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Old Thomas, Mammyrosy, Reddaddy, Annie Mae Oliver, Troy Finley, Nutie, and our beloved Georgiana Finley—some of them are characters in South of Everything, but they are also real people who taught me how to love, Jesus-style. They have met their maker and have no more sorrow or pain. But I never go a day without thinking of one or more of them. I’ve written this novel as a tribute to these angels who filled my home with gospel tune and prayer as they cared for me and my children, and maybe still do—and who placed solidly in me the cornerstone of my faith, without even knowing it.

I hope all my African American friends can read this novel without pain, as its only intention is love. Only love. It records the way things were in the 1940s and ’50s, with apology for the bad parts—the disrespect—that still stumble around, nipping at justice’s heels. I use the language that stays in my memory, because that is what was and we cannot wipe it out as if it never existed. Bear with me, because this is truth from a privileged young girl’s point of view. It was real to her, though it came to good only when she was ordained, at fifty-six, to Holy Orders of the Anglican Episcopal Church in Uruguay.

The story is of a time that has gone, that doesn’t exist anymore. It was a time of innocence when we young’uns didn’t know that what we were doing was degrading and awful, because it was the way things were. For a child, it was a time of learning about trust and creativity and vision. It was a time when a special young girl got acquainted with her spirit and her possibilities. This didn’t necessarily come from her parents. It came from those around and behind, “the help,” who took care of her without getting the credit.

It was a time before the social and political change in the early ’40s, on the front end of freedom and the back end of slavery, when things were coming up that had to be done away with but weren’t finished yet—and that’s where I am taking you, reader, to know what it was like when a child begins to see the differences and discrepancies in life. For Missy Sara, it was a time of discovery of what was laid out before her, as she grew aware that things were not so rosy underneath as above.

I am weary of the cruelty and bitterness and injustice still proffered by my own race. I’m tired of jump-start conclusions and prejudices. I hate that children, who are so open and innocent and wanting to love and to give and to know, cannot because they are stuck in an environment where so many limits and so much hatred are instilled in them that they all grow in the wrong direction. We have to be careful that religion doesn’t do that to us as well, make us all grow in one direction, as one trunk with no branches—because with no branches, there is no fruit.

There are lots of roads to God, and some of us have to go the long way, the rough way, the tragic way to get there, but God never told us that we couldn’t or shouldn’t or wouldn’t. We must all be prodigal sons or daughters, and when I see these better-than-thou fundamentalists who get their spirituality by criticizing and condemning others, I am ashamed we are preaching the same Word.

And for now, with hopes I hug in my heart, I wait for that day when I can be with all these beloved people again and they will show me the green pastures where they have escaped pain, evil, and injustice, because God, in his abundant grace, has wiped it all away.



I
Lifting Up
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One
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In West Tennessee God forgot his geography. Decades past an earthquake caused the Mississippi River to flow backward and form a lake called Reelfoot. That’s all we got. No Smoky Mountains in this part of the state. No table-flat buttes. No skyscrapers. Only the Mississippi chewing its way along the border like an old timer working the tobacco stuffed in his gums. Settlements that imbibed the muddy juice along the river were about as tangy as the brown banks, and people seemed to want to keep it that way—quiet and out of harm’s way, or covered if harm got in the way. Waiting for disaster. Fending it off by doing nothing.

Germantown, where our family lived, on the southeast side of Shelby County, carried on this pace, away from urban Memphis, near where Wolf River set free from the Mississippi. Germantown had less roll than the railroad tracks that passed through it, and the soil was poorer than the rich Delta lands below the riverbanks. The hills weren’t as adamant in their lifting up as the rest of Tennessee, kind of like an illegitimate landscape born of its neighbor states but cut out because it had to be somewhere to hold up all those trees, Herefords, hogs, horses, cotton bales, and unpainted sharecropper houses. Farms backed into each other. Only tornado warnings twirling over from Arkansas charged up the atmosphere, but no one panicked, trusting in the famous Memphis bluffs, humps of hills along the river that old-timers swore clipped the tornado’s tail so it jumped over Shelby County.

