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Z _  

I  w a s  . j u s t  s i x  a n d  J i m  w a s  e i g h t y  t h a t  s u m m e r ,  a n d  i t  d e e m e d  I  

w a s  a l w a y s  l o o k i n g  u p  w h e n  I  w a s n ' t  l o o k i n g  a t  m y  b i g  b r o t h e r .  T h i s  

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

t i r e d  t r a i n  t o  f o r m  a n o t h e r  m i s t y  c l o u d  i n  t h e  b l u e  s k y .  . J i m  w a s  

l o o k i n g  b a c k .  H e  s a i d ,  " I  b e l i e v e  t h a t ' s  o u r  d a d d y  w a l k i n g  b e h i n d  

u s . "  A n d  s u r e  e n o u g h ,  t h e r e  w a s  a  s h o r t  m a n  1 i g h t — s t e p p i n g  a l o n g  t h e  

s t r a i q h t  d i r t  r o a d  b e t w e e n  t h e  w h i t e  u p s t a i r s  d e p o t  a n d  a  t i n y  w h i t e  

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

v o t e  f o r  a  g o v e r n o r  w h o  w o u l d  d o  a w a y  w i t h  c o l o r e d  p e o p l e .  A l o n g  t h e  

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

a n d  w e e d s  d r i e d  i n  t h e  p a l e  s u n .  G r a s s h o p p e r s  c l i c k e d  a n d  h o p p e d  a n d  

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

a t  t h e  s h y  q r a s s h o p p e r s .  H e  l o o k e d  a s h a m e d ,  o r  l i k e  h e  d i d n  t  w a n t -

a n y b o d y  t o  s e e  h i m  f o l l o w i n g  u s .  H e  h a d  o n  b a g g y  g r e e n  p a r i t y  a n d  a  

b l u e - s t r i p e d  s h i r t  a n d  h i s  h a i r  w a s  b r o w n  w h a t  w a s  l e f t  o f  i t .  S h e  

w a r m  a i r  s m e l l e d  o f  h a y  a n d  c r e o s o t e .  I  r e m e m b e r e d  h i m  o n l y  b y  h o w  h e  

w a l k e d .  

A  b i g  w o m a n  w i t h  a  b i g  v o i c e  w a s  t a l k i n g  t o  t h e  t r a i n  m a n ,  w h o  

h a n d e d  h e r  d o w n  a  w h i t e  c a n v a s  b a g  o f  m a i l .  A  b r o w n  d o g  w i t h  a  

t w i t c h y  t a i l  w a s  b a r k i n g .  T w o  o l d  m e n  o n  t h e  s t o r e  p o r c h ,  o t h e r  s i d e  

o f  t h e  r o a d ,  s a i d  h e y  t o  u s ;  w e  s a i d  h e y  a n d  k e p t  w a l k i n g  a n d  l o o k i n g  
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back. Jim was half-dragging, half-lifting the brown suitcase with our 

few clothes, but all we owned. The suitcase was what was so heavy. 

Slow—going along the road between the depot and the crossing, up 

ahead. Across the way we could see Granmama River's big white house 

just like our mother told us when she put us on the train in Valdosta 

early that morning. A daddy mocking bird with a striped paddle tail 

was chasing a crow in the sky above the sun-shot tin roof, while the 

mama bird with a worm in her beak was flying level as water toward a 

pomegranate tree in the front yard. A nest of baby birds was wheezing 

like fire doused with water. 

Jim had stopped and set the suitcase down in the ragged shade of 

an oak, still looking at the man he called our daddy, who had stopped 

too. Standing there. Jim picked up the suitcase and set out walking 

in the sun again. 

"Mama said he might not have anything to do with us," I said. 

"She's just mad cause he hadn't been by to see her new baby," 

Jim said. 

"And because we got put in jail," I said. 

"Shh!" he said low. "Mama told us not to tell that." 

Going to jail was the most fun thing I'd ever done, but I 

couldn't think about the baby without recalling the Sunday evening 

she was born, about a month before, and how I shot myself in the eye 

with Jim's cap pistol and couldn't tell any grownups cause they were 

so busy operating on Mama and it was raining and I was blind for the 

rest of the day. Thank the Lord, I could see now. To test my eyes, I 

got a good look up the crossroads green pines, white sand, a colored 

man in black, knee-high rubber boots lope-walking toward one of the 
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g r a y  s h a c k s .  I  c o v e r e d  u p  m y  e y e s ,  t h e n  t o o k  m y  h a n d s  a w a y  a n d  t h e  

m a n  w a s  g o n e -

" I  b e t  G r a n m a m a  R i v e r s  s e n t  h i m  t o  t h e  d e p o t  t o  m e e t  u s , "  s a i d  

J i m .  

