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The Last Barn 

•here's a saying in Southeast Georgia that when a farmer builds 

his last barn, he will die. 

Well, I know an aging farmer whose fields are sprouting 

outhouses. In the past year, he has built a tractor shed, a corn 

crib, a smoke house and even a\ scr eened-in she 11 er next to h is f ish 

p on d, All out of sc rap lumber. 

My friend Rheta Johnson, acc1 aimed syndicated columnist at the 

At 1 an t a Jour nal-Constit ution, r ec en11y wr ote about an elder1y woman 

who paints plastic .jugs and strings them up around her yard* The 

woman said she wasn't finished. "I'm not finished," she repeated. 

My seventy-year-old mother has raised seven children of her own 

and dozens of other people's children. When one of my brothers died a 

few years ago, I read in his obituary the names of sisters and 

brothers I didn't know. My mother explained that she had legally 

adopted some of the unwanted dozens. In 1994, she suffered a massive 

stro k e—t h at's d oc t or-1 a1k f or brain and body sh ut down; since then 

she has taken to raise a two-year-old abandoned boy. She's not 

finished. 
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I  a m  f i f t y - t h r e e .  I  a m  w r i t i n g  a n o t h e r  n o v e l ,  t h o u g h  I  d o u b t  

I ' l l  l i v e  t o  s e e  e v e n  h a l f  o f  t h e  t w e n t y - e i g h t  I ' v e  a l r e a d y  w r i t t e n  

i n  p r i n t .  T h a t ' s  a  t o t a l  o f  t w e n t y - n i n e  l i v e s  I ' v e  l i v e d ,  i n c l u d i n g  

m y  o w n .  I  h a v e  m o r e  s h o r t  s t o r i e s  t h a n  I  c a n  k e e p  u p  w i t h :  I  w r i t e  

t h e m ,  s e n d  t h e m  o u t ,  t h e n  w a i t  a n d  w o n d e r  w h i c h  m a g a z i n e s  o r  . j o u r n a l s  

g o t  w h i c h  s t o r y — w i l l  I  h e a r  f r o m  t h e m ?  I ' m  a l w a y s  s u r p r i s e d  w h e n  I  

g e t  a n  a c c e p t a n c e  o n  o n e  o f  t h e  s t o r i e s .  I ' m  s u r p r i s e d  t o o  w h e n  I  g e t  

a  r e j e c t i o n ,  b u t  n o t  v e r y  b o t h e r e d  b y  t h e m .  I ' m  c h a l l e n g e d .  I  d o n ' t  

w o r r y  a b o u t  n o t  p u b l i s h i n g  a n o t h e r  n o v e l ,  b u t  I  d o  w o r r y  a b o u t  l o s i n g  

t h e  u r g e  t o  w r i t e .  

M y  t w e n t y — s i x  y e a r  o l d  s o n ,  F r a n k ,  i s  n o t h i n g  i s  n o t  o b s e s s i v e -

c o m p u l s i v e — h e  g o t  i t  h o n e s t .  I  p r e f e r  t o  t h i n k  o f  w h a t  a i l s  u s  a s  

h a v i n g  a  p a s s i o n  f o r  w h a t  w e  d o .  B e f o r e  h e  g r a d u a t e d  f r o m  h i g h  

s c h o o l ,  h e  p r o m i s e d  t o  t r y  c o l l e g e  f o r  t w o  q u a r t e r s ;  w h e n  t h e  s e c o n d  

q u a r t e r  e n d e d ,  h e  q u i t  a n d  w e n t  t o  w o r k  w i t h  h i s  d a d d y .  I n  l e s s  t h a n  

a  y e a r ,  h e  h a d  t u r n e d  a  b a r e l y — s u r v i v i n g  c o n s t r u c t i o n  c o m p a n y  i n t o  a  

t h r i v i n g  o n e .  H e  r e a d  a l l  h e  c o u l d  f i n d  o n  a s p h a l t  p a v i n g ,  t h e n  

c o n s u l t e d  a n d  h i r e d  a  l o c a l  a s p h a l t  m a n  w h o  h a d  r e t i r e d  f r o m  t h e  

s t a t e  h i g h w a y  d e p a r t m e n t .  T h e y  l o v e  t h e  s m e l l  o f  h o t  a s p h a l t  f i r s t  

t h i n g  i n  t h e  m o r n i n g ;  t h e y  d o n ' t  c a r e  t h a t  t h e i r  b o o t  s o l e s  a r e  

w e i g h t e d  w i t h  t a r  a t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  d a y .  S o u t h l a n d  C o n t r a c t o r s ,  I n c .  

n o w  p a y s  t e n  m e n  f a i r  w a g e s — s o m e t h i n g  h a r d  t o  c o m e  b y  i n  S o u t h e a s t  

G e o r g i a .  T o g e t h e r ,  t h e y  a r e  m a k i n g  o u r  f l a t w o o d s  a  l i t t l e  f l a t t e r  a n d  

b l a c k e r .  A n d  t h e y ' r e  n o t  f i n i s h e d .  