This was dull country out here, unpestered by progress. Still safe. People behaved. Everyone knew his place, his role in a situation. Nothing much went on, and if it did, everyone knew about it. Germantown was not a town of Germans. In fact, it changed its name to Nashoba during the World War. Nashoba was an old Indian name for “wolf”, probably Chickasaw. But this wasn’t a town of Indians either. What did we know of Indians? Indians lived out West and held rain dances, wore feathers and moccasins, and showed up in Lone Ranger comic books as villains. When I was ten I got a crush on an Indian, a wrangler at a dude ranch out in Colorado where our family went summers. Neal Ride the Wind, he was, with long black hair under his Stetson, every strand in place as if just brushed, moving like a curtain over his lemon-colored slicker as he brought up the guests’ horses. Back then I was just a pudgy nuisance who could sit a horse pretty well, Western shirt barely snapping across my jelly-roll midriff, shapeless jeans, cuffs turned up off the ground.

But home was Germantown, and in the ’40s, when I grew up there, Germantown was Deep South, not Indian Country—but an uneventful, unincorporated town of insignificant people, tractors taking up half the narrow roads, big farms, rolling grass every whichaway, a “for whites only” county high school with yellow buses, plenty of wood shacks and barns, and a few stately old homes left over from pre–Civil War fancy. There were probably more colored people than white living in the country. Rich white folks had big houses mostly in town. On plantations the houses were colonial style, with portico porches from which there was a view, while colored people had unpainted porches lifted off the ground by bricks stacked under the four corners to keep out floodwater and rats. Hound dogs and sneaky snakes slept under the crooked open-air porches, unraveling screen doors banged listlessly in the breeze, and early Maytag washers rested in the front yard. Hound dogs welcomed visitors, their heads drooped knee level, anticipating an ear-pull. They howled if you played on a piano.

Poor white folks lived like that, too, people like Mr. Hugh and his family, who took care of the cows on our farm. Sons had BB guns and played football, tinkered with dead automobiles, and took girlfriends over the state line to Hernando, Mississippi, to get married. B-Budd Hugh was one of my first friends.

We lived in one of those big houses, and we knew colored people better than most because they lived next to or with us on our farms. The farm men got up at dawn, hooked up the mules, drove the feed from pasture to pasture no matter if there was rain or sleet or snow, sort of like the postman. The women rocked us from the cradle and arranged us for getting married and cooked the biscuits Daddy wanted every night for dinner. The men wore white coats to serve dinner, and the women washed and folded our delicate underwear and changed the sheets every other day. They inherited our unwanted clothes and broken toys—not the fine things, which Mother sent to the Junior League. Their children conspired with us to throw baby pigs out of haylofts to see if they bounced and then fled with us from the angry farm manager so as not to get killed. They galloped bareback with us on the walking horse and played war with us by the old ponies in the pastures.

They called me Missy Sara, and they called my brother Master Robertelee, even when we were children. Never first names alone. Daddy called them “the help,” and Mother called them “the servants.” From childhood I guessed they were ours because they were always there, polishing up the house so it was a showpiece. When I was two and three, I knew if I stood at the top of the stairs and yelled, “Yeh-Yeh, come get me,” the butler whose name was Willie would soon have me up in his arms and tote me to the bottom of the stairs.

Like the servants at the big house, where things were nicer, the farm help’s life seemed to begin and end where they worked. The old men hardly scattered from the farm because it was a long walk to anywhere, and weekends they walked to church or to a mule race where they could win silver dollars, or maybe they’d go down to Hoppers’ for fried chitlins and marshmallowed sweet potatoes, which kind Mrs. Hoppers prepared with great skill. Old men poked along on foot at the edge of rut-filled Stout Road, ambling in slow motion, dark apparitions dressed in layers of caramel brown or parson black, even on the hottest days, often a thick stick in hand, a tow sack over the shoulder, a hat on the head, going to or coming from in the same manner so the footpaths were worn like cattle trails. The kids rode thin bicycles or an unkempt pony.

But before the farm, when I was six and we still lived at my grandfather Reddaddy’s mansion on South Parkway, I dressed in my favorite pink pinafore with the bibbed front that barely covered my chubby chest one Easter morning and waited impatiently for Mother to get ready for church. She was taking a long time, so I went out to the barnyard, where our twin goats, Custard and Pudding, lived with my Shetland pony, Penny. When I walked in, Penny, her teeth almost as big as her hooves, gave my shoulder a nip, and then she shook her head with its golden mane and reared up to put her hooves on the fence. A loud whinny and a few nose blows, and she stood on her hind legs for a few seconds before going back down. She did that only for me. I knew she was a trick pony because of that. But no one believed me when I told them. For my birthday parties Penny, on her best behavior, was hitched to the six-seat wicker cart to give my guests with balloons tied to their wrists a ride around the front driveway. Most of the time I wasn’t allowed to ride her unless Old Thomas wasn’t busy. I was only allowed to feed her sugar cubes, which she nudged off my flat hand. So I wanted to go find Thomas. I thought he must be picking strawberries for our cook Mammyrosy’s shortcake, but before I could, Mother yelled for me to come get in the car.

