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ABSTRACT 

This is a work of fiction in the tradition of the American local 

colorists. It explores the adventures and personalities of a group of young 

people growing up in the southeastern United States during the 1940's and 

1950's. Although the geographical location is real, the characters are the 

produts of the author's imagination except for certain details pertaining to 

the main character who is loosely based upon a living person. 

The Graham Gang is a journal of a time period and a lifestyle which have 

largely disappeared from the American landscape. Its purpose is to preserve 

the memory of an innocent and peaceful period of America's rural past, and to 

entertain the modern reader with a glimpse of a world that has been left 

behind as America has moved on . 
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INTRODUCTION 

You wouldn't be shocked if you went there now . They haven't paved 

paradise and put up a parking lot or anything like that. In fact, it 

all still looks pretty much the same: the outer geography is intact . 

The railroad track is still functional, and standing by the crossbar 

sign and looking straight over at Graham, you'll see that the store and 

the old homeplace are still in good shape. The catalpa and maple trees 

have grown to magnificence. Of course, the water tower and the coal bin 

that used to stand beside the tracks are completely gone, as are the 

remnants of the old telegraph shed that connected Graham to the world 

back in the old days . The mighty steam engines are gone, too, that used 

to stop and huff in coal and water whi l e Sonny cowered in his "fort" on 

Poke Chop Hill, then back up, chuffing, slowly up the long grade toward 

Dickson, then come ROARING back down, full head of steam boiling and 

black smoke billowing from the stack , wh i stle screeching . The South 

Central Line went swoop i ng on to Col umbia whi l e Sonny ducked and 

quivered on Poke Chop Hill. 

Mill Creek still runs here , full and freez i ng cold as ever, but 

sparkling clear now. It used to be black as the Styx in the old days, 

when the wood charcoal plant still operated out in Wrigley . The spout 

spring is still spurting out below the trestle cave , though the old pipe 

has rusted out and been replaced by a plastic one. All up and down Mill 

Creek Road the scenes are familiar and it might almost feel like time's 

stood still . But if you stand by the track crossing right in the heart 

of Graham, in plain sight of the Store , you can't hear a sound : no kids 
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hollering, no chickens flapping and squibbling, no dogs hounding 

rabbits, or drifting adult laughter from inside the Store . Hardly 

anybody lives here now : a few old folks scattered up and down the creek 

in old log cabins they have covered with clapboard; a few camp-houses 

used once or twice a year by families down from Nashville "roughing it" 

for a weekend, or by a few out-of-county deer hunters in their season . 

So even though it looks the same outside, Graham's innards are 

considerably altered. But once it was different. Once a people lived 

here that tromped all the grass off of Poke Chop Hill and made this 

little community hum like a buzz saw. Back in the "good ole days" when 

the stories you're about to read happened , Graham was a typical rural 

community of America's "Golden Era . " The 1940's and S0's were boom 

times for these parts . There was plenty of work on and around the 

railroad: cutting ties, laying track, and cutting wood for the plant at 

Wrigley. There were several saw mills doing business here then , and for 

those who wanted more, there was an empty bus seat and an assured 

production job waiting for Tennesseans in Detroit . We had a good 

reputation up there in the car plants . We were "dependable, hard­

working, and not uppity." 

The Graham Store did a lively business back then, with the 

railroad workers and road builders stopping in for a bologna sandwich 

and a cold RC for dinner, and the twenty or so families who lived up and 

down Mill Creek that could buy the grocery staples they needed from Papa 

Clark on credit and pay after their tobacco crop came in. 
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There were many per ' h 1 h · ip era c aracters who wove this story' s 

tapestry, but it was the ki' ds fro f · f · 1 · m our ma in ami ies tha t formed the 

Graham Gang : the Cantrels, the Peters , the Logansons, and the Kents . 

The Cantrels lived about fifty yards down the road from Sonny. 

Bill was two years older than Tony, who was just Sonny's age . Thes e 

three formed the brave and witless core of the Gang. Whenever a caper 

involved locomotion, free-falling, fire-building, or bloodshed , then you 

could bet these three were the brains behind the plan . The Cantrels ' 

oldest brother, Wayne, was too mean and evil to be part of their Gang. 

He was a one-man-gang a smart person avoided. Mrs . Cantrel was the 

first person to give Sonny a homemade ham and biscuit, and Mr. Cantrel 

was Graham's drunkard, who flat knew how to make moonshine. 

The Peters lived on down Mill Creek Road about a quarter mile. 

Bobby and Donnie always had good bicycles with baskets on them, so they 

generally provided get-away services. They were both exceptional 

baseball players; they owned two of the three mitts which the Graham 

Gang counted as inventory . Their sister, Kathleen, was one year younger 

than Sonny, but no bawlin' betty. She could bat a home run and was the 

gang 's best tree climber, so she fulfilled a vital role besides being 

the token female. 

The Logansons lived on out Highway 48 in a big old house with tar 

shingles on it. There were nine of these kids but most of them were too 

young to run with the Gang . Jimmy and Jerry were twins about Bill's age 

and Jackie was a year older, which made him the oldest member . But 

li· ttle slow, he fit in with the schemes of his since he was always a 

younger friends just fine . The Loganson boys were all good swimmers and 
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the ir daddy had an old jon-boat he let them use to paddle around in Mill 

Creek . Their ownership of such a vessel as this put them in the catbird 

seat when the Gang had piracy on its mind. 

Finally, the Kents were Sonny's grandparents and they owned the 

Graham Store . Sonny was the only child in this house during the week , 

but on the weekend his many uncles and aunts and cousins would come down 

to the country and temporarily overflow the fort on Poke Chop Hill. 

Sonny wasn't really the leader of the Gang, at least not all the 

time . Different people led at different times , according to the talents 

required by the caper, but Sonny was definitely in on most of the 

planning and he was the one who could usually te l l about the event to 

everyone's satisfaction when tales we r e be i ng told around the campfire 

after the deed was done . 

The world has moved on since the time you' l l read about. The 

people have scattered to the ea r t h' s ends . But when you stand on the 

porch of the old Store, hear the ca t a lpa s eed pods r a ttl e in the breeze, 

and hear the tame whistle of the diese l tra ins hauling wood - chips as 

they slowly grind through the cross ing , you can believe tha t the Graham 

Gang is still alive , and some t hing st il l lives he re t ha t bears witness 

to this story. 
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CAPPIN' CORN 

One winter night not long after Sonny moved to Graham, he was 

sitting in Mama Kent's lap while she rocked by the wood stove . The 

living room was lit with the yellow glow of the coal-oil lamps and Sonny 

could hear the sleet skittering across the window panes of the old 

house . Drafts seeped in around the door and window frames, making the 

lamp flames shimmer sometimes and giving his toes a little icy nip now 

and again . 

His top part was warm and comfy snugg led on Mama Kent's lap, but 

he wasn't quite ready to go to sleep . He'd only been here a few days 

and he still wasn't used to the creaks and squeaks of this house. Going 

to bed alone in the dark back bedroom was scar ing him quite a lot. So 

he sat there, yawning, fighting to keep his eyes open, when Mama Kent 

said, "Sonny, you want me to cap you some corn?" 

Now he had no idea what that was , but by now he'd figured out that 

this woman would never steer him wrong. "Sure," he said, and they went 

into the old kitchen where Mama Kent poked the embers in the cook stove, 

added a stick or two, and set a heavy iron skillet on top. Then she 

took a lamp into the pantry and picked out several heaping cups of hard 

seed corn from the sack she kept there. They sat at the kitchen table 

and carefully picked out any trash and bad kernels they saw , then Mama 

Kent put them in a bowl and poured two dippers of water over them and 

sloshed them around good . She poured the water off into the hog's slop­

bucket and took the bowl over to the stove. 

The skillet was good and hot by this time, so she scooped a big 
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dol l op of lard from the cove r ed bucket that stood bes i de the counter . 

It melted fast , f i ll i ng the air with that rich brown aroma that would 

forever after remind Sonny of he r kitchen . The water clinging to the 

corn kernels sizzled and c r ackled as they hit the hot grease . 

"Now you stand back, Sonny. I don't want you to ge t splattered . " 

Sonny watched perched on a tal l stool several fee t away. Mama 

Kent st i rred the corn a round , coat i ng t he kerne l s t hroughly wi th the 

gr ease , t hen she slapped an iron lid on the s kill e t and poked up the 

f ire . She gave Sonny a gummy grin as she took a pot hol der and, 

grasp ing t he s killet handle, s t a rted shaking the whole thing vigorous l y 

back and f orth over the heat spot. 

Just a s Sonny was about t o laugh a t the way th i s motion made her 

a rms j i ggle, he heard a loud POP ! in the s kill e t, fo l l owed by another 

a nd another. Soon the whole thing was c r acking to bea t the band, and an 

incredible yellow smell was f illing the a i r . Sonny knew he was in for a 

treat . 

Mama Kent took the s k i llet off the s t ove a nd t urned the damper 

down s o the embers wou l d lie t ill morning. She lifted the s kil l e t lid 

and a ba ll of steam ro il ed up t o t he d im ce iling . There , before Sonny' s 

bulging eyes , lay a heap of go l den s hining ke rne l s with a few white 

nibbl e s peppered through . Mama Kent sa l ted the capped corn a nd poured 

it into a b ig blue bowl . Taking up the lamp and t he bowl she s aid, 

"Come on, Sonny , " and headed back to the liv ing room . 

Mama Kent, Papa Kent, and Sonny s at close together in cane 

d Stove in the living room and munched , bottomed c hairs by t he woo 

crunched, talked , and l a ughed , picked the ha rd little corn skins out of 
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their teeth, and listened to the wind whipping the maple limbs against 

the window. 

When the bowl was empty and Sonny went to bed that night, he lay a 

minute feeling Mama Kent's soft kiss goodnight on his cheek and tasting 

the corn on his breath . He sighed, pulled up his quilt , and tumbled 

into sleep. 



A ROLLING STONE 

Sonny's Uncle Phil came up to visit one weekend in early summer . 

He was a favorite with Sonny because he always brought him some sort of 

interesting or useful present. Once it was a harmonica, once an empty 

turtle shell, neat stuff like that . On this particular day he tossed a 

flat, black package at Sonny that was surpris i ng ly heavy. Sonny looked 

it over, sniffed it. 