T h e  r e s t e d  t r a i n  t o o t e d  t w i c e ,  t o o k  i n  a  d e e p  b r e a t h ,  a n d  t h e n  

w e  b o t h  w a t c h e d  o u r  d a d d y  w a l k  o f f  t h r o u g h  t h e  w o o d s  o n  o u r  r i g h t  

b e f o r e  t h e  t r a i n  c h o o g e d  u p  t h e  t r a c k s  a n d  w e  c r o s s e d  t h e  r o a d .  T h a n k  

t h e  L o r d .  

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

m y  h a n d s  a t  t h e  w a t e r s h e l f  o n  G r a n m a m a  R i v e r ' s  b a c k  p o r c h .  T h e n  h e  

t u r n e d  f o r  m e  t o  l e a n  a n d  d r y  o n  t h e  s t i f f  w h i t e  t o w e l  h a n g i n g  f r o m  a  

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

b l i s t e r e d  f a c e  a n d  b l o n d  c u r l s .  " I ' m  b o u t  t o  d r o p  y o u ,  S i s s y , "  h e  

s a i d ,  " h u r r y . "  S m e l l s  o f  s w e e t  s o a p  a n d  b r a s s y  w a t e r  a n d  t h e  s o u r  m u d  

o f  t h e  r u n — o f f  i n  t h e  p a t c h  o f  r e d  c a l l  a  l i l i e s  b e l o w .  B u t  b e s t  o f  

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

t h e  k i t c h e n ,  b e h i n d  u s .  S p o o n s  . j a n g l i n g  o n  p o t s  a n d  j i n g l i n g  i n  b o w l s  

} „  I t  w a s  a l m o s t  d a r k ,  b u t  a c r o s s  t h e  r a k e d  d i r t  

l e a v e s  w h e r e  G r a n m a m a  s e n t  u s  t o  p l a y  t i l l  s u p p e r t i m e .  I n  t h e  l e f t  

c o r n e r  o f  t h e  w h i t e  p i c k e t  f e n c e  s t o o d  a  r e d  b r i e k  w e 1 1  w i t h  a  t i n  

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

t h e  o t h e r  s i d e  o f  t h e  b a c k y a r d  w a s  a  c l o t h e s l i n e  a n d  a  b i g  i r o n  p o t  

w i t h  q l a z y  s t i c k s  o f  h a l f — b u r n e d  w o o d  w h e r e  w e  c o u l d n ' t  p l a y  b e c a u s e  

w e  m i g h t  g e t  d i r t y .  O n  t h e  w a l l  b e h i n d  t h e  w a t e r s h e l f ,  b e t w e e n  t h e  

l o n g  h a l l  a n d  t h e  k i t c h e n ,  t w o  s h i n y  w a s h t u b s  h u n g  s i d e  b y  s i d e ,  a n d  
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you could walk up and bang on them and the whole humming-quiet house 

of old people and clocks ticking would come alive. But every time I 

got a good rhythm going on the tubs that afternoon, Jim would make me 

quit. 

He stood me on the wide-board floor. 

"Thank the Lord," I said when I could breathe. 

"You gotta stop that, Sissy," Jim whispered. "Granmama Rivers 

and them's gone think you're crazy and he'll send us back to Mama." 

E<ut I said it again at supper because the old sicklady with 

young red hair down her back said it when she asked the blessing. 

Granmama with her sandy hair done up in a bun sat at the other end of 

the long table. She kind of smiled first time I said it. The second 

time she said, "That'll do," and passed the blue bowl of speckled 

butterbeans to our little uncle in a white shirt, across from us, and 

he said thanks. No sound save for the fan grinding and churring 

behind the sicklady's chair. Granmama Rivers was cutting up some of 

the boiled gray meat for me and Jim, and her thin lips dipped down at 

the corners. She looked scary not—smiling. 

"We went to .jail one time," I said. 

Granmama Rivers stopped cutting and looked up through her 

glasses at the old sicklady with young red hair who said, "It's as 

much his fault as hers. Pass the corn please, Little Ned." 

Granmama Rivers passed a white plate with cut—up meat to Jim, 

sitting on her left, and said, "Pass this to your babysister, and 

y'all sit up straight." 

"May I ask what for?" said the sicklady and cut her pale green 

eyes at us. 

"Not at the table, no," said Granmama Rivers. 
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The fan sang and Little Med said, "Well, may I ask for how long 

we'll be suffering Watson's strays?" 

"'Suffer the little children to come unto me,'" Jim said to show 

what he'd learned at Sunday school, which our other granmama took us 

to once a week. But Jim looked mad and everybody else looked shocked 

and I said, "Thank the Lord," because if he could say Sunday School 

stuff I could too and if I didn't say it we might not get any more 

stew beef which I loved. 

### 

Next day, we saw him and the mocking birds again. I don't know 

if it was the same birds but they looked the same and they would 

,swoop down squawking over the top of the grapetfas I stood looking 

up through the lapped green leaves and woody vines. This time, the 

mama and daddy both were looking for worms to feed their bdbies. 