I turned and ran toward her call, and that’s when I tripped and fell hard on the gravel driveway. The hurt wasn’t too awful, but three rocks stuck in my knee. I cried, and when I got to the car, I told Mother what had happened. She didn’t believe I was wounded. No one did, because no one could see the rocks lodged under the skin and my knee wasn’t bleeding. Besides, we were late, and Mother was in a big rush to get us to Sunday school, so she ordered me to quit fussing and get in the car.

When I told Robertelee about the rocks he said if I kissed my knee, they would go away. So that day when we got home I looked at my knee in the mirror and watched those rocks glistening deep under the skin. I realized there was no way I could kiss my knee. I could only push my finger in and out on the triangle. Those rocks felt like hard candy in the bottom of my Christmas stocking. Day after day I studied them and pushed at them, and when I was fiddling with the rocks, I’d get a fizzy sensation that I was being lifted up.

At that age I didn’t know if it was magical or spiritual or what that sensation was. I couldn’t evaluate it then. But I promise you, this is true: when no one was around, I could fiddle with those rocks and then I could float down the grand curving staircase of the big house. If I whispered, “Lift me up, Lord,” He’d do it. He’d lift me up. I could think where I wanted to be, and a moment later I’d be there. At the top of the grand front steps, my feet would hover a shoe’s length off the first step and I’d drift slowly, in vertical fashion, from the top step to the safety of the bottom one. The sensation felt as smooth and delicious as ice-skating on a cold day.

Sometimes in the night, while I slept with my cat Flossie, the rocks in my knees stung, and I was sure the bogeyman was chewing on my toes. I didn’t want to look to see if he was. If my covers were on, I was safe and the bogeyman would get bored and go bother my brother in his room. But during restless nights, a scary dream began in me. In that same pink pinafore and with my rock-filled knee leaking blood, I had to run in curves around the tall oak trees as I tried to dodge red Chevrolets aiming to run directly over me. I hid behind the thinner elms or turned sharply in narrow triangles around the poplars, feeling wise that I knew metal cars couldn’t bend around trees, and then, exhausted, I stretched out on the ground as flat as possible in my roundness, so wheels could pass by on either side of my body without the belly of the car scraping my stomach.

Of course, I didn’t tell anyone except Old Thomas about these things. Old Thomas was the colored man my grandfather Reddaddy had brought up from one of the cotton warehouses, and he was magical. He could analyze just about anything. Old Thomas knew so many stories I just wanted to be around him all the time. He knew that the inside of people didn’t always tell the outside. Many people came to him for advice. He never admitted to any powers because once the police hauled him off, and he didn’t want that to happen again. Maybe he really was a healing man, but he just wouldn’t practice on people who particularly wanted to be practiced on. He practiced on whatever was closest at hand. Old Thomas had a special way with animals, especially those with religious potential. He taught a dozen pink and black pigs how to pray before they dove into their evening meal, and he taught chickens how to squat down over their legs for an epistle reading and sit still until it was over, and dogs wandered along behind him so that he might have picked up a whole congregation of them by the time he got a short piece down the road. Mother thought it was strange how the dogs that usually try to bite colored people loved Old Thomas. Maybe it was because he hummed like an icebox or a summer ceiling fan. When things were quiet, it was the hum you picked up. Old Thomas even hummed when he was serving and it wasn’t proper to speak, like at dinner when he passed the lady peas mounded up in silver dishes. It bothered my mother to have to put up with his humming. But she couldn’t get rid of Old Thomas because Reddaddy had made an agreement with Daddy that Old Thomas would be there with us all his life. And that he’d be safe. Daddy knew some secrets that Mother didn’t, so she simmered a bit in being left out. “Thomas is doing that humming stuff again,” she’d complain, returning from the kitchen to the den, where the sound of Vaughn Monroe came out of the record player. She’d be hoping to get sympathy from Daddy, who kept his eyes focused on the Zane Grey western he was reading.