"It's a tire innertube , So y," nc e Phi grinned. "You can blow 

it up and r oll it around the yard , or a e i do o he swimmin' hole 

t o float on. Come on , le ' s a ke 0 e he r e 0 he s o re and ge 'er 

blowed up. " 

Sonny watch d age r y s nc h p K inf a ed he 

tube. When i w s igh C , . ' hl sh down he 

sl o i ng ba c kya d d i ro or h on 8 .... y e 0 er . 

All righ h 8 0 0 e aro nd 

he yard an u 0 h r ng 1k a a n1ac 

besi de i 
' 

g i 1n i occ 510 sr. . r aine 

A er a wh 1 0 h w s he 8 do..,,, l he r on 

yard under he e Fro h s n h ... ,, s 0 ed 

gen ly I begi nn i n h 0 o· .... across h ro ro gh B 's 

fie d right 0 he cree So. y s 1e his a .. se t ng he 

ang e of it for maxi d i s a ce, g ·e l a s 0 sho ·e . r o ed 

smooth y through the grass o . 0 he r oa on s 0 g .... e n i hit the 

big hickory tree at the u er r ·ght corner of e f e d . 

Sann thought abo t it. He ... -on ere ' f ~ co r · de hat wild 

tube ? d rl· e ed his veh1c e an He ran down an re ca e back to starting 

8 



position. He leaned the tube against the maple tree and took off his 

sneakers . Then he straddled the tube, sitting inside the hole. 

Carefully, he lifted and folded first one foot , then the other up inside 

the cockpit . When he was packed in there like j elly inside a donut , he 

steadied himself aga i ns t the map l e and managed to twist himself into 

position for take o f f. He took a deep breath and s hoved ha r d against 

the tree. 

He braced his hands on the rubber cure above his head as the tube 

started rolling . Wi h he ex ra s abi i y his weight ga e it , the t ube 

was hol ding a remarkab y s eady course an 

Inside the black hoe, So y wa s 

his fee 
' 

rying 0 k e r o ho 

world flashed y in OSCO C 

road and easily h 9 

Sonny fe ik 9 

begin i ng o won ho,,,· h 9 0 

crossing ;..•i h h C z y ch•.·o r 

hea wa s defln e y 0 s 1.· 1 •. 

k e ro lin 0 0 rs;:. 

and Sonny s r e f 0 

Burne t ' S fie d , s u h ,,,-hi 

a it e . Boy Ho;..· y ! w i i he sho...-

With a whoo an gra l 9 

road to the Cantre s' ho se. 

9 

9 

0 

9 

ng 

icki g u speed like crazy. 

..,. h is hands and down with 

... , his an s . The 

ra ced across he 

's dge . 

9 y n he was 

lS ch Hi s y s were 

co o rs s ing by , an h ' s 

wh n h he igh 

T he h ckory tree 

his C He a here n 

s he sobered up 

Bl on: how o do this ! 

lS e ra off down the 
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WATER, WATER EVERYWHERE 

On rai · d ny spring ays, the clouds would belly up grey as geese and 

pour down. The clear, cool rain would tat on the tin roof and gush down 

the gutters, coursing down the ditches and puddling in the hard-packed 

chert road in front of the Store . Sonny was sitting on the porch on 

just such a day, holding his bare feet under the rivulets of rain 

leaking through a hole in the gutter . Pretty soon he saw Bobby sloshing 

through the side yard, holding his big toy dumptruck under one arm and 

carrying a broken shovel in the other hand. "Come on , Sonny. Git yore 

bulldozer and bring the red wagon . Let's us go play Corps of 

Engineers." 

Sonny ran inside to tell Papa Kent his plans. Then he ran next 

door where Mama Kent tied him into his green ra i n poncho. He ran to get 

the yellow toy bulldozer his mama had sent him f or Christmas . As he 

came running back through the kitchen , Mama Kent stopped him and gave 

h i m an old rusted gardening trowel . "Here Sonny . Ya'll might need to 

dig a canal with this . " She grinned and pinched his cheek . 

"Thanks, Mama Kent , " Sonny gave her a quick hug and dashed off the 

back porch. Pulling his Radio Flyer out from under the steps, he put 

his dozer and trowel in the wagon and headed around to the side of the 

Store where Bobby waited . 

The boys ran and splashed a bit just because they felt good, then 

turned to the serious business of taming the raging river of run off 

rainwater gushing down the ditches . After several trips with the wagon 
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up to get gravel from around the railroad ties, the boys set to work 

damming the ditch to make a lovely reservoir where all manner of boats 

could be sailed. Their plan was that the water should only back up and 

fill the ditch beside the road, but as the rain kept pouring down and 

they kept piling rock on the dam, the water started seeping sideways, 

filling up the shallow yard around the Store. The land there was saucer 

shaped and completely bare of grass from the shading of the catalpa 

tree, the tromping of callused boy-feet, and the scratching of chickens. 

Sonny and Bobby were building the lake at the edge of the garden, 

which put them around the corner of the Store and out of sight of the 

front Store yard. They were oblivious and happy, knew nothing of the 

watery havoc they were causing. They stopped and wiped their eyes, 

looking at their handiwork. "Why ain 't this lake no deeper, Sonny?" 

Bobby asked. "It's rainin' cats and dogs. You ' d think we'd have a foot 

of water back here in this deep ditch by now." 

Sonny scratched his head under the poncho hood and hadn't come up 

with an answer when suddenly the air was rent by a holler . "SONNY! 

What in the~ have you boys done ?" 

Bobby and sonny ran up the road around the corner of the Store and 

pulled up short as they rounded the curve and saw the Store yard. It 

looked like a bayou. water was everywhere, standing around the Store 

1 · h d and more was pouring through a gap in the ditch at severa inc es eep, 

the corner of the road. Papa Kent was standing on the porch wiping his 

glasses and shaking his head. "Sonny, ya'll have dang near washed this 

place plumb away. Lord, this here yard will be a muddy mess tomorrow. 
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Thi s he r e water has floated off my sawdust I had laid down here for a 

path . " 

The two boys stood 1.·n the ra1.·n, bl' k ' h ' 1.n 1.ng up at 1.m . "We're awful 

sorry, Papa Clark . We's buildin' us a lake. I don't know what coulda 

happened. We're awful sorry." Bobby nodded his agreement to the apology. 

"Well, ya'll just un-dam that lake, and do it quick. Ain't no 

chance this here will drain, but maybe it'll soak in tonight. You 

boys'll have to help me spread that bale of straw around after while. 

Minnie's the one has to mop the Store and she won't vote for nuthin' 

that adds to the muddy boot tracks on her floor . " 

The two boys tore down the dam much faster than they had built it 

and threw the gravel back in the general direction of the railroad 

crossing. They looked at each other, appreciating their drowned-rat 

appearance. 

"Well, it looks like it's lettin' up some," Sonny said . 

"Yeah. I guess we engineered enough for one day. " 

"Almost t,QQ much for one day if you ask me . We're lucky Papa Kent 

didn't tan our hides." 

"He couldn't get to us across that lake," Bobby giggled. 

1.. n the laugh but said, "Next time maybe we'd better Sonny joined 

just wade the puddles instead of makin' our own." 

Bobby agreed and headed home to his dinner . As Sonny stood on the 

front porch of the house taking off his wet poncho and galoshes, he saw 

Mrs. Loganson's three P
lump, white ducks come waddling down the road . 

d oftly quacking paddled serenely across 
They paused at the corner, an 8 ' 

the Store yard. 
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HALLOWEEN 

At the end of October in Graham there someti'mes comes a string of 

nights that make you remember the summer just ended. The moon rises 

enormous and yellow, the last of the fall leaves slowly drift down and 

owls hoot in the woods and hollows round about. On a night just like 

this, Sonny did his first trick-or-treating . 

Mama Clark had told him some time ago that he could go around with 

the older kids that year, but somehow he'd forgotten all about it until 

one morning Tony asked him, "Sonny, what are you gonna be tonite?" 

"Huh? 'Gonna be'? ' Whadder ya talkin' about, Tony?" 

Tony laughed. "Sonny, ain't you never been tricker treetin'?" 

Sonny shook his head. "Well, today is HAL-LOW - EEEN . Tonight's when 

all the witches, 'n spooks, 'n haints walks the earth, 'n you have to 

dress up like one of 'em so you can pass amongst 'em quiet-like, 'n you 

go to all everybody's house 'n say "TRICKER TREET !" 'n they act scared 

of you and give you candy , 'n bubble gum, 'n popcorn balls, 'n such . " 

Sonny's eyes had grown rounder and rounder during Tony 's 

recitation. Goblins .. . Haints ... Witches ... CANDY ! Tonight WAS Halloween . 

How in the world had he forgottten? He knew he was caught unprepared, 

though. "How do you dress up, Tony? Whadder YQ!J gonna be?" 

"I aim to be The Mummy . Mama's gonna wrap me in strips she tore 

Bl.' ll's gonna be the Headless Horseman. Mama read us offn a ole' sheet. 

about him the other day . He's usin' one of daddy's ole' raincoats and 

b · · h ' head and cuttin' two eye holes in the front of it uttonin' it over is 

s o 's he can see out. He got one of them candle-punkins they had down at 

Fussels Five and Dime to carry around like it was his head." 
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"WOW ! 
I ain't never seen no headless horseman. I ain't never 

seen no horseman. What's a horseman?" Sonny wondered. 

Tony laughed. "You' 11 · see tonight. I got to git home and git my 

chores done. I '11 meet you right here after supper, and we'll go 

tricker treetin' together." 

Sonny ran up the sidewalk into the house fast as he could . "Mama 

Kent! Mama Kent! You got to help me. What am I gonna go as? Tonite's 

HALLOWEEN!" She gave a gummy grin. 