Jim said, "Look," and pointed at the back of the white house 

with door-sized windows, and I saw our daddy down on his knees by the 

board doorsteps, feeling behind them for something. 

"What's he doing?" I said. 

"Shh." Jim put his hand over my mouth. The snuff cans and string 

Granmama Rivers gave us to play with were in the shadow-flocked dirt 

at my feet and I kicked one—TINK—to make him let go. 

Our daddy turned his head slow, looked at the gAtpyv$n)s, but he 

couldn't see us, I don't guess, for all the leaves. Then he pulled 

out a flat brown bottle from under the house, opened it and drank 

from it, still on his knees. 

"It's his whiskey," whispered Jim. 

"Like the kind Mama made and we went to .jail for :'" 
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"No," said Jim, "he buys his from a store." 

"Will he go to .jail for that?" 

"I don't think so." 

"I bet he would if Granmama Rivers caught him and turned him 

over to the law like Granmama Sellers did Mama." 

The mocking birds flapped their wings, squawked, one flew. Our 

daddy drank on his knees. Capped the bottle. Stuck it behind the 

doorsteps again. 

"Why is he hiding it then?" I said. 

"Shh." 

I could smell the smut from the wood and ashes under the 

washpot, the damp dirt and rotted leaves under the g^^i^vRne. A train 

whistle sounded from way off. 

Our daddy stood, brushed the dirt from the knees of his green 

britches. He hitched them higher and went up the doorsteps and on to 

the back porch with the two shiny washtubs. Then left, through the 

screen door to the kitchen. It squeaked when he opened it and slammed 

when he shut it. 

"Stay here," said Jim and ducked low and ran fast from under the 

-hady grapevine^and across the sunny dirt yard. When he got to the 

doorsteps, he dropped to his knees and crawled behind them, under the 

house and out the other side, ne^the^^be^ysf red lilies. Still 

L/ducking low, he ran back to the car^ryTng~ our daddy's 

whiskey bottle wrapped in the tail of his light blue shirt. He 

reached up into the leaves and tucked the bottle into a pocket of 

vines like a basket. 

Daugharty 6 



Rumble, clack and whistle of the passing train. It seemed to 

make the sunshine shake between the house and the grapevine. The 

daddy mockingbird waved his paddle tail and flew up and straight over 

the tin roof with a worm in his beak. 

### 

After dinner, I got homesick and scared we might not get any 

more food, and Jim let me sit on his lap till I got too heavy, and it 

was raining on the tin roof of the dim little sideroom where Granmama 

Rivers let us sleep together in the brown iron bed. She wouldn't let 

us play in the rain because it might start lightening, she said, but 

it didn't. Mama told us one time about our daddy, before he was our 

daddy, sitting with her in Granmama Sellers's parlor and playing the 

old windup Victrola and Granmama Sellers came to the door and said, 

"Mr. Rivers, I'd rather you didn't play that and it raining—it might 

attract lightening," and he said, "Mrs. Rivers, I wonder if it would 

be all right for me to whistle." Mama said he was real smart—"An ace 

mechanic," when he wasn't drinking. And I knew that was how come Jim 

to hide his bottle in the grapevine but not how come Mama who hated 

his whiskey to make moonshine and Granmama Sellers to turn her in to 

the law and all of us having to go to .jail where the sheriff brought 

us light bread and weinies and beans because we hadn't eaten in I 

don't know when. I stopped crying. I thanked the Lord. 

When I woke up the sun was shining outside the big, watery 

window over our bed and I could see Jim under the grapevine playing 

with the snuff cans and string. He had tied them to the vines 

overhead, and I could see the brown bottle, a glister, in the sunned 

wet leaves. 
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I went out to the hall where the tall clock groaned and ticked 

and heard Granmaraa Rivers and the sicklady and Little Ned talkinq and 

rocking on the front porch. I could smell the leftover peas and 

i-.ornbread in the kitchen. I went out on the back porch and started to 

bang on the wash tubs but went on through the screen door to the 

kitchen instead. Knowing in my heart I was about to steal and asking 

God to forgive me ahead of time, but doing it anyway, same as I did 

with our neighbor lady's cherry tomatoes in Valdosta. Picked everlast 

one of them from the bush growing along the path to her outhouse. A 

white tablecloth was spread over the bowls and platters of food 

leftover from dinner, like the Lord's Supper at church where we could 

get .just a little .jig of grapejuice they called blood and a tab of 

cracker they called body. I lifted the cloth and peeked under to the 

white light and picked up a wedge of cornbread, let the cloth down 

and eased out the screen door, across the porch and down the 

doorsteps, and there was our daddy kneeling in the sandy trench of 

water where the rain was still dripping off the tin eaves and making 

dimples. His head was under the house. He pulled back and sat on his 

heels and looked at me with his spoked gray eyes, and I handed over 

the cornbread and headed for the grapevine. 