“Whenever he gets like that, nothing gets done,” Mother said into space. She was never satisfied with “the help,” even though most stayed with us until death. And she had no patience with burning religion. If anyone got religious inspiration during work hours, it stirred her nerves.

“Is he going into a trance again?” Mother asked Mammyrosy, who was beating the cream for prune whip.

“Dunno, Miz Lucy,” Mammyrosy replied, the muscles in her walloping arm like knots in a seaman’s rope. Mammyrosy wasn’t getting into anybody’s debt. She had a tendency to nap when Old Thomas hummed, and when dinner was all ready to be served, the turnip greens and corn pudding and squash casserole pierced at right angles by the oversize serving spoons so Mother would have no problems with the first serving, Mammyrosy rested in her metal chair in the corner and fell asleep sitting up. Automatically at 6:00 p.m. her eyes snapped open, and Old Thomas would quell his humming and go announce that dinner was served.

Now and then Mammyrosy wore a long white cotton dress and white beret to work; this outfit signified that she was going to the meeting of her Salvation Sisters group at the Coloreds Methodist Episcopal Church after she tidied up. Mammyrosy, too, had “experiences” with the Lord, but they were quieter than Old Thomas’s and pretty much hers alone. When she got into a state of vision, she’d just close her eyes and beat whatever batter she was mixing even faster.

“I don’t know why you all have to do these things right at dinnertime,” Mother mumbled, pushing out the swinging door as she left the kitchen.

I figured Mother was disturbed that she couldn’t order around the time and place of Jesus’s activities, which seemed to have a priority around dinnertime. Or maybe she was disturbed because Old Thomas had a white eye that had been turning whiter and whiter lately and looked like the star opal one of Daddy’s friends brought back from the war in India. You never knew where Old Thomas was looking, but he could see clearer than a dog’s scent, and I always knew when he was looking at me, because when he was, I felt warm.

Even before I told him, Old Thomas knew things. I often passed my secrets on to him. He could spot a miracle from any distance and tell if it was real or fake, and when I told him about the dream, he claimed it had something to do with those rocks in my knee. He said my knee had snagged the three spots off the devil’s dice, the kind we used playing board games but a more powerful version because they were red with brown spots. I couldn’t figure out what the devil’s red dice were doing in my grandfather’s gravel driveway. Old Thomas didn’t go into detail. But he did promise one day the devil would get his comeuppance and wouldn’t win any more games.

On Sundays the population of Germantown swelled with Sunday drivers from Memphis looking for an outing or a good barbecue sandwich, because Germantown was home to the best barbecue pit in the country. Bozos, it was called, ten miles down Highway 61 from our farm. Barbecue lovers drove the twenty miles out of town for good pulled-pork barbecue sandwiches and a slab of ribs. Barbecue was born out of a way to make cheap, fatty meat edible, complimenting the laid-back lifestyle of these parts. Slide a pig’s thigh on an iron grate, turn it every now and then, slop it with a sauce that stung with vinegar. This land I came from was a land where violence was turned deep into the soil, but no one dared bring it up except in whispers at Bozos. Bozos was an enigma. Besides being home to the best barbecue in the country, it was also its own sort of church where ideas got disturbed in conversation. Pull open the door, and be assured your spirit would soon be saved.

Two aged sisters, Miss Irma and Miss Lulu, with overbleached blond hair and aqua-blue eye shadow, ran Bozos on an old family recipe, a secret they planned to take to the grave with them, so we had to eat it while we could. Miss Irma looked like she was the barbecue taster, big and buxom in her spotty white apron over a flowered dress, and Miss Lulu was skinny. She always wore a green bow in her hair and green socks with her sandals because they matched her green apron with its big pockets. My Reddaddy went to Bozos so much he should have owned the place, and some days Old Thomas went along to visit with the sisters, too. But Reddaddy and County Sheriff Ferget met there every week, and sometimes on Sundays when Reddaddy could sneak away from the big house. For me it was the forbidden place I had to get to. Mother got upset when Reddaddy took me there and fed me pork barbecue. Pork was unkempt for a proper young girl, she said. And all that sauce, too messy for good manners. But besides the Lolololo tree, Bozos was one of my favorite places in the world, and Old Thomas and Reddaddy were my favorite people.