"I'd plum forgot! Well, let me think . . . 11 she stood still and 

then gave a nod. "I believe I got what you need, Sonny. Come on." She 

led him into the back bedroom where she took an old, thin sheet from the 

cedar chest . She draped it over his head and cut the trailing edges to 

fit his height. "Now, Sonny, you got to make a decision . Do you want 

me to just cut eye holes in that sheet and make you a haint? Or do you 

want to have yore whole head through the sheet and wear this mask and be 

a goblin?" She whipped the sheet off his head and he saw the mask in 

her hand. It was of a horribly ugly old man , with snurly lips, warty 

nose, and bright orange -fuzz hair. It was made of that flimsy-hard 

plastic stuff and had an elastic band that fit around your head to hold 

it on . 

k d · t He didn't know about Headless Horsemen but Sonny loo e at i . 

they couldn't be much scarier than this ! "I'll take the Goblin !" 

d d Paper sack in hand, waiting on the front porch Sonny was resse , 

for Tony . As the moon rose over the stubbled corn field across the 

road, Sonny watched it and shivered as it cast weird shadows across the 

14 



landscape . There was definitely something mysterious about that moon . 

Witches would swoop gleefully in the light of that moon . Out of the 

corners of his eyes he saw movement. He snapped his head around! .. 

nothing. Something rustled in the maple tree . . he heard the porch 

creak behind him ... he felt breath on his neck . YIKES! He 

leaped up and spun in mid-air, landing flat-footed on the sidewalk 

facing the house. Nothing. No one there. 

"Hey Sonny!" Tony spoke behind him. 

"YOWWWWW!" Sonny bellowed like a lost calf and leapt the steps. 

He hit the porch running and the screen doer didn't hit his butt as he 

entered the safety of the lighted living room. He ran full tilt into 

Mama Kent's apron . 

"Here! Sonny! What is it? " 

Before he could catch his breath enough to tell her about the 

devil in the front yard , he heard a loud ha-ha-ha-ing coming from the 

porch. He let go of Mama Kent ' s skirts and turned around . There was 

Tony standing at the screen door . Sonny could see where tears of 

laughter had cut two tan streaks in the t h ick , white dusting powder his 

Mama had put on his face. Well , Sonny could see the humor in the 

situation now that he knew he wasn ' t being accosted by a demon from 

Hell . 

"Come on, sonny . Let ' s us go . Bill's gonna meet us up at the 

Peters, . They, re havin I a party-like with apple-dunkin ' , 'n RC' s, 'n 

Moon Pies. Everybody's goin' there first." 
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Sonny ran out on the porch and spied his trick-or-treat bag in 

the yard . "Bye, Mama Kent." He jumped off the top step and he and Tony 

ran off down the road to the Peters'. 

A crowd had gathered by the time they arrived . Beside Donny and 

Bobby, the Loganson kids were there. Their parents sat with Mr. and Mrs. 

Peters at the kitchen table, watching the kids through the doorway. Mr. 

Watkins Turner (Mrs. Peters' dad) who was at least a couple hundred 

years old, sat in his chair in the corner of the living room. He was 

old, but not senile . He was taking it all in, but not saying much. 

Tony and Sonny came in to a chorus of "Howdys." Mrs. Peters came 

from the kitchen with a cold RC and Moon Pie for each of them, and they 

sat down in the floor near Mr. Turner . Sonny nibbled and sipped, 

looking at everybody' s get-up . 

Jimmy looked like a vampire . Jerry was a werewolf. Kathleen was 

a purely ugly witch . She had cut and tied a swath of sea-grass twine 

into a coarse wig for her head . She looked like she had got her head 

caught in a hay -baling machine . Jacky was wearing his Mamma's red 

chenille bathrobe over his overalls and his feet were encased in bright 

red galoshes . sonny couln't figure out what he was supposed to be, but 

it~ pretty scary. 

Tony had wandered over to the front porch to join the group 

bobbing for apples in the big aluminum tub set there for that purpose . 

h d h . snack and slipped his mask back into place Sonny had just finis e is 

· h ' r "Hey, Sonny. Ya wanna see muh when he heard a muted voice in is ea · 

punkin?" 
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He looked up to see a dark green raincoat lift a fli ckering 

pumpkin wi th a hideous grin toward his face. The Headless Horseman ! 

Be fo r e Sonny could find his voice to gree t Bil l , a puff of br ee ze, or 

maybe a haint, slid through the room . It f licked the pumpkin's candl e 

flame higher while whisk ing a strand of orange ha i r toward it . POOF ! 

Jus t like that , Sonny was on f i re . The r ayon strands of ha ir i gnited 

i nstantly , and in s e conds hi s head was g i r dled by a b l az ing ha lo ! 

Sonny grabbed t he chin of t he mask and pulled f orward fr ant ically. 

It l i fted away f rom his f a ce, but s napped right back when he tried to 

throw i t away . Pull, s nap! Pull, snap ! Sonny was a picture of 

desperat i on with bli s tered ears when , f i na lly , t he damn e l asti c band 

broke and the fl aming mi s si le shot a cross the room. 

Those few seconds wreaked havoc in that country house . Bill 

star ted hollering "FAR ! FAR ! " The apple dunkers were crowding in the 

front door, "What is i t ? What' s the matter ?" The adults came r unning 

in fr om the kitchen "Lordamercy, children ! Are ya ' ll a lright?" Sonny 

was cupping his red ears with both hands , crying . Mr. Turner wa s 

cussing and jabbing with his ca ne a t the mask s mol dering in the co r ne r. 

As t he wome n c l us t e r ed a round the s qua l l i ng Sonny, J acky stumped 

over and calml y stomped on the mas k with his enormous ga los he s . 

"Hi t like to set thi s p l ace a f a r ! " Mr . Turne r s hout ed. "Hit come 

f H l ' " He was rea lly wor ked up . Mrs . 
a t me like f ar and br i mstone r om e · 

the Whl.
· te liniment to t hose doctor i ng poor Sonny' s ea rs, 

Petty delive r ed 

her daddy calmed down and i n t o bed. then ran to g e t 
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Jacky looked down at the mashed mask lying on the scorched 

linoleum . "I'm glad I wore these here shoes," he said to no one in 

particular. 

The Store was buzzing on November first . All of Graham had heard 

about Sonny's brush with the devil . Sonny stayed in the house , sitting 

in Mama Kent's old rocker by the window . His ears were standing out 

with big water blisters and he didn 't fee l s o good . He dipped 

occasionally into the bag of treats Mama Kent had given him and watched 

the fading leaves s kip across t he yard . 
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SNOW 

Low, thick-necked clouds had 
started gathering in a pewter halo 

late in the chill afternoon. 
Sonny was driving in a big cardboard box 

on the back porch and the heavy traffi' c h 1 e d his attention and kept him 

from noticing the change in the slant of light . Mama Kent came out of 

the kitchen and stood at the porch edge, wiping her red hands on a 

checkered dish towel. She craned forward and looked up at the grey 

circle of clouds building up. She tilted her head and took several 

quick sniffs of air. "Snow's comin," Sonny, r can smell it." 

Sonny threw on the brakes and jumped over the convertible door 

before it had stopped rolling. "What? Wha t does it smell like, Mama 

Kent?" 

"Why it smells like the bottom of the metal dipper as you gulp the 

last of the spring water out ... kinda frosty and tinny. And lookee 

here, Sonny . Look at them drops hangin ' on the ends of the vibernie--

see? Havin ' drops hang like that is a s ure sign of snow. My own granny 

told me that , and I reckon it is so." 

Now, Sonny could plainly see the perfect drops of moisture hanging 

on the viburnum hedge. He took several sniffs of air. Yeah, he~ 

smell it a bit. It was like the inside of the red metal chest where 

Papa Kent kept the cold drinks over at the Store. Mama Kent turned to 

go back to her cooking. "I believe we'll have some on the ground by 

morn in'." 

Sonny climbed back into his car , but didn't start the motor. He 

was excited and disturbed by the wea ther report. He knew he had seen 
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snow and even played in it up in Detro1.· t. His mama said he had and she 

even had a picture of h' im standing beside a snowman. But try as hard as 

he could, he couldn't remember a thing about it . Of course he~ what 

snow was--big, flat, white frozen water. 

possibilities for adventure involv1.·ng · it. 

He knew there were several 

But knowing something and 

remembering something are two different things. Sonny decided he'd had 

enough driving for one day, so he left the convertible sitting there on 

the porch and raced down the shallow back step into the field behind the 

Store. There he stood, looking up and around at the clouds . He turned , 

turned, turned, turned . till he fell, dizzy and giggling, to the 

ground . He lay watching the pewter sky lurch round and round . Then he 

squeezed his eyes shut , and crossing both fingers he whispered , "Please 

God . . make it snow !" 

Sonny woke earlier than usual the next morning . He lay quiet, 

listening for sounds of Mama Kent in the kitchen . Nothing. As he was 

hopping out of bed he suddenly paused and stared around his room. Here 

in the back bedroom the only window was high in the wall and faced east . 

It let in enough sunlight to wake him up on fair days, but today there 

was something different about the light. It was more than br i ght , more 

than shining--it glistened ! 

He stomped into his jeans and boots, grabbed his coa t off the bed 

post, and ran through the kitchen onto the back porch where he stopped, 

thunderstruck. SNOW !! Every surface was smothered and mounded, molded 

and rounded by an exquisite sparkling blanket of snow . It was heaped on 

the well-house roof, weighed down the dark cedars in the fence row . 
It 
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covered the yard f ' ld 
' ie s, and road right down to the trestle in perfect 

white. The bare maple b h ranc es held their frosting on one side only, 

but the viburnum hedge fl was ocked in thick clusters. 

Sonny just stood there, mouth open, eyes squinting from the 9.1,Q_ry 

of it all . He stood on the porch edge and the snow was only three 

inches below his toe tips. H ld e cou see that nobody had been about yet. 

Too early. No car or horse or dog or man had set foot in the snow yet. 

He'd be the first to stride out and conquer Graham. In the name of Old 

Man Winter, I claim you! 

He crouches to make his leap--but something holds him back. He 

stops, straightens. He turns his head slowly from side to side, 

looking, looking, aching at the place where his ears meet his head. 

Suddenly he knows he's seeing something--seeing a mystery . The snow has 

come. It has not only covered the world, it has transformed it. Who 

knows what treasure lies underneath the large lump near the cistern? 

What secret Watcher might be grinning with frost y teeth within the fuzzy 

white viburnum? Somehow, as young as he is, Sonny knows he's seeing 

something he may never see again . He can't express it, will spend years 

trying to find the words to articulate his glimpse behind the veil . 