### 

On Sunday we didn't go to church with Granmama Rivers and our 

little uncle. We stayed home and kept the old sicklady with young red 

hair down her back. I guess we kept her because she didn't keep us. 

She .just sat on the front porch and rocked. She was wearing a thin 

blue duster over a blue gown and blue slippers on her narrow white 

feet. She smelled of dusting powder and soap. She was combing her 

long red hair with a big pink comb. The sun was glaring down on the 

Daugharty S 



s a n d y  y a r d  a n d  r o a d ,  s n i c k i n g  o n  t h e  t i n  r o o f  o f  t h e  p o r c h .  T h e  

r o s e b u s h e s  i n  t h e  d i r t  c i r c l e  b y  t h e  p i c k e t  g a t e  w e r e  w i l t e d .  R e d  

p e t a l s  o n  t h e  d i r t  l i k e  b l o o d  o f  t h e  t w o  c h i c k e n s  a f t e r  t h e  c o l o r e d  

m a n  w r u n g  t h e i r  n e c k s  t h e  d a y  b e f o r e .  H e  t o l d  m e  a n d  J i m  w e  w e r e  t h e  

t i m i d e s t  w h i t e  y o u n g u n s  h e  e v e r  s a w  b e c a u s e  w e  r a n  w h e n  t h e  b r o k e -

n e c k e d  c h i c k e n s  s t a r t e d  f l o p p i n g  a b o u t  t h e  y a r d .  S o  I  t o l d  h i m  t h a t  

m y  g r a n m a m a  a n d  t h e  g o v e r n o r  w e r e  g o i n g  t o  d o  a w a y  w i t h  h i m .  

T h e  s i c k l a d y  p a r t e d  h e r  h a i r  i n  b a c k  a n d  p u l l e d  h a l f  o v e r  h e r  

l e f t  s h o u l d e r  a n d  t h e  o t h e r  h a l f  o v e r  h e r  r i g h t  s h o u l d e r  a n d  c o m b e d  

w a s  J e s u s - p a l e  a n d  h a d  w h a t  l o o k e d  l i k e  b r u i s e s  u n d e r  h e r  e y e s  

b e c a u s e  o f  " t h e  o p e r a t i o n "  t h e y  s a i d  s h e  h a d .  

I  s a t  i n  t h e  c h a i r  n e x t  t o  t h e  s i c k l a d y ,  w a t c h i n g  h e r  c o m b  a n d  

r o c k  a n d  t r y i n g  n o t  t o  t h i n k  a b o u t  t h e  c h i c k e n  G r a n m a m a  R i v e r s  h a d  

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

w i t h  t i n y  v e i n s  l i k e  b l u e  f l o w e r s  b u t  d i d n ' t  l o o k  o p e r a t e d  o n .  M a m a ' s  

s t o m a c h  h a d  t o  b e  c u t  o p e n  t o  g e t  t h e  b a b y  o u t ,  G r a n m a m a  S e l l e r s  

s a i d ,  t h e  d a y  I  g o t  s h o t  i n  t h e  e y e  w i t h  J i m ' s  c a p  p i s t o l .  

" R u n  p l a y , "  t h e  s i c k l a d y  s a i d .  " B u t  s e e  y o u  d o n ' t  g e t  d i r t y ;  t h e  

p r e a c h e r ' s  c o m i n g  f o r  d i n n e r . "  

I  w a s  a s c a r e d  t o  g o  b e c a u s e  I  w o u l d  p r o b a b l y  s t e a l  a  p i e c e  o f  

t h a t  c h i c k e n .  I  w a s  a s c a r e d  I ' d  g e t  d i r t y .  A n d  w h a t  I  r e a l l y  w a n t e d  

t o  d o  w a s  c o m b  h e r  h a i r  w h e r e  s h e  c o u l d n ' t  r e a c h  i n  b a c k  w i t h  t h a t  

b i g  p i n k  c o m b .  " W h e r e  d i d  y o u  g e t  o p e r a t e d  o n ' : ' "  

S h e  s t o p p e d  c o m b i n g ,  s t a r e d  a t  m e  w i t h  t h o s e  w e a k  g r e e n  e y e s .  

" W h e r e ' s  y o u r  b r o t h e r ? "  s h e  s a i d .  

