the kitchen window, grabbed the pie, and ran like I had bloodhounds nipping at my heels.




        The gods of larceny seemed to be smiling upon me because just before I snatched the pastry, I heard a telephone ringing in the house. I figured I had at least ten or fifteen minutes to get away while the lady of the house gossiped with a neighbor. The entire theft took less than thirty seconds.




        I scampered through the woods for about two minutes before dropping down with my back to a big live oak tree. I dipped my fingers into the hot goo and started stuffing it into my mouth. The cobbler tasted great, and within five minutes I had wolfed it all down. I leaned back against that oak for a minute to savor the warm feel of a full belly and a successful venture into the world of petty theft.




        “You ain’t having a very good day, are you kid?” a rough voice drawled.




        I jumped up, planning to dash off into the woods. The voice, now icy cold, stopped me dead in my tracks.




        “Don’t do it kid! Don’t make me shoot you in the leg.”




        I turned around slowly. The man stood there, whip thin, sad-eyed, with a droopy handlebar mustache, leaning heavily on a cane. Pinned to his shirt was a badge. It read: “Bullock County Sheriff.” In his hand he carried a pistol, cocked and ready to fire. It read: “Smith and Wesson.”


      


    




    

      


    




    

      

        The whole situation suddenly seemed so stupid.




        “Someone called the police over a pie?” I asked in disbelief.




        “I said you ain’t having a real lucky day. You should not have stolen my pie.” He laughed, but the sound revealed little hint of good humor. “My wife cooked it for our anniversary supper.”




        He handcuffed me and took me to his house. His wife stood in the kitchen door, obviously concerned. She was a plump lady, about the lawman’s age, dressed in a simple cotton dress and an apron. She wore glasses. A happy smile of relief played across her face when she saw her hero returning with the dangerous criminal in tow.




        The sheriff became a completely different person around her. He obviously adored her and could not look at her without smiling like a lovesick puppy. It was disgusting.




        While Anne McCully, as she introduced herself, peeled more apples and talked to me about the secrets for making a great pie, the sheriff went through my valise. When he got to the sealed letter Rita had written, he looked at me and said, “Perry Lang Wallace?”




        “He’s my grandfather,” I replied.




        “He know you’re coming for a visit?”




        “I don’t think so,” I replied. Which was true. I doubted that Rita had had the nerve to call him, and I knew that the Marines would stop with notification of next of kin. They would naturally assume that Rita would contact the rest of the family.




        “Maybe you better tell me your story,” he said.




        So I told him and his wife about how my father had been killed at Wake Island, how my stepmother had left me, why the driver had thrown me off the bus, how I started walking to Peru Landing, and finally, how I had snitched the pie. I threw in a couple of times how I had been dizzy with hunger at the time I gave into temptation, and even tried to sound contrite about stealing their pie.


      


    




    

      

        Mrs. McCully cried softly when I finished, but I could tell that I had failed to convince the sheriff of my innocence. It’s funny how that works. Boys lie, but I could usually convince my women teachers in Beaufort if I made my lips quiver like I was about to cry. Old Mr. Owens, my only male teacher, would not believe me if I said the sun set in the west.




        Sheriff McCully gave me that sarcastic smile again. “Well, I guess I was more right than I knew about you having a run of bad luck. My neighbor made a telephone call to warn me that he had seen a young hooligan skulking around my back yard.” He laughed at the irony of the situation, but I felt pretty steamed at his enjoyment of my misery.




        To show how little he trusted me, he cuffed me to his refrigerator door. I found his lack of faith so disturbing that I tested the weight of the appliance a couple of times to see if I could move it. It was a useless gesture. I would have had three hernias before I even got it to the kitchen door.




        Sheriff McCully and his wife spent a long time in their living room. I could hear them mumbling, but could not make out what they said. The sheriff turned the crank of the telephone a couple of times, but I had no idea whom he called or why.




        Anne McCully came back in the kitchen while her husband made his calls. She did not share what they said, but she smiled and winked at me as she began putting the finishing touches on supper. That relieved my mind somewhat. Her friendly manner seemed designed to assure me that whatever happened, I had a friend in my corner.




        I celebrated the couple’s anniversary meal with them. I felt certain it was Mrs. McCully’s idea. I had not noticed any pictures of children in any part of the house I had seen, and I wondered if Anne had found a way to enjoy what nature had denied her—if only for a little while.




        I dug into that supper of roast beef, mashed potatoes, cooked carrots, green beans, corn bread, and sweet tea with gusto. I even forced myself to down a healthy wedge of apple pie, just to be polite.


      


    




    

      


    




    

      

        As I finished dessert, a deputy arrived. He was an old man, unshaven and wearing that same hangdog, defeated look I had seen when sharecroppers came to town. He wore overalls, with his star pinned to the bib.




        Anne McCully kissed my cheek and whispered for me not to worry, and then the deputy put me in the back of a battered, black Ford. Some semi-literate flunky had stenciled the words “Bulloc County Sherif” on the side of the car in blue paint.




        The deputy said nothing to me during the trip to the jail. He spent the time busily working on a huge cud of chewing tobacco and dripping the juices in a coffee cup that rested on the seat between his legs. Several of my father’s old Marine buddies chewed tobacco, but they swallowed the juices. I have never seen anything as disgusting as the old lawman’s dip-chew-spit routine.




        We parked at the back of the courthouse in front of a heavy steel door. The silent deputy knocked on the door with the butt of his shotgun. Almost immediately, a portal flew open, and a hard-looking man with close-cropped hair stared at us for a second. He didn’t speak, but soon the jail door swung open to let us in. The gatekeeper looked a lot like a bull—squat, heavy, and muscular. He didn’t even wait for us to enter before he retreated to a small wire cage where he had a cup of steaming coffee and a Western novel.




        A narrow walkway led to the second floor, which housed the sheriff’s office and the cellblock. I lugged my satchel up the steep stairs until the silent deputy and I reached the landing. The sheriff’s office faced the stairs, and a heavy wooden desk sat in front of the doors. During the workday, a deputy would have been on duty to screen the sheriff’s visitors and check people visiting prisoners for weapons.




        To the left was a row of eight cells. Bright lights shown down the hallway of the cellblock, and I could see and hear the prisoners. Two were obviously drunks. One man crouched on his hands and knees retching into a slop jar. The other tunelessly mumbled the words to a church song.


      


    




    

      

        The third prisoner was a skinny black youth, not much older than me. He wore tattered pants and a work shirt. His face, arms, and feet were badly scratched as though he had been dragged through a briar patch. He stared straight ahead with blank, defeated eyes.




        The silent deputy saw me looking at the young prisoner.




        “Chicken thief,” he said by way of explanation, and spat at a cuspidor leaning against the cellblock door. Part of the brown glob missed the brass jug and splattered down the hallway between the cells. None of the prisoners seemed to notice.




        I dreaded spending the night in one of those cells. The bright lights would shine in my eyes, and the smell strangled me, even from the landing. The barred rooms seemed cold and alien. The cells had no mattresses, with only a single, thin blanket serving as a bed.
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