He steps off the porch, but lightly, reverently . He slowly walks 

down the sloping yard onto the road and up to the fluff y white railroad 

tracks. As he blazes his trail, he lifts each foot high and sets it 

down squarely. No sloppy foot-dragging on this path! He marches down to 

the trestle while in his heart one thought echos joyfully over and over, 

"Thank You, God!" 
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Later that afternoon, Bill 
and Tony came by and hollered for Sonny 

to come and go sliding out back. 
Sonny came running out, jamming his 

hat on his head. He stopped short 1 k' , oo ing all around for any sign of 

a sled. Nothing. "Where's your sled, Tony?" he asked, bewildered. 

"How we gonna slide without a sled?" 

"We got this cardboard, Sonny. It's a whole lot fastern' any old 

sled." Tony held up a large flat piece of cardboard that must have been 

cut from a big appliance box. Bill was holding one and Tony had two 

pieces, one for him and one for sonny. 

"Let's go!" The boys floundered through the snow drifted in the 

road till they stood on the bank at the edge of the field where Mr . 

Burnett raised corn every other year. Now the coarse corn stubble was 

smoothed over by a pristine blanket of snow . The field sloped gently 

for about fifty yards, ending in a three foot bank that dropped sharply 

to Mill Creek. The boys stood drinking in the brilliance of the scene 

for a few minutes . They almost hated to mess it up . but not quite . 

With a whoop, Bill jumped off the verge holding his cardboard to 

his chest . He flung himself on it with a belly flop and the momentum of 

his weight sent him skidding and sliding down the field, picking up 

speed, jouncing over the uneven patches , and finally ending up in the 

tangle of snow-covered honeysuckle vines that grew over the creek bank 

at the field verge. After satisfying themselves that they wouldn't end 

up in that freezing creek , Tony and Sonny took off and aped Bill's trip 

in fine style. 

db k bout a million times that The three boys slid and hike ac a 

afternoon till Mama Kent called them up to the house. 
They took off 
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their wet thing s and spread them on straight-backed chairs pul led up 

close to the wood stove. As the coats, mittens, and mufflers steamed 

and dried , the boy s slurped hot cocoa and ate fresh vanilla tea cakes 

she had baked that morning. 

Sonny led the troop back to his room to play with the new checker 

set his mama had sent him . 

When Mama Kent stuck her head in the door a while later, after 

noticing an unnatural lack of noise, she saw all three boys sprawled on 

sonny' s bed fast asleep . 
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WASH DAY 

One Saturday morning in early spr1.·ng, S onny got up and strolled 

down the railroad to the spout spring and swimming hole under the 

treS t le. He picked up a handful of smooth creek stones and stood 

plunking them into the rain-swollen creek . A large brown sycamore leaf 

came swirling by on the current, and watching it twist and dip reminded 

Sonny of wash days when he was just a kid (a year or two ago) . 

Mama Kent, Mrs . Peters, Mrs . Cantrel, and Mrs . Loganson would 

gather all their washing up and Papa Kent would roll it down to the 

creek bank in the wheelbarrow. There he would start a fire under the 

two huge iron kettles suspended on tripods that always stood there. The 

women trooped down to the creek carrying large wooden tubs by their rope 

handles and with apron pockets bulging with lumps of lye soap . 

When all were assembled, the ladies started the laborious task of 

washing on a scrub board all the clothes dirtied in a week by large 

families. The linens were first : dipped in the creek, smeared with 

soap, and scrubbed vigorously on a corrugated wash board . Then they 

were dipped and rinsed in the creek and put into the big kettles to 

d Paddles resembling oars were used to stir the boil. Large woo en 

clothes and to lift them steaming and gleaming from the water. They 

On t he grassy creek bank until they were cool were laid on a clean sheet 

enough to wring. Then two women would each grab an end and twist in 

. . -1 11 excess water was wrung out . The clean opposite directions unt1. a 

· t pillowcases to be carried back and hung in clothes were then put 1.n o 

the backyard . 
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The youngest children always came down to play in the creek where 

their mamas could keep an eye on them. It was always fun to play with 

the other kids, but Sonny's favorite wash day pastime was when Mama Kent 

would tuck up her skirts, revealing skinny calves, and plop Sonny into a 

large wooden tub and pull him along in the water . Back and forth she 

would wade in her old sneakers, gliding, swirling, skimming that old tub 

through the water. It was while Sonny sat there, feeling an impression 

of the cold creek water seep through to chill his butt, that he figured 

out that he liked boats ... liked them a lot . 

While she whooshed him back and forth she pointed out large 

quivering patches of purple-blue and yellow-black butterflies gathered 

at certain spots on the creek bank. "See them butterflies, Sonny? 

They're sucking salt outta the mud." 

"How do they know the salt is there?" 

"They smell it, I reckon . They need a little salt to get that 

sweet nectar taste outta their mouths . " 

f 1 . He always saved back a last Sonny nodded, he knew the ee ing. 

to Cut the sweet taste of pie off his bite of cornbread and onion 

toungue. 

the air was full of butterflies As he stood there this morning, 

h muddy creek bank. At least some things 
that lit and fluttered overt e 

didn't change. new electric washtub now with a fine Mama Kent had a 

1 the other neighbor ladies. The weekly 
automatic wringer , just like al 

wash day tradition had died out . 

Sonny sighed. 
a handful of rocks and skipped them He picked up 
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a cross the wa t er as he slowly walked 
along the creek bank . He was 

wondering what Bill and Tony 
were up to when he noticed a fat redbird 

s it t i ng on a low elm branch . 
He stopped, and moving very slowly, took a 

rock out of his pocket and threw it in a swift overhand at the 

unsuspecting bi rd . Bing! The rock hit the bull's-eye and the bird 

tumbled backwards off the branch to lay t· 1 · h mo ion ess int e grass . 

His first thought was "Oh, No! I've ki'lt i·t.1" Th "Al · h en, rig t! 

I've hit it! I'm a hunter!" Breathing hard, he slowly approached the 

fallen bird. He picked it up; it was so light! He gently gripped its 

little body, turning it from side to side while its red head wobbled 

against his thumb . Sonny held the bird close to his face , saw the blue 

tinge of the papery eyelids. He was feeling a strange mixture of regret 

and elation. He desperately wanted to hurry up and be big enough to go 

hunting with his grandpa and uncles, and this kill would prove he was 

developing a good aim . Yet as he looked at the black pinfeathers around 

the bird's eyes, and tapped the yellow beak with his thumbnail, he knew 

he ' d put an end to a beautiful thing , knew he'd taken something he 

couldn't return. 

He blew a warm breath at the wiggly head and gave the bird a 

little shake. Suddenly, its black eye popped open , and before Sonny 

could react, it turned and clamped its beak on the little bit of skin 

f . The feathered body squirmed, and between Sonny's thumb and fore inger. 

i' t pi' nched the devil out of enemy flesh . with all its might, 

e ched and flung his arm out full-length "YOWWWWWW ! ! ! " Sonny sere , 

d The J·erky motion dislodged the bird, 
and frantically shook his han · 

d shot off into the wild blue yonder ! 
which gave a shrill whistle an 
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Sonny 
st

ood there, dumbfounded, looking from the pointy indention 

in his flesh to the redbird now high in the elm tree and scolding him 

like thunder . 

Later that day, he told Bill and Tony about the miraculous shot 

he'd made. "Knocked him clean offn' the limb. BAM! He never knowed what 

hit him!" he bragged. 

Tony snickered. "Naw. But you sure knowed what bit the shit 

outta you, though, didn' ya?" 

"How did you know about that?" Sonny demanded loudly over the 

laughter of the other two. 

"Yore grandaddy tolt my Pa, that's how." Tony said . 

Sonny stood there watching his two friends guffaw at his expense . 

He finally just gave up and joined in the joke. It was no use trying to 

be uppity. They all knew each other too well. 
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GARDENING TIME 

In the early March days, Sonny was 
nervous as a cat . The weather 

blew hot, then cold. Snow could fl 
urry in the morning, and by dinner 

time it could be fifty degrees. 
It rained often yet, unpredictably, and 

it was a cold rain, too. 
Sonny would kick around the yard till the 

picky little March wind would send h ' 
im indoors, jumpy and bothered. 

There, he'd pace from room to room till Mama Kent would suggest he go 

next door and visit the Store. 

So over he'd go, but he wouldn't stay long. Papa Kent would send 

him packing . "Git on back over to home, Sonny. Yore makin' me lose this 

checker game . " Papa Kent~ how to deal with March .. . he just 

played checkers with whoever was hanging around the Store eating cheese 

and crackers . 

One day Mama Kent was racking her brain trying to think of 

something to occupy this child. She knew just the thing. She went to 

the back of the kitchen pantry and gathered up the seeds and sets, bulbs 

and tubers, she had saved from last year's garden. She spread an old 

flour sack on the kitchen table and spread the garden out on it. "Hey, 

Sonny, come on in here." He came running from the back bedroom. "Let's 

you and me start plannin' out our garden. I aim to let you have your own 

little corner to grow in this year." 

"You mean I can plant whatever I want?" 

"Whatever you want." It sounded like a solemn promise. 

"Hot dog! Some Carrots and radishes and t want some I want me 

green onions and lettuce and I want some · · 
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"Whoa!" s he laughed . 
"I reckon you could have yore own sa l a t 

patch . Le t me g i t a · 
piece of paper and we'll draw us up a picture of 

whe r e we want everything to be." 

When they were gathered at 
the supper table, they told Papa Kent 

the i r plan . 

"Well, I reckon it ll about t ' ime to talk to Ned ... see when he 

can come turn the garden fer us." 

Ned Cash was a bachelor man, born and bred in Nunnelly and never 

even thinking of leaving it. H · h ' e was in is middle sixties and, 

unfortunately, was afflicted with a slight palsy in his hands. This 

didn't stop him from being the local barber, however . After he'd run 

the shears shakily over your head a few t;mes and · k ' l h ~ Jeri y saved your 

neck , he'd give a chuckle-snort and say, "Wall, I guess if •n you go 

hide in the woods for a coupla weeks, hit'll look all right!" Then he'd 

just guffaw. He never got tired of this joke. 