" O u t  g u a r d i n g  o u r  d a d d y ' s  b o t t l e  o f  w h i s k e y . "  

s l o w ,  n o t  e v e n  t o u c h i n g  t h e  b a c k  w h e r e  i t  w a s  w e b b e d  
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" W h a t ? "  

" H e ' s  u n d e r  t h e  g r a p e v i n e . "  

" W e l l ,  h o n e y , "  s h e  s a i d ,  l o o k i n g  o u t  a t  t h e  r o a d  a n d  t h e  w o r d s  

s l i s k i n g  b e t w e e n  h e r  s m a l l  w h i t e  t e e t h ,  " s o m e b o d y  b e t t e r  g u a r d  t h e  

b o t t l e .  B e c a u s e  i f  W a t s o n  c o m e s  i n  l i t  w h i l e  t h e  p r e a c h e r ' s  h e r e ,  

s o m e b o d y ' s  g o n n a  c a t c h  t h e  d e v i l . "  

" C a n  I  c o m b  t h e  b a c k ? "  

" I  g u e s s . "  S h e  h a n d e d  m e  t h e  p i n k  c o m b .  " I f  y o u ' l l  g o  p l a y . "  

S h e  f l i p p e d  h e r  l o n g  r e d  h a i r  b a c k  a n d  s a t  f o r w a r d  a n d  I  w a l k e d  

a r o u n d  b e h i n d  h e r  c h a i r  a n d  s e t  t h e  c o m b  i n t o  t h e  t h i c k  r e d  h a i r .  I t  

s m e l l e d  l i k e  o l d  p a p e r .  I  p u l l e d  d o w n  b u t  t h e  c o m b  w o u l d n ' t  m o v e  a n d  

h e r  h e a d  s n a p p e d  b a c k  a n d  I  l e t  g o  b u t  t h e  c o m b  s t a y e d .  

" N o w  y o u ' v e  g o t  i t  h u n g  i n  m y  h a i r . "  

I  t r i e d  t o  p u l l  i t  o u t  b u t  a b o u t  a  z i l l i o n  r e d  h a i r s  l i k e  c o p p e r  

w i r e  w e r e  w o u n d  a r o u n d  i t .  

" L e t  m e , "  s h e  s a i d  a n d  r e a c h e d  u p  a n d  m o a n e d  a n d  p u t  h e r  a r m s  

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

s l e e v e  o f  h e r  d u s t e r .  O n e  w h o l e  b r e a s t  c h o p p e d  o f f  a n d  i n  i t s  p l a c e  

m o r e  s t i t c h e s  t h a n  h a i r  a r o u n d  t h e  c o m b .  I  r a n  t o  t h e  e d g e  o f  t h e  

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

l i s t e n i n g  t o  h e r  y e l l i n g  f o r  m e  t o  c o m e  g e t  t h e  c o m b  o u t ,  t i l l  s h e  

g o t  q u i e t  a n d  I  s a w  G r a n m a m a  R i v e r ' s  w h i t e  S u n d a y  s h o e s  c o m i n g  u p  t h e  

b r i c k  w a l k  w i t h  a  s e t  o f  b l a c k  p r e a c h e r  s h o e s .  

### 

H e  i s  c a r r y i n g  m e  c r a d l e d  i n  h i s  a r m s  a n d  i t  i s  r a i n i n g  a n d  I  

b u r y  m y  f a c e  i n  h i s  w e t  s h i r t  w h e r e  I  c a n  s e e  t h r o u g h  t o  h i s  h e a r t  

t i c k i n g  l i k e  i c e  w h e n  i t  t h a w s .  H e  s m e l l s  l i k e  c h e e s e .  
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I  h e a r  m a m a  u p  a h e a d  s a y i r i g ,  " T h a n k  t h e  L o r d , "  a n d  I  l o o k  UP a n d  

s e e  r a i n  f a l l i n g  f r o m  t h e  m u d d y  s k y ,  a n d  h i s  w a l k i n g  t u r n s  b u m p y  a n d  

b o u n c e s  m e .  I  s e e  h i s  u p s i d e - d o w n  f a c e ,  c l e a r  t h r o u g h  h i s  s m o k e d  

g l a s s  e v e s .  I  l o o k  w h e r e  h e ' s  l o o k i n g ,  t o  s e e  w h a t  h e  s e e s — a n  o l d  

u n p a i n t e d  s h a c k  s e t  a m o n g  t h e  g r e e n  p i n e s ,  a n d  t h e n  w e  a r e  i n s i d e  a n d  

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

t h r o u g h  a n d  t o u c h  t h e  r a t  m u s t .  M y  p r e t t y  d a r k  m a m a  i s  b a n g i n g  a  

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

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

h e a r t .  T h e  b o a r d  f a l l s ,  I  l a u g h .  S h e  h a m m e r s  i t  a g a i n  a n d  i t  s t a y s  

a n d  s h e  s a y s  " t h a n k  t h e  L o r d "  a g a i n ,  a n d  a g a i n  w h e n  h e  c o m e s  i n  w i t h  

s i x  r e d - f i n  p i k e s ,  l i k e  e e l s ,  t h r e a d e d  o n t o  t h e  s t e m  o f  a  p a l m e t t o  

f a n .  S h e  c o o k s  t h e  f i s h  i n  t h e  f i r e p l a c e  a n d  m a k e s  g r i t s  a n d  s a y s  