Two
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Most of the adventures of my youth happened in the back pasture of Wild Grass Farm. It stood out for its white fences, six boards each panel, that lined the pastures for miles and miles. In those years we were probably the only ones in Germantown who could afford the paint to have so much fence, and the white brick horse barn as long as a train tunnel. The stalls were so large they could house the Budweiser Clydesdale horses and have space left over. And best of all, on that farm was the tree way out in the back pasture. Old Thomas showed it to me and Robertelee, and right away we knew it was special. It was a tree that put doubts in you right away whether it really was a tree. Could have dropped out of the sky. Could have come up from China, which, we were told, was below us on the other side of the world. It was not an ordinary tree. It didn’t fit a name. But whenever we were there, it shimmered with life and stood as tall as a smokestack with white smoke rings formed by clouds surrounding the top. When we walked away a few feet to leave it for a while, it was invisible. It didn’t even peek above the weeds and the footprints of our arrival path disappeared. Without Old Thomas, we couldn’t even find it.

Old Thomas called his magical tree the Lolololo.

Robertelee, being quite a bit younger than me, didn’t understand mystery. Whenever we went out to the tree he just went along to play cowboys or swords or to squash bugs, and if he even saw what I saw, he didn’t analyze it as odd or magical. But it was different for me. I could tell you a thousand tales that came from that tree, tales so odd it would disturb the mind of the sane. You wouldn’t believe a word of it, but to me that tree was the most real thing in my life. It was wiser than teachers and priests and parents. When you looked at that tree, stories came at you like crystal chips fractured in a strange kaleidoscope. When you peeked through the turning hole, you could not stop looking because there was so much curiosity, so many stories born out of gesticulating stones. It harbored a whole zoo of animals inside it, and on the leafless branches Old Thomas hung straw baskets and built hay nests for wounded birds who could stay there while healing. And there were underground quarters for snakes who could slide in through O-holes to escape the sun. Old Thomas stroked those snakes and talked to them in a hum.

“What’s ‘Lolololo’ mean, Old Thomas?” I asked. He didn’t answer in answer style. He just hummed lalalalolololalolalolalo without making much noise. Nothing could explain it. There was no other tree of miracles and visions on Earth like it. And Old Thomas said his instinct for snake helping came from his heritage in Africa, where snakes were treated with respect.

On humid summer days, whenever we ate dinner on the screened-in porch, Daddy swatted irritating flies with a flyswatter. When he got one, he’d say, “And another redskin hit the dust,” and Robertelee and I would giggle. Daddy seemed to enjoy his fly kill, but he wouldn’t kill anything else. Not even a quail in hunting season. And then, after dinner was served, Old Thomas, still in his white serving jacket, a broom and scoop in hand, went out to the porch and gathered up the dead fly bodies and put them in a tiny flower-printed cotton sack, a sack like women used for collecting smells. The corpse of a big fat horsefly was particularly rewarding. Then afterward he’d carry them to the Lolololo for his snake visitors, who considered them candy.

The Lolololo had a trunk so fat we didn’t have a measuring tape on the farm that’d fit around it. The bark was practically white and generally smooth, but growing straight on the trunk were tiny red stems like painted fingernails. Old Thomas called these “beechos.” I never knew if they were bugs or baby buds. Occasionally he’d rub his hand gently over the bark and end up with a pile of beechos in his hands, and he’d reserve these in his pocket to take out to Bozos. “Beechos is good eating,” Old Thomas said, and for that day the bark of the Lolololo tree would be absolutely smooth. But when we returned the next day or the next, new little red stems would have popped up.

I never saw beechos anywhere else, and over the years, the Lolololo tree lost most of its branches, if it ever had them in the first place. What was left, trunk and branches, formed a cross, and in the armpits of the cross were pink and white leaves like giant four-leaf clovers, each petal indented with a reddish-brown spot. Fingering a leaf like a new note, Old Thomas said, “These dog leaves carry on dem petals the very memory of Jesus. See those spots of blood? They come from his feet and hands and head. The Lolololo sympathizes because Jesus hung on one of its brother dog trees on the mount of Golgotha.”