Keeping the neighborhood groomed wasn't Ned's only function . He 

was the guardian of a big roan Mammoth Jackass, Little Red , who was 

broke to the plow very nicely. Regrettably , Little Red was born with 

one of his hind legs slightly shorter than the other, so he walked with 

a noticeable limp and a loud jingling of harness . He pulled a wooden 

sled on which sat the plow and disk Ned used to work up the soil of his 

· The heavy wooden runners of the sled left furrows neighbors' gardens. 

in the chert road, so you could follow Ned-and-Red sign all through the 

community during the early spring. 

Ned would ride standing in the back of the sled holding the long 

hands / Shout ;ng encouragement to Little Red . "Hep ! 
lead r eins in his ~ 
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Giddie ep, Red ! Yore pull in' fine, you gimpy Jack ! Yahoo ! !" Sonny 
hea r d them coming up the road few a afternoons after the supper 

conversation . He ran to tell the folks about it, then raced down the 

back yard and on down Mill Creek Road to meet them . Ned would usually 

let him take the reins and dri' ve a-ways. 

The spring and early summer were wet and mild. The garden was 

growing well. Sonny's salad patch was well sprouted and he scrutinized 

every plant there while watching Mama Kent weeding the corn rows. He 

was down on all fours, looking at his lettuce, when he heard a wild 

shout. 

"Lardy! Lardy! Snake! Snake! SNAKEKKK ! 11 

He looked up to see Mama Kent hopping from one foot to another, 

rapidly raising and lowering the rake she'd been weeding with. She was 

whupping the devil out of a spread-adder she'd found in the corn. She 

attacked him with her tongue, too. 

"You git yoreself outta here ! I ain't ahavin' you in here! This 

here is MY garden ! I ' m agonna stomp you to dust!" 

sonny watched it all open-mouthed from his vantage point. 

the tattered snake become entangled in the tines of the rake . 

d d · the ai' r above her head as she her hold the rake suspen e in 

b ·1 dl looked around for her vanished enemy . ewi dere y 

He saw 

He saw 

k O?" She turned left and 
? Where did that sna e g • "Where did you go. 

d surveying the corn rows. Her body 
right, craning her neck aroun, 

fl tt r in the metal teeth, and 
movement s caused the snake-pennant to u e 

she caught sight of it out of the corner of her eye. 
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"HEEEEEEEEEE ! " she was heard all the way to Nunnelly . "There ye 

are ! OH ! OH! OH ! " Each exclamation was accompanied by a stout blow 

to the ground for the tattered snake, which had been dead for a full 

three minutes. 

Mama Kent had to stop to catch her breath, and she realized she 

had won the fight . As the blood-lust left her eye, she started looking 

around for Sonny. He was doubled-up in his salad patch, holdin' his 

stomach, laughin' fit to be tied. 
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SCHOOL DAYS 

Sonny spent his first five years 11.· v1.·ng 11.' ke a natural man . He 

splashed the creek, ran the trails, stomped up and down the packed chert 

road, and spent his days in the woods. His grandparents pretty much let 

him run wild and do whatever took hi' s fancy. Mama Kent had been heard 

to say, "Sonny is a good boy . . . if you let him have his way. " They 

didn't talk to him about school much or try to tutor him in what lay 

ahead when he reached his sixth birthday . consequent l y , sonny faced his 

first day of school completely unprepared. 

Mama Kent got him up early and washec hi s face filld ears (unusual ) 

and helped him into a clean cotton shi r t and new j eans. He knew he was 

starting school today but he d i dn ' t r ightly know what "s t a rtin' s chool" 

meant . 

"Mrs. Cantrel's gonna stop and give you a ride to s chool, Sonny. 

Tony 's startin' today and Bi l l sa i d he'd show you boys around ." 

She worked at the kitchen counter while Sonny ate bacon and eggs, 

db . · t She peered out of the window and said, "Sonny, you gravy an 1.scu1. s . 

hurry! Here comes Doy now!" 

Sonny gulped the last of his milk and wiped his mustache off with 

a nd ha nded him a small 
the back of his hand. Mama Kent kissed his cheek 

paper sack. S A coup e a biscui ts wi t h "This here ' s yore d i nner , onny. 

a Chl.
. cken leg from last n i ght, and one of t hem bananers 

fried tater , 

James brought down on Saturday." 

door . 

d his lunch , and ran out the back 
Sonny hugged his granny, grabbe 

t l s ' o l d Ford and 
the back seat of t he Can r e 

He climbed into 
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settl ed beside Tony wh 1 
o ooked unusually clean . The two boys chattered 

happ i ly all the way from Graham over to the Pi' newood 
School on Highway 

48 . 

The Pinewood School went first through 
tenth grades and served all 

the little rural communities round about. It had a total population of 

eighty-five or so, including the teachers, the two cooks, and the 

janitor . It was a plain little two-story brick building with a half­

moon gravel lot in front and a band of maple and oak trees surrounding 

it on both sides and in back . Mr . Salsey had a big hay field that 

joined the school property, though there was a pasture fence setting i t 

off . One spring he planted the field heavily with red clover and when 

it began to bloom in late April , it covered t he rol ling f i e l d wi th an 

undulating blanket of crimson glory. The ki ds lined up a long t he fence 

at recess and stood there, watchi ng tha t living sea of red and green 

bend , ripple, wave, and dip in t he bree ze . They knew they could pl ay 

kick-the-can any old time . '.Ill.u. was a s ight t hey knew they might never 

see again . 

It so happened that Tony and Sonny we re as signed to the same 

· d f school Her name was Mrs . Setton homeroom teacher on their first ay o · 

h t Pi·newood She was a t iny, and she was the only first grade teac er a · 

Chri· stian wi th a ha lo of s nowy whi te ha ir dried-apple of a woman , a 

f l oating around her head . ki. nd and gentl e person perfect l y She was a 

She never had to spank anyone . Jus t t o have her 
suited to her job . 

· melancholy tone was enough 
look at you sadly and chide you softly in a 

f . t-grader feel about two i nches tall . 
to make the average irs 
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day, she told everybody to choose ad k es . Tony and Sonny got the last 

two seats in the row by the window. 

"Good Morning, children . I welcome each and every one of you! 

This year we're gonna have so much fun and learn so much you just won't 

hardly believe it! The first thing I've got to do is say each person's 

name to see if you are written on this list . " She held up a white piece 

of paper. "I will read off this list and call the roll. When you hear 

your name say 'Here' and raise your hand." She smiled at the innocent , 

freckled faces turned toward her . She quickly went down the list, the 

children answering and flapping their hands in response. 

When she'd finished, she said, "Now is there anybody here whose 

name I didn't call?" Sonny raised his hand. 

"What's your name?" 

"Sonny." The class tittered, and Mrs . Setton hid a smile . 

"What's your last name, hon?" 

Sonny looked at her blankly. ,S.Q,n.ny was the only thing he'd ever 

been called. Tony leaned forward . "Hit's Kent. !" he hissed . 

"Kk . Kent," sonny stammered . 

She scanned her list . 
,, I don , t see a Kent here. I ' 11 tell you 

what. 
don ' t have a check by and you tell me 

I will say these names I 

when you recognize one, OK? 
Lewis Nathan Batey? .. no . Ben jamin 

Lee Hobson? no . Edwin Philip Simmons ?" 

sonny thought. 
"Well, I guess that's it . 

r siQ have a Uncle 

Philip. II 

Mrs. Setton nodded . 
11 Well, 

I'll find out at the dinner break. 

We ' ll just call you sonny, OK? " 
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He nodded and grinned . 

"Now class, let's see what you a l ready know . I'd like the f i rs t 

row to come to the board ." She indi cat ed the row whe r e Tony and Sonny 

sat . "I want each of you to wr i te as many of your numbers and letters 

as you can. We ' ll see i f anyone knows the whole alphabet ." 

The f ive kids in the first row marched up t o t he board and t ook 

their p l a c e s a long it . Sonny followed the ir exa 

long p iece of yellow chalk . He stared a s he gir 

making squiggles on the board . 

"Wuddar we doin' ? " Sonny aske ony n 

"We're writ i n ' , Sonny . nd rs . 

1, 2 ,3,4,5 . . A , B , C , , E 

Sonny d idn ' know. H .,; 

writing and coun ing , 0 cou s 

wr i en s ymbols us d 0 0 

g i rl's squ i gg l e s 9 s h 

d s k while hen x r ow 00 

easier or he go s n 
go 

he 'd be dead by d nn 

h h 0 achoo 
Sonn s oon go 

ABC' s in no t ime he r )' 

' r . ys ·o . 
a l wa ys had h is homewor k, he 

o h s e 
i He s e c e 

wa s caught wi thou 

t o e 18 C 
a l ways ab e 

11 ma 1 a m, 11 and he was 
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Pinewood was a fine pl f ace or a wild country boy in those days . 
All the s t udents knew each oth h 

er; t e teachers were l ' k i e your own kin . 

Mr . Hef ton, the janitor, would show 
you the scar on his forearm he got 

while stopping a German bullet, and 
would occasionally join in a game 

of baseball at recess. 
But the best thing about Pinewood School was 

Mrs . Darce Weaver and Mrs. Fronie Adams, the cooks. 

These women could stir up a good meal, and they served it with a 

grin. The cafeteria was in the cellar of the school, It was a cellar, 

not a basement. Though ;t had a h ~ smoot concrete floor, the walls were 

earthen . Two long wooden tables stretched the length of the room with 

benches on both sides of them . Lighting was provided by bare bulbs 

hanging over each table, dimly reflecting off the plastic tablecloths . 

It sounds bleak in this description , but in reality , it was wonde r ful . 

When the children were packed cheek-by -jowl on the benches and the good 

smell of country cooking hung around them , and their happy babble 

bounced off the chert clay walls and mixed with the cl i nk of their forks 

on their plates, believe this . . . it was wonderful. 

Monday it might be meatloaf, mashed potatoes, onion and cornbread. 

Tuesday perhaps it was white beans, turnip greens, por kchops and 

cornbread. Every couple of weeks they had butter and Karo syrup and 

every Fr ;day it was this-week ' s-leftovers soup 
homemade biscuits. And ~ 

day . 
t eat their fi ll , seconds 

The sweet little cooks encouraged them o 

. d Nobody left the table hungry. were permitte . 
For the res t of his 

every time he descended the 
l i fe , Sonny would smell those school dinners 

stai rs and entered someone's basement . 