" t h a n k  t h e  L o r d "  a g a i n  a n d  w e  e a t  a n d  t h e n  J i m  a n d  I  s l e e p  o n  a  s t r a w  

b e d  i n  o n e  c o r n e r  o f  t h e  r o o m  a n d  o u r  m a m a  a n d  d a d d y  i n  t h e  o t h e r  

c o r n e r ,  a n d  I  s a y  t h a n k  t h e  L o r d  t o o  b e c a u s e  l i k e  G r a n m a m a  S e l l e r s  

a l w a y s  s a y s ,  i f  y o u  d o n ' t  t h a n k  t h e  L o r d  f o r  e v e r y t h i n g  H e  m i g h t  n o t  

b e  s o  q u i c k  t o  g i v e  n e x t  t i m e  y o u  a s k .  

### 

" T h a n k  t h e  L o r d , "  I  s a i d  a n d  b i t  i n t o  t h e  c r u n c h y  f r i e d  c h i c k e n  

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

w i t h  h i m ,  a l l  e x c e p t  f o r  J i m .  I  s a i d  i t  a g a i n ,  t o  m a k e  t h e m  l a u g h ,  

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

c h i c k e n  b e f o r e .  T h e  p r e a c h e r  s a i d  I  w a s  p r e c i o u s ,  a n d  J i m  s a i d  s h u t  

u p  t o  m e  a n d  G r a n m a m a  R i v e r s  s a i d  " Y o u ' r e  e x c u s e d "  t o  J i m  a n d  h e  g o t  

u p  a n d  s t a m p e d  o u t  t h e  s c r e e n  d o o r ,  s l a m m i n g  i t .  
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Gr anmama Rivers wagged her head , and our little uncle in a black 

bow tie said , "Preacher, these children are a trial," and laughed and 

the preacher said back to our little uncle, " 'Suffer the little 

children to come unto me,f" and added, "You folks are certainly 

abiding by the Word." He talked so loud you had to hold your ears-

Gr anmama Rivers told me to put my hands down and passed the bowl 

of field peas and snaps to the sicklady with the pink comb wound in 

the back of her hair, and she dipped some and passed the blue bowl on 

to the preacher- He set the bowl down by his plate and dipped some 

peas and passed it on to Little Ned, and then forked a piece of 

chicken from the heaped~~high platter and handed it across the table 

to me- "The pullybone," he said loud- "When you get done eating, 

we'll pull it and make a wish-" 

"Thank the Lord," I said and laughed. 

"That'll do," said Granmama Rivers, eyeing me cold and started 

talking about who-al1 had been sick in Howell, and about the good 

rain we had last week and I thought about me sitting on Jim's lap, 

homesick during the rain, and felt bad that he'd been sent outside 

without his chicken, knowing I'd eat it anyway, as soon as I was done 

with this piece- I didn't want to make a wish with the preacher. 

"Eat some of your potatoes, child," said Granmama Rivers-

"She's precious," said the preacher. 

"Yes- Isn't she?" said the sicklady with the big pink comb wound 

in her hair. 

I heard somebody walking across the back porch and turned, 

hoping it'd be Jim, but it was our daddy. He stopped at the door and 

peered through the screen with his hands each side of his head. 
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G r a n m a m a  s t o p p e d  t a l k i n g ,  p u t  h e r  f o r k  d o w n  a n d  s u c k e d  i n  h e r  

b r e a t h .  

I  l o o k e d  a t  t h e  s i c k l a d y .  " S o m e b o d y ' s  g o n n a  c a t c h  t h e  d e v i l . "  

" Y o u ' r e  a s k i n g  f o r  i t , "  s h e  s a i d  w i t h  a  l o o k  t h a t  s a i d  f | i ^ 7 w h a t .  

G r a n m a m a  R i v e r s  s a i d ,  " W a t s o n ,  c o m e  o n  i n  a n d  e a t .  

H e  o p e n e d  t h e  d o o r ,  s t e p p e d  i n s i d e ,  l i g h t - s t e p p i n g  i t  t o  t h e  

t a b l e ,  a n d  s a t  i n  J i m ' s  c h a i r  b e t w e e n  m e  a n d  G r a n m a m a  R i v e r s .  H e  

s m e l l e d  l i k e  w h i s k e y  a n d  s w e a t .  H i s  p a n t s  w e r e  s o f t  w i t h  d i r t  a n d  

s t a i n s  a n d  h i s  b r o w n  h a i r y  a r m  n e x t  t o  m y  p l a t e  w a s  b r i a r - s c r a t c h e d  

a n d  b l o o d y .  H e  l e a n e d  o v e r  J i m ' s  p l a t e  w i t h  t h e  d r u m s t i c k  o n  i t .  

" W h a t ' s  d o i n g ,  p r e a c h e r ? "  h e  s a i d  i n  a  s l u r r e d  v o i c e .  