Old Thomas just plain understood dog leaves. He collected them and dried the flattened shapes out in a hammock contraption strung between two old, useless fence posts where the sun could get at them. When all the life juice had been sunburned out, the leaves became not shriveled-up knots like raisins, but smooth, white communion wafers that looked like the flat four-petaled flowers I drew in kindergarten. And even though you won’t believe this, Old Thomas said that on portentous days he’d break up the dog leaves to sprinkle into his barbecue sauce, the special one he prepared with Miss Lula and Miss Irma. Old Thomas’s dog leaves mixed with the sisters’ secretly marinated beechos was offered up at Bozos only on Sundays and only to Old Thomas’s brothers and sisters of salvation after a particularly powerful church meeting full of hollering, chanting, and conversations with the Holy Ghost. Especially if someone had been lifted up in feeling the Lord’s presence.

“For then the heavens will open up with a mighty chorus of angels,” Old Thomas explained to me. I could see he was elated, satisfied in his assurance, his voice soft and firm, his eyes closed like window shades. “The Lord loves lifting up spirits.”

In the big house, upstairs, overlooking the pastures and the magnolia trees, Mother had a dressing room separate from her bedroom and bath. Every afternoon about four o’clock she sat in that room, getting ready for Daddy’s arrival home from the office. It was one of those places she often said to me, “Don’t bother me now. I’m getting fixed up for Daddy,” and she’d always change her shoes and put on her highest heels. One day, as she was puffing powder on her high cheekbones, I walked in and asked her what a portentous day was. She said she didn’t know, and she asked me where I’d heard that word.

I didn’t want to tell her about Old Thomas and the beechos, so I just said, “Oh, nowhere. It just came up in my mind,” and I thought about running out of there. There were lots of doors for different reasons at our house—it was a big white house, with wings and columns and a portico porch for looking across all the land Daddy owned.

“You sound just like the servants,” Mother said. “I don’t know why we pay to send you to private schools if you haven’t learned to talk any better than that.” She was having trouble drawing on her lipstick and dealing with me at the same time, but I was glad for the distraction.

Robertelee and I never told Mother when we were going to the back pasture, or even that we went there at all. Still, I knew she had an inkling that when we weren’t in the house, we were following Old Thomas around, just like Reddaddy’s hound dog, Frightnin’, did, and she always asked why in the world we followed him around. She’d say, “It’s downright embarrassing,” and I always answered her the same way when she said that. “Just because,” I’d say, because back then I didn’t really know why myself. I just knew I wanted to.

“I think you’ve been reading too many Richard Halliburton books,” Mother said just as I ran out of the room. Richard Halliburton was an adventurer from Memphis who copied George Mallory, a man who got killed climbing Mount Everest; he copied brave people like Amelia Earhart and Lowell Thomas, too. I loved his books, but Mother hoped I wasn’t planning to be an adventuress.

I always told her I just might, and sometimes, when she wasn’t looking, I set her high-heeled shoes up in a row, like I set up my Madame Alexander dolls, and hoped I wouldn’t have to wear Mother’s shoes when I got older. I thought I’d rather be a nun and heal lepers in Africa like Audrey Hepburn did in The Nun’s Story, a movie I’d watched with Daddy—and that I loved.

I also thought I was old enough not to always need permission to do things on the farm, so I kept things from Mother. Besides, she was usually at the Junior League doing volunteer service or at the country club playing tennis. Mammyrosy kept her notified of where we were except when we were at the Lolololo tree, because we didn’t tell Mammyrosy when we went there either. Oh, from the upstairs window in the big house Mother could see the back pasture, but she never spoke about a tree out there. I guessed when she saw us running through the pastures, she assumed we were going to our secret hideout in the yearling pasture near the front of the farm, where a grove of pine trees surrounded a gully like useless columns on a temple ruin.

Sometimes I’d go there and make house layouts with sticks and invent furniture from pine needles and cones. I’d pretend to be married with children, even though I had to play alone. Sometimes green snakes visited and I rested pennies on their backs. They’d carry them, like waiters, from one room to the other. If I was caught where I wasn’t supposed to be, I ended up being spanked by Daddy for making unwise decisions, but that didn’t stop me from doing it again.



Three


[image: images]

There was one thing for sure: we did have some strange people on our farm. Daddy had to hire the most difficult workers because no one else would have them and Reddaddy would feel sorry for them and insist they work on Wild Grass Farm. That’s how they found Mr. Hugh.