36 



Sonny s oon learned that the best parts of the 
school day were the 

t wo recesse s . About ten in the morning 
and again in the afternoon the 

kids would bust out the door like wild 
things and make a stampede for 

the playground. The girls would cluster up at the 
swings and the see-

saw . The boys would hang around the monkey bars a f 
ew minutes, then 

drift down toward the woods behind the school where the older boys all 

congregated . There, a cigarette would be passed around the circle while 

the talk ranged from girls to when school would ever be out to who had 

the loudest barking hound dog. 

There was a curious connection in this gathering. Impulses seemed 

to pass from individuals through the group like ripples through thumped 

jello . If one yawned, all yawned . If one burped , soon all would be 

belching. If one expressed a need to take a pee , well, soon they ' d al l 

be pissing in a row. 

on one such occasion, a lively discussion arose on who could make 

the 1.g est s ream. h . h t several boys declared t heir supr emacy in t hi s a r ea , 

the Whole 11.·ne altered the angle of their pl umbing and and immediately 

h · They stood there like some amber arches of pee rose into t e air. 

11.· ne, lean1.' ng back and aiming high . demented chorus The contest ended 

gave a sputtering holler and broke ranks . when Benji Harrison 

1 voted him the winner . h the boys unanimous Y shouts of laug ter, 

pissed right in his own face . 

Amid 

He ' d 

d Sonny loved Mrs . Bly best . 
Of all the teachers at Pinewoo' 

She 

and fourth grades and was taught third 
a widow-woman who looked j ust 

Uld when TV came along . 
like Aunt Bea from Mayberry wo 
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spoken, gentle woman, but she could talk . 
straight when she had to. She 

never made fun of a person if he got his long d ' V' S'On bl 
4 4 4 pro ems wrong on 

t he board, and she was always willing to g've extra h 
4 e l p af t er school. 

she had a way of looking straight at you and making you be l ieve she 

could be trusted. Before you knew it , you woul d be t e lling her stuff 

going on in your life, at home and a ll . She was a friend . 

Sonny always tried to be extra good in her c l ass, of t e 

volunteering to wash the blackboard and bea t t he chalk dust out of t he 

erasers . He wasn"t exac t ly t he teacher ' s pe , bu he knew rs . B 

l i ked him as much as he liked her . Ones o y a ernoo 

she proved it . 

n a e Ari , 

on wet da ys l i ke that one , the recess 0 sen 1 oo s. 

The o lder g rade s , s i x t h t hrough en h , lo.'0 d go 0 h 0 

basketba ll or volleyba ll . The i e k 6 s )' l e r hoe 

r ooms where the teachers would b i C ge o g h so h1 g 

t o keep them occupied . Someti es h y lo.'0 d n Sez ft; 80 l es 

they did the "Hokey Pokey . II rs . B y ·o d C 0 r 

to l ead the cl a ss i n exercises , o r s he gh e h n s ng1 g so gs . 

She sang we ll and t he cl a ss love 0 JO n h r. 

On this parti c u l ar da y , she sa d , · s ce we c goo Sl e 

t oday, let' s p l a y The Mys t ery Cha k Ga e. ft s e o...,er er OlC as s e 

sa i d the ga me ' s tit l e , and a m r o f exc e en en aro he r oo 

Nobody had e ve r hea rd o f this game before. 

"Ya ' ll move you r cha i rs i to a i e u front here an s yo r 

des ks ba ck a littl e ." The chi dren j ped up to obey . w e they were 
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arranging the s eats, Mrs . Bly got a quarte r pi·ece 
of ye l low chalk out of 

her desk drawer . 

"Now the way you play this game i s thi s : I wi ll pi ck a pe r s on to 

go stand in the cloak - room. Then I wi ll g ive t he cha k t o the pers on on 

the end of the row , and ya ' 11 will pass it from hand to hand while I 

count to fif ty . When I ' m finishe d with t he count , whoever has the cha k 

will keep it c lutched t i ght a nd eve rybody wi hod his fis sin his 

lap . The gue s ser will come out fro the c oak-roo, wa l k u a down 

t he li ne l ooki ng at everybody ' s fa ce , a d 

who is r ea lly holding the chalk ." he ch 

and nudged each other, grinning . 

"Now, the object is o r y 0 r y 

thinking YQY have the cha k , b yo 

looked up and down th r ow. 

arms shot up and kids w 99 

"W o w 

h 

s owl y a each fa c e, o on 1n 

"Sonny , you be the gu 85 y. 

Sonny could h a his 

beside Mrs. Bly 0 he b c 0 

room he said anxiously , "How 

world can I guess who ' s go h 

be r yi ng to trick me like er zy, 

"Well , Sonny , OU and Wl 

She grinned s o big a ll her di 

t o Put on a 9 the r e, I want you 

s ' 

C 

C 

h 

0 

XCl 

s o•,.;e 

Look everybody up a nd down . ok har i 
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if you can help it. Act like you ' re taking it all real seriously, bu t 

as you move along, keep watching me out of the corner of your eye. I'll 

set my chair over by the door where you can see me from anywhere a long 

the line . When you get in front of the person who is holding the chalk , 

I'll cross one foot over the other ! Don ' t you let on to anybody how 

we're doing this, now Sonny. Not even after the ga e is o er . Le ' s 

fool 'em good, what do you say? " She st ck o 

"You bet !" Sonny said grinn ing , ad hep 

down. 

He sat down on the floor as she C 

her ha for a shake. 

ed her ha u a d 

0 )0 8 

classmates . He hea rd he scra e o r c 1r s s l O ' r 

next to the door, and hen e h r -- co 

kind of slow, like you do wh yo ' r 8 

reached fifty, she c a l h i n 0 0 

britches' seat. 

He forced h is C l O 8 • l o h 

finally faced he , h 0 0 l h 

hands behind his ck a ~ h 

good view of rs. B y s l H r 

scru inizing e ery erso hl r o 1 . o c h 

face like he wa s ook 1n f o r Cl :r. 

One by one he s r c h e , s 0 s r 1 h-. 

Tony crosse his eyes face even when 
h s I/ nso '•"199 h l ;..r r 

famous . ,ay e his ears in tha 
r r s 

\oi en e s 

ste in fr o. through the l ine , he 
0 e f p ! y 

on Po y, an he was a little sweet 
fa be :n 0 re en . 

e fe h1s 

l 

e 



He could have liked her a lot, except she was so snotty . J t t d us yes er ay 

she'd laughed real loud at him h wen Mrs. Bly had asked him what his 

favorite condiment was and he'd said, "Texas." He thought she'd said 

"continent," for heaven's sake ! 

Anyway, as he stopped before Polly he caught 1 · h · as 1.g t movement 1.n 

hl.· s peripheral vision. Mrs Bly's r · ht nkl · 1.g a e was now rest ing on her 

left! He almost whooped, but managed to turn it into a cough; then he 

leaned his face in close to Polly' s and looked stra ight into her blue 

eyes . She leaned back slightly (boys were so smelly !) , but otherwise 

she held her ground . She kept her hands tightly clasped in her lap just 

like everyone else, and matched him eyeball for eyeba 

The whole line was holding its brea th , and even rs . Bly was 

leaning forward a little - signs Sonny wou dn 't have noticed i f he 

hadn ' t been in on the secret . He stra ightened up and g anced down a t 

Polly' s red tennis shoes . Then he turned to go on the nex person. 

A faintl y audible sigh had hardy been r e ea s ed by he i e when 

he spun on his hee l a nd po inted at Po Y· "She ' s go 

in a voice like thunder , making her ju P and squeak . 

i ! " he announced 

There was a mo e 

b k t ' Po y j u ed 
of dumbstruck silence, then bedl am r oe ou · 

r ound -

eyed, and opened he r right hand. 
There was the ye ow cha k i he r 

dusty palm . 

"She tolt him ! She give 
him t he wink ! " Tony prot ested oud y . 

"I did not ! I never ! Did I Mrs . B y? " 
rs . B y s hook her head . 

"Well how did he know? How? You j ust te me that . " Arthur was 

bamboozled. 
his best friends for~ and he ' d 

sonny had been one of 

Of c l airvoyance before . 
never shown any sigh 
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The air buzzed with proffered 1 . 
exp anations, the boys accus ing the 

girls and the girls denying all responsibility. 
"He musta seen it 

through her fingers . " 

"He did not, her hands was clenched tight." 

"He musta heard her scratching a fingernail on it." 

"Well, he~ have ears like big fried pies stuck on his head, 

but I wasn't moving my fingers," said Polly. 

"I ain't never seen the like! I don't know how he done it . 11 

The conjecture raged on as the children moved their chairs and 

desks back into normal position. For the rest of the week much 

discussion of Sonny's triumph brought nobody closer to the answer. No 

matter how they begged, Sonny was mum on the mystery of the Chalk Game . 

And for the rest of their lives, whenever Sonny' s eye met Mrs. Bly' s , 

they shared a secret smile . 
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GEORGE 

Late one spring a fternoon, a twelve-year-old 
Sonny took off up 

Mill Creek r oad on his old wobbl y Shwi·nn Flyer . 
He was headed up t o Old 

Man Rochelle's place, way up the creek, to pick up the hound dog puppy 

he'd been promis ed . Sonny had worked rowing a f i e l d of Mr . Roche l le ' s 

corn that summe r and part of the ag r eed upon payment wa s to be p ick of 

the litter the nex t time his Wa lker bitch whelped . Sonny got pa rt of 

the payment in cash, whi c h he us ed to buy a long, long , LONG pair of 

two -toned loafers, b l a ck a nd white, whi ch he f ur ther enhanced by hav ing 

heel taps put on in Totty's Shoe Repa ir. But t hat ' s anothe r s tory . 

Sonny was excited about th i s puppy beca se r . Roche e ' s bitch 

was famous in these parts f o r her coo hunting ab i i i e s, and any puppy 

of hers was bound t o be s mart . Sonny had bee ai i g f or qu i te a spe 1 

to get him a good houndog . He fe he was r e dy o jo h s unc es on 

their occasional coon hunts. 

He arrived a t the Roche e ace and he o man e h1 o 

the corn crib . Sonny cou d hear the 1es 

there and he stepped over the high t hr esho 

white pups spo tted wi th l a rge s o c hes of 

down and was swanned by puppy bodies , squi 

biting him wherever they coul d . He a g ed 

fl.· rst one , then anot her , checking holding up 

ya l g a d a ing 

o a e-c s er 

an r O\o'TI . He s 

g, ea g , 1clnng 

and · ck e heir be 

he i r fee a d egs , 

t o 

in 

of 

a 

a d 

ies , 

and ear length , a nd de ighting i comparing t a il 
the r brig t eyes and 

puppy breath. 
d it e ma e with ext ra 

t ed on a s t r Y Finally , he set 

long ea rs, a big brown s pot on 
d f t a s big a s s i ve r his r u P , an ee 

dollars. 
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"I'll take this ' un , Mr . Roche ll e . He ' s gonna be a b i g f ine 'un . " 

Old Man Rochelle nodded and gr inned. "Yeah. He 'll be a br awny 

tree dog, all right . You start tra ining him ear y, sonny, and you'll 

have you a good trailer ." 

Sonny thanked h im and p icked up his dog , heading back to his bike . 

He peda l ed home fast because twilight 1o1a s se t ing 

bike d i dn ' t ha ve a headlight anymore . n fac . 
hollow, a luminum headlight f ix ure tha So y ' s 

11 I' 11 feed you some lef o er b1sc s 

home. Wha t am I gonna na e you? " So 

He d idn ' t want some stup i d n h 0 

"Beau . II He wan ed a re go 

embarrass a dog . He f i n C 

Hef on , the j an i o r p Schoo 

The hound pu r o d h is So y 

H s s h 1n 1n 
d1dn ' m c h C 

,.., 

b i s cu i s . 

0 horn n r 0 ow 
Sa nn. go 

H '8 onn 
lik H 0 

ca lli n ' h im Gea r r . 

j u s kno-· i s onny 00 
hun e r . I 

"Ye 0 r 
l a e o f tab e s c r s. 

•un . II 

ike 1o1e 0 9 l o f 9 
George grew 

he soon was a skin.n. • big-foo e 

hound -dog voice tha deep , bass , 

on - r 

co r 

use it much. Life on an 
er t he S r e 

e 

r h 

do 0 dark and his 

1o1as i he ben u 

r e ho e. 

5 1o1h g you 

h 

l ·s:u . 0 

o r ?" 

H 

c- · .. n 

hl8 o . . ' 0 

r coo 

t:.n 

! .. :. . h 9 

co , coo n . 

o . 1 y . Heh 

he d1 

ca 
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for much bellowing . His boy, Sonny , kept him busy and sat i s fi ed. 

For instance, his boy had this red sock cap wi t h a b ig, f uz zy ball 

on top . George hated tha t bal l . When Sonny got off the s chool bus a t 

the Store of an afternoon , George would be lying in wa it for that ball. 

He ' d charge his boy and hit him broadside , ro ing hi off his feet. 

once he had h im down , l aughing and he lp es s , he ' d j on his back and 

go f or tha t durn ball. He ' d take the who e 0 of So ' S hea in h is 

mouth, growling like thunde r . Boy a d dog .. ,o d r o wres e 

the whole cap would come o f f in George ' s e he 

daylights out of i t un il Sonny gra n s C h · s 

pocket . Ne i the r pa r icipan e r 0 h 8 

Geo r ge became s uc h a r 0 So y' h .. oon 

couldn' t i magine e ver bei ng h hl .. y Vl 

kind of dog. He r c h 0 'hl l y 

0 0 ' C l C 
dog rry .. .. 

common f or a Gr ah m 0 

.,. . s onr.y 0 h 
le o· r 0 

now a nd hen , G o r g w ys 

s ore por c h one SU r 

H O'-'n in , l 
r acks wi h s ome s o 0 

r1· 
in the s o re ya a 5 r 

r. . 
of corn he'd sto en r o 

• I h 'l C .. ch yo n 
h 

I n So y 0 
"You bla e ho 

h ho o rg -
thei r ga r den t hey'l fl yo re 

ch ...-in Be fo r h on 
wi ld e ye 0 er a his y a 

r oll ed a 
s. a 

season was o ·er , e ' 
year ' s growing 

• -ne ' 8 sh . a 
6 e •e r er 

she n . 
cucumber , a little green 



of which he ate completely . 

vegetables . 
He was a hound dog with a taste for 

Sonny never took George 
coon hunting much, but baying up a tree 

was just something he came by naturally. He d'd 
i get to run with Uncle 

carney's pack on a few hunts, h 
enoug to understand that the sound of a 

gun meant a fat coon falling from at ree . 

fact, that on the Fourth of July when the 

He learned this so wel l, in 

Graham Gang was shooting off 

firecrackers and bottle rockets in the Store yard, he would run under 

the catalpa tree and start barking his head off . He'd look around , 

surprised and bewildered, when the boys hoot ed with l aughte r a t him; 

then he ' d retreat in di gni ty to his la i r under the s tore porch . 

George led a char med l i fe . On more than one occas ion he survived 

accidents that woul d have ki lled a normal dog . One of these times, 

Sonny thought sure he was a goner. He had followed Sonny down the path 

tha t led through the old ceme t e ry, over the bluff s , across the narrow 

bridge in a tight curve o f Hi ghway 48 , and down into the Loganson's 

yard . Sonny was a l it tl e ahead and had skipped down the bank off the 

road just as George was beginning t o c ross the bridge. Sonny' s heart 

dropped into his stomach as he looked up to see a big black Chevy come 

d the Cu r ve and catch George in the middle of Mill Creek swoos hing aroun 

bridge with nowhere t o escape . 

"George ! 
" sonny yell ed frantically, but the George look out ! 

hound dog was overt aken before he coul d reac t . 
Like s ome horribly f unny 

1 as George was r olled over and ove r 
cartoon , Sonny watched helpless Y 

underneath the carr i age of the Chevy . 
Fi rs t one l eg , t hen hi s head , 
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then h i s butt , then another 1 
eg, poked out from under the . car in a cra zy 

kaleidoscope, as if in slow motion. 
The car finally passed over him and 

screeched to a stop, but George didn't hang around 
for apologies . With 

a steady stream of hurt yelps, he raced across the 
highway , up over the 

chert bank on the other side, and over the hills and hollows clean out 

of hearing. 

Sonny stood there calling his name while Mrs . Lorene Jenkins wrung 

her hands and said over and over, 11 I just didn 1 t see him! r didn 1 t see 

hi m on that bridge ! " Sonny' s shoulde r s drooped and hi s eyes f illed with 

tears . He knew he'd never see old Geor ge aga in. "Hi t ' s a ll r i ght, Mrs. 

Jenkins. I know you didn't me.au to hit him. He jus t didn't have 

nowhere t o get out of the way." He turned and walked s adly back across 

the bridge and up the path f or home. He didn't feel like visiting t he 

Logansons now . 

Sonny moped around f or s everal days, then he knew he had to get 

ove r it, so life res umed i ts usual summer-time rhythm of swimming, 

d k One evening about two weeks later, he and bas ebal l, and hide-an - se e . 

Mama Kent and Papa Kent were s itting on the Store porch soaking up the 

K t said "What ' s that comin ' over the peace of the dus k when Papa en , 

tracks , Sonny? 11 

Sonny squint ed h i s eyes to see 
through the fast fading light. 

making its way across the track. 
long shape was slowl y , oh so s lowly, 

A 

sa i d excitedly, and he jumped up to run to 
"I t hink it's George !" Sonny 

him. 

"You just stay 
P a Kent put here , boy," ap 

Out a hand to detain him. 

"Just let t hat hound dog f i nd hi s way 
to where he want s to . " 
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Sonny called his name 
softly a s t he dog made hi s way i nto the 

Store yard . He was holding his head down 
low , so low his nose was 

leaving t he faintest t r a il in the dust . 
His head was swollen as big as 

a grapefruit, and you could almost hear 
his poor joints creaking as he 

painstakingly put one foot in front of the other . 
He rolled his eyes up 

to look a t his boy as he went by the porch steps , but he didn't stop . 

He wen t straight under the porch and they could hear him scratching to 

make up his bed in his lair back up by the chimney. 

Sonny crawled under there with a pocket of biscuits and a bowl of 

water a little while later. George thumped his tail a few times and 

took s ome grateful licks from his water . Sonny talked to him in a low, 

soothing voice and told him how glad he was to see him. "I just knowed 

you was a goner, old George . I was powerful sad about it, too. Me and 

you is buddies." The dog laid his aching head down carefully on his 

paws, gave a snorting sigh, and went to sleep. 

He was his old self in a week . You'd never know to look at him 

he'd had a close encounter with a piece of shit from Detroit. But for 

the rest of his life, whenever he followed his boy down the graveyard 

path and out onto the big road, he would stop, look, listen, then run 

like hell to make it over the Dreadful Bridge into the Louellen ' s yard . 

as they grow older, but George had 
All dogs get a little crotchety 

s ome help from outside sources. 
When he was about three years old, he 

blackberry bushes beside the road about 
treed something in a tangle of 

fi f ty feet up from the Store . 
Bobby were hanging out around sonny and 

they Went to investigate. 
the porch and 
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exc ited dog and Sonny took a long stick 
and lifted back the veil of 

gr een briars to reveal an enormous 
rattlesnake coiled up on the ditch 

bank . The two boys looked at each other. Th ' is enemy must be killed . 

And what a story it would make! 

"Go to the Store and ask Papa 
Kent to borrow his garden hoe," 

Sonny instructed Bobby. A B bb 
s O Y ran off, Sonny turned toward his 

hound , who had been bellowing like crazy all th ' · is time. For one 

instant, Sonny's eyes met George's, and in that second, Sonny knew his 

dog's intent. 

"No, George! No !" But it was too late. George had lunged across 

the ditch at the monster snake and, just as swiftly, the reptile struck 

back, embedding his fangs deeply in the dog's jaw just below his right 

eye. George gave a little whimper, he~ he'd been hurt bad, and 

backed off. Bobby came running back up with the hoe and the two boys 

soon chopped the snake into many pieces . 

Sonny ran into the house and told Mama Kent about George ' s injury . 

She soaked a rag in coal oil and told Sonny to crawl up under the porch 

and · · d · and around the bite holes on George's fa ce. squeeze the liqui into 

· t Here, take him this here leftover "Hit'll help draw the pizen ou . 

biscuit . " She crumbled the bread in a bowl and poured a good measure of 

bacon grease over it. 

blood. 11 

ft Wi' ll soak the pizen outta his "This hog a 

Sonny found George curled up 
in his special spot by the chimney. 

face was swelling , and Sonny could only 
Already the right side of his 

hound was gonna have come morning . 
imagine the headache the poor 

He 

ld coaxed the greasy biscuit down his 
doctored his dog as well as he cou ' 
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throa t , and patted him on the brown 
spot on his rump . "You sleep now' 

George. You'll be all right." 

George did get over his bite, but not before his head swelled so 

much that his usually long ears stuck out on each side like little tabs. 

His right eye was blinded after that, and he tended to get a little 

antsy when people snuck up on him from that direction. In short, that 

rattler changed George from a dog h b w o asically loved everybody into a 

dog who only loved a few. Pats on the head he would h ·1 ave easi y 

tolerated before, he now regarded as possible threats . He was quicker 

to show his teeth and slower to answer a summons than he ' d been before 

his encounter with the dragon . 

One unfortunate person who had to learn thi s the hard way was Rob 

Parker. He was a big, soft-looking boy, one of the many chi ldren of the 

Parker clan who lived out toward Wrig l ey . Rob was never the world ' s 

deepest thinker, some even went so far as to call him s low. But he was 

a happy lad who wasn't unduly bothered by the woe s and worrie s of the 

world. He skimmed along on the surface of l ife , taking the good things 

as they came and quickly forgetting the bad . 

one summer morning a few months afte r t he rat tl esnake incident , 

Papa Kent and Sonny happened to be standi ng at t he back sc r een door of 

the Store . 
· on how the backyard garden looked 

They had been commenting 

when Papa Kent said, 11 Shhh . 

cocked his head and listened . 

what in the wor l d i s t ha t racket? " Sonny 

ld h l· t A ki nd of Yeah, he cou ear . 

and yodel that seemed to be coming 
strange cross between a screech 

closer down Mill creek road . 
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"Who in t a rna t i' on · can 1.t be? Walkin• al , ong mak1.n ' such a noise? " 
Sonny' s guess was forestalled 

by the glimpse of movement he caught 

a t the ya rd edge . Slinking along the 
ground, moving slowly but with 

evident purpose, crept George. 
Sonny nudged Papa Kent and pointed out 

He nodded and pointed out to the road where the 
the stalking dog. 

songster was now striding into sight . 
Boldly marching, flapping his 

arms, stepping high and singing to the heavens, Rob Parker was just a 

country boy feeling good . He didn't know the words to the song he was 

singing, he just substituted syllables and kept up the rhythm. "Dum, 

dee , dee . diddle, tum, tee . " He wasn't worried about the volume . 

He was in the open air and felt he could be as loud as he liked . "Dum, 

dee, dee," he sang, grinning and flapping, while closer and closer 

George crept . He paused in the cover of the irises Mama Kent had 

planted along the edge of the bank . As Rob flopped by in his big brogan 

boots, George gave a spring over the ditch and , rushing up behind the 

annoying creature, bit him soundly in the ass ! 

"Yeowwwwww ! " Rob's song was cut off i n mid-note . He looked 

frantically over his shoulder and start ed spinning and hollering as 

f h , lls "Lordy! You let me George hung on to the thick denim o is overa · 

go ! Hey ! Hey you George ! Let me go ! ouchhhhh !" He gave a jerk, and 

dislodged from his britches ' seat. with a ripping sound, George was 

boy r an stumbling around the corner of the 
As the frightened 

t he bank and into the back entrance t o his 
Stor e, George slunk back up 

crawl space. 
had witnessed this whole incident 

Papa Kent and sonny 

without say ing a word. 

Store proper just as Rob 

ed from the back door and reentered the 
They turn 

C
arne bursting in the front. 
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"He Bit Me ! George, yore dog, he bit 
me, Sonny!" He stood there 

panting and heaving, eyes rolling white and 
frightened like a scared 

horse' s. 

Before Sonny could reply, Papa Kent spoke up . 
Now Papa Kent was a 

man of few words, so when he d "d 
i speak, everybody generally listened 

closely. "Well, Rob Parker, if you hadn't been comin' up the road 

screechin' and flappin' like a buzzard, he wouldn't of bit ye." 

Rob stood on one foot for a moment, thinking about that. His face 

cleared and he said, "Well, OK. Gimme a RC, please, Mr. Jessie." 

George and Sonny were boon companions right up until Sonny joined 

the Navy. He took George up to Uncle Carney's in Ashland City before he 

shipped out. He thought he'd be happier there among other coon hounds 

and getting to go hunting with them every so often . But when he came 

back on his first leave, he learned from his Uncle Carney that old 

George had run away about three weeks after being brought there . No 

doubt he was wandering the hills and hollows, looking, always looking, 

for his boy Sonny . 
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MOONSHINE SURPISE 

Even though it was still early that summer 
morning, there was 

something in the air that let Sonny know •t 
i would be another scorcher . 

He sat on the edge of the Store porch swinging his legs and drinking an 

RC wi th peanuts in it . George was lying flat in a dust bed one of the 

chickens had wallowed out at the porch end . h Te chickens were 

scratching for June bugs and beetles, and talking quietly among 

themselves . Sonny didn't have a definite plan for the day, he figured 

he'd just let it play out however it would. Besides, he didn't usually 

have to go looking for adventure in Graham ... it generally found him . 

Sonny was just trying to knock the last peanut from the pop bottle 

into his mouth when he heard somebody running up the road. He sucked in 

the peanut just as Bill swung around the corner . He didn't stop to 

scratch behind George's ear, something he never failed to do, so Sonny 

knew right then that something was going on. 

Bill walked up to Sonny and said, "Hey Sonny, wanna go huntin'?" 

Since he knew Bill didn't like hunting and since it was definitely 

IlQ.t hunting season, sonny realized something was up . Bill just stood 

there grinning like a jackass eating saw-briars. It must be something 

BIG! 

h scattering the chickens . Both boys Sonny jumped off the pore, 

down t he road at a trot. and the hound set off 
When they were out of 

ht the hell's goin' on, 
earshot of the Store, Sonny asked, "W a 

Bill?" 

·11 th t' what!" Clem Paton's moonshine sti ' a s "I just found ole' 

"You done what?" 
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"Yep , 'n hit's got three barrels 
asettin• there 'n I rocked one of 

•em and hit seemed almost half full!" 

Clem Paton was THE bootlegger th b 
erea outs and talk among the men 

was that his moonshine would flat 
put hair on your chest. And maybe 

even on your tongue. "Let's go .1 
11 h s outed Sonny. 

They raced off down the path that led past the spout spring, 

through Duck Hollow, and onto a little level place surrounded on three 

sides by slate bluffs. It was a still site, all right. A little spring 

bubbled up from the base of the rocks, and various bits of copper 

tubing, old oak buckets, and empty tote sacks that had held corn were 

scattered about. Towards the back, up against the bluff rock , were 

three hogshead barrels, corks in the bung holes , setting there solid and 

plain and holding heady visions of forbidden delight for two rowdy 

twelve-year-olds. 

The boys whooped , and grabbing a couple of buckets , they ran and 

stood at the first barrel . 

"This here, s the one with the most," Bill said, "hit feels the 

heaviest." 

Neither boy made a move to touch the barre l . They stood as if 

over and hiked his leg on the barrel spellbound until old George ambled 

if it wasn't his. at the end, marking territory even 

"Come on, Bill," 
1 , · t us a taste of 

the Spell was broken , " et s gi 

this here 'shine." 

bucket and Bill pried out Sonny held the 
the cork with his pocket 

of liquid poured out into the 
knife. A thin, milky-looking st ream 
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bucke t , filling it severa l i nches deep . 
Then, mysteriously, the s tream 

lessened , trickled , and stopped altogether . 

"Tilt t ha t bar r e l Bill This h . 
' · ere ain't enough for me, let al one 

you." 

Bill obliged . He rocked and joggled the barrel until the stream 

resumed. After about fifteen minutes and several unexplained stoppages , 

the boys had filled two half-gallon buckets with the residue corn mash . 

Jubilant, laughing like hyenas, they bent to their buckets and 

slurped up several mouthfuls. It tasted awful . . sourish and yeasty , 

but, of course, neither one of them would let on to that. What did 

taste matter? They were drinking honest-to-God moonshine. They had 

crossed the threshold from childhood where everything had to taste good . 

When that corn mash slid down their throats and started a slow burn in 

the pit of their bellies, they grinned and forgot about the taste . They 

were MEN ! 

The boys, buckets, and George headed on back toward home . They 

stopped now and again to slurp their brew, and each time they did, it 

In fact , Sonny had never realized what seemed more and more hilarious. 

a witty fellow Bill was. Up until now, he'd thought him sort of solemn . 

as the clown of Graham, but today Bill thought 
Sonny had the reputation 

he was especially funny. 

to Mill Creek Road , they finished the ir 
As the boys got closer 

brew and tossed the buckets into a weed patch . 
It wouldn't do to let 

ht they had been doing, no sir. They 'd 
Mama Kent or Mrs. Cantrel know w a 

be hided for sure. 
· t ' g secret , and 

Swore to keep their ou in 
The boys 

up the road towar d home . 
parting, each went weaving 
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Bil l and Sonny didn•t 
meet again until 

two days later. In fa ct , 
nei ther one was seen out and about m h 

uc on the day following thei r 
adventur e. Folks aro d un the Store asked Papa Kent was Sonny sick . "As 
a mule , " he said . but hew ldn ou 't say with what . 

On the afternoon of the 
second day , Bi l l straggled up the road and 

saw Sonny try ing to walk the rail-top of the 
l e ft s i de track, and he 

trotted to catch up with him. 
He stepped up on t he t op of the r i ght 

track , and holding out both arms for balance ' d 
, sa1. , "Hey Sonny . What 

you been do in ' ? " 