" H o w  a r e  y o u ,  W a t s o n ? "  t h e  p r e a c h e r  b o o m e d .  

" F e e l i n g  n o  p a i n ,  p r e a c h e r ,  f e e l i n g  n o  p a i n ,  I  w o n ' t  l i e . "  

" W e  w e r e  j u s t  m a k i n g  o v e r  y o u r  l i t t l e  g i r l  t h e r e ,  s a i d  t h e  

p r e a c h e r  a n d  n o d d e d  t o w a r d  m e  h o l d i n g  t h e  g n a w e d  

I  w i s h e d  J i m  w o u l d  c o m e  g ^ t  m e .  

H e  d  i  d n  y  t  e v e n  1  o o k  a t  m e  ?  m u m b  1  e d  s o m e t  h  i n g  f  b  h e n  1  e a n e d  i n  b  « „ »  

t h e  t a b l e  l i k e  h e  w a s  g o i n g  t o  s l e e p  a n d  t u r n e d  o v e r  J i m ' s  g l a s s  o f  

i c e d  t e a .  G r a n m a m a  R i v e r s  g o t  u p  a n d  w e n t  t o  t h e  c o u n t e r  u n d e r  t h e  

w i n d o w  f a c i n g  t h e  g r a p e v i n e ,  g o t  a  d i s h r a g  a n d  c a m e  b a c k .  M o p p i n g  

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

" O o p s , "  h e  s a i d ,  a b o u t  f i v e  m i n u t e s  t o o  l a t e .  

" Y o u  m a y  b e  e x c u s e d ,  W a t s o n , "  s h e  s a i d .  

I  r e a c h e d  o v e r  a n d  p i c k e d  u p  J i m ' s  d r u m s t i c k  a n d  h a n d e d  i t  t o  

h i m  t o  t a k e  o u t  w i t h  h i m .  H e  l o o k e d  m e  d e a d  i n  t h e  e y e  c i r i d  s a i d ,  

" W h o s e  l i t t l e  g i r l  i s  t h i s ? "  
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M o n d a y  m o r n i n g ,  a n d  G r a n m a m a  s e n t  w o r d  t o  m e  a n d  J i m  t h a t  w e ' d  

b e  c a t c h i n g  t h e  t r a i n  h o m e  t h e  n e x t  d a y .  

• u r  l i t t l e  u n c l e  d u c k e d  d o w n  u n d e r  t h e  g r a p e v i n e  a n d  s q u a t t e d  t o  

t a l k -  T h e  s u n  t h r o u g h  t h e  l e a v e s  m a d e  r u n n i n g  s h a d o w s  o n  h i s  b a l d  

h e a d -  " Y o u r  G r a n m a m a ' s  n o t  f e e l i n g  r e a l  g o o d ,  s o  s h e ' s  g o n n a  s e n d  

y ' a l l  h o m e  t o m o r r o w .  1 1  H e  r e a c h e d  u p  a n d  s w u n g  o n e  o f  t h e  s n u f f  c a n s  

h a n g i n g  o v e r h e a d  a n d  i t  h i t  a n o t h e r  o n e  a n d  t i n k l e d  a n d  t h e  n e x t  o n e  

t i n k l e d .  " T h a t ' s  c u t e , "  h e  s a i d .  " Y o u r ' r e  b o t h  r e a l  s m a r t  a n d  c u t e ,  

b u t  G r a n m a m a ' s  g o t  h e r  h a n d s  f u l l . "  

S t i l l  d u c k i n g ,  h e  t u r n e d  a n d  w a l k e d  o u t  i n t o  t h e  f u l l  s u n ,  w h e r e  

h e  s t o o d  a n d  w i p e d  o n e  h a n d  o v e r  t h e  t o p  o f  h i s  h e a d  b e f o r e  g o i n g  

i n s i d e .  

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

t o  e a t  w h e n  w e  g o t  h o m e .  J i m  c a l l e d  m e  a  c r y  b a b y  a n d  s a t  o n  t h e  d i r t  

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

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

I n  a  f e w  m i n u t e s ,  w e  s a w  o u r  d a d d y  c o m e  w a l k i n g  d o w n  t h e  

d o o r s t e p s ,  c a r r y i n g  a  t a l l  b o x  w i t h  o r a n g e  s t r i p e s .  H e  l o o k e d  p a l e ,  

s i c k  a n d  s q u a t .  H e  w e n t  o v e r  t o  t h e  w a s h p o t  a n d  s e t  t h e  b o x  d o w n  a  

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

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

a n d  s e t  i t  d o w n  r i n g i n g  r i g h t  n e x t  t o  i t .  T h e n  h e  w e n t  t o  t h e  r a f t  o f  