Mr. Hugh was mean. Cows liked him, but not much else did. He wasn’t friendly with anyone, like he had something to hide and was afraid someone would catch him at it if he gave them more than a couple minutes of his time. I think Mr. Hugh hated everything except T-Royal Rupert the Forty-Ninth, Reddaddy’s prize bull, the one he purchased at a cattle auction. T-Royal was big and fat, with curly red-and-white hair and polled horns rounded off so they wouldn’t spear someone to death. When Mr. Hugh talked about that bull, he lit up like a streetlight, and Reddaddy always said it was T-Royal that lured Mr. Hugh to the farm. He had raised that bull from a calf and wouldn’t part from it, so before he knew how Mr. Hugh behaved, Reddaddy asked him to come manage the cattle he and Daddy were accumulating.

Since Mr. Hugh was in charge of the whole herd of Hereford cattle at Wild Grass Farm, his family got to live in the manager’s white clapboard house down by the front gate of the farm. It was that house we passed whenever we drove the long drive, past the barns and pastures, all the way up to the big house. My brother and I weren’t allowed to go farther inside Mr. Hugh’s house than that front porch, because he didn’t like us children to be around. On hot days he let us sit on the porch to keep away from the stingers, and that’s where we played with his boys, B-Budd and his little brother, Bummer. I think Bummer’s real name was Drummond, but I was never sure. All I knew was that something was wrong with him, because he couldn’t walk like other kids his age.

But Robertelee and I were drawn to B-Budd, especially because he raised rabbits: white ones, gray ones, blue ones, brown ones, speckled ones, bunches of them crowded up like fur muffs in corners of cages atop tall wooden legs. I loved to punch my fingers through the chicken wire and touch their fuzz. Their long ears lay flat on their backs, and their noses jerked up and down like they itched and couldn’t scratch. B-Budd sold their skins for money. When the skins were peeled off, they got stiff like tree bark, and on the underside was a map of blood veins. I never could figure out why B-Budd wanted to kill them, but he said rabbit was good eating and profitable enough that he could go down to Hopper’s General Store and buy firecrackers and licorice strings with the money he earned.

B-Budd also collected insects. He stored most of them in canning jars, which he set on his windowsills so they’d get the light. We could see those jars from the outside, filled with bodies of dead things, but we couldn’t touch them. B-Budd was protective about his collection, particularly the wasps. He called those stingers. We had been told to stay away from stingers because they were just plumb mean, but B-Budd talked about them as if they were heroes, and they definitely loved B-Budd’s house. In its corners, under rain gutters that hung off the roof’s rim, stingers built nests as big as the tops of garbage cans. We had to duck as they took off from those nests in swarms and whizzed around the house in giant circles, making a noise like stock cars in a race. They went so fast it seemed if one hit you in the head, it might make a dent. So we had to be alert and know when to duck. Bummer had a big red ring on the side of his head where an oversize stinger dived on him and knocked him crazy. At least that’s what B-Budd told us. He said that ever since then Bummer wouldn’t eat anything but finger bread.

So B-Budd’s revenge was to collect dead bodies of wasps, hornets, dirt dobbers, fat bumblebees, and yellow jackets. He stretched out and stabbed the stingers’ bodies with nails against cardboard so he could study them. If he didn’t find any new ones for a while, he took out the fly sprayer and pumped out something that’d kill a gang of them. Then, with his fingers, he’d pick them up off the ground when they were still flapping their little wings and drop them in those jars with others of the same type until they died. The biggest bodies B-Budd organized into a display, like a soldier hanging up his medals for all to see. When he had them ready, he explained to us where the stinging parts were. Once, little Bummer got into the display and tore a bunch of stingers off the cardboard, and B-Budd was so mad he crunched them to dust in his hand. But he never said a word to Bummer.

“Now don’t you chilluns go down to that pond, Missy,” Mammyrosy would say as my brother and I wandered out the back door of the big house with not much direction. She just knew where we were going. She had eyes like Elastic Man had arms. “That pond is full of snakes just waiting to grab yo socks,” she’d add as she turned her back around to resume cooking. “Don’t you know snakes snatch cotton socks so they have warm jackets for the winter?”

Mammyrosy laughed at herself. “Now, don’t you go down there with Master Bubb either. He has no business killing those frogs. He won’t eat ’em, so it’s a whole waste of time. He just hurts those poor things and throws them back in the water to die. Such a cruel child. He sho is a cruel child.”
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“Gonzalez has written vividly about Memphis
before the Civil Rights Movement—a place and time fueled by
a slow, painful spiritual awakening and the breached birth of The Blues.”

—DEANIE PARKER, African American singer/songwriter
and former president/CEQ of the Soulsville Foundation
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