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

h i s  a r m s  a n d  c r a d l e d  t h e m  o v e r  t o  t h e  w a s h p o t  a n d  b e g a n  p o k i n g  t h e m  

u n d e r  a n d  a r o u n d  t i l l  t h e  p o t  l o o k e d  l i k e  s o m e  c r a z y  b l a c k  s p i d e r  

w i t h  w o o d  l e g s .  A n o t h e r  t r i p  t o  t h e  s t a c k e d  w o o d  u n d e r  t h e  k i t c h e n  

w i n d o w ,  a n d  h e  c a m e  b a c k  w i t h  a  h a n d f u l  o f  f a t — l i t a r d  s p l i n t e r s ,  
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s t u c k  a l l  b u t  o n e  i n t o  t h e  f i r e w o o d  a r r a n g e m e n t  u n d e r  t h e  p o t ,  t o o k  a  

b o x  o f  m a t c h e s  f r o m  h i s  p o c k e t  a n d  s t r u c k  o n e  a n d  s t u c k  i t  t o  t h e  t i p  

o f  t h e  t a r r y  r e d  w a n d  i n  h i s  h a n d  a n d  t h e  f l a m e  b o w e d  a n d  s w a y e d  l i k e  

a  . j e w e l e d  e l f  a n d  b l a c k  s m o k e  f u r l e d  u p  i n t o  t h e  b l u e  s k y .  H e  w a s  

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

o u t s h o n e  t h e  s u n .  

N e x t  h e  w e n t  t o  t h e  w e l l  o n  t h e  n o r t h  e n d  o f  t h e  y a r d  a n d  t o o k  

t h e  m e t a l  b u c k e t  f r o m  t h e  b r i c k  l e d g e  a n d  d r o p p e d  i t  d o w n  i n s i d e .  T h e  

c h a i n  r a t t l e d ,  t h e  t e a c k l e  s q u e a l e d ,  t h e  b u c k e t  b o n g e d  a g a i n s t  t h e  

b r i c k  w a l l s  a n d  s e t t l e d  o n  t h e  w a t e r  w i t h  a  h o l l o w  s p l a s h .  H a n d  o v e r  

h a n d ,  h e  h a u l e d  o n  t h e  c h a i n  t i l l  t h e  b u c k e t b r  i m f u l  . o f  s u n  f a i r e s *  
$ / H i /  s h e w e d  o v e r  t h e  r i m  o f  t h e  w e l  1 V _  H e  u n n o o k e d  t r i e  c h a i n j a n d  . = e t  t h e  

> 
b u c k e t  o n  t h e  l e d g e ,  t h e n  w i t h  o n e  a r m  o u t  a n d  s h a d o w e d  l i k e  a  

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

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

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

t h e  o r a n q e — s t r i p e d  b o x  i n t o  t h e  s t e a m i n g  p u < t  c t n d  t h e  s u n f a i t  e ^  q u i t  

d a n c i n g .  

I  c r e p t  t o  t h e  e d g e  o f  t h e  g r a p e v i n e  a n d  s t o o d  o n  t h e  l e a f -

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

f u l l  s u n .  T h e n  s t e p p i n g  q u i c k  a n d  l i g h t  a c r o s s  t h e  r a k e d  d i r t ,  h e  

w e n t  u p  t h e  d o o r s t e p s  a g a i n ,  a c r o s s  t h e  p o r c h  a n d  d o w n  t h e  h a l l  a n d  

w a s  b a c k  i n  a  f l a s h  w i t h  a  w i c k e r  b a s k e t  o f  c l o t h e s .  T h e  s a s h  o f  m y  

p i n k  s t r i p e d  d r e s s  G r a n m a m a  S e l l e r s  m a d e  f o r  m e  w a s  d a n g l i n g  o v e r  o n e  

s i d e .  
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J i m  s t e p p e d  u p  b e s i d e  m e ,  w a t c h i n g  a s  h e  s e t  t h e  b a s k e t  d o w n  b y  

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

w e r e  l i c k i n g  a t  t h e  w i c k e r ,  t h e n  h e  w e n t  t o  t h e  p o r c h  f o r  t h e  l o n g  

w o o d  p a d d l e  G r a n m a m a  R i v e r s  c a l l e d  h e r  b a t t l i n g  s t i c k .  

B u t  w h e n  h e  g o t  t o  t h e  b o t t o m  s t e p ,  s t i c k  b e f o r e  h i m  l i k e  a  

s h e p h e r d ' s  s t a f f ,  h e  l o o k e d  r i g h t  a t  u s .  A n d  t h e n  h e ^ s p o k e  t o  u s  f o r  

t h e  f i r s t  a n d  l a s t  t i m e  I  r e m e m b e r s  " Y o u r  g r a n m a m a  w a n t s  y ' a l l  t o  

c o m e  h e l p  w a s h  t h e s e  c l o t h e s  t o  t a k e  h o m e  t o m o r r o w . "  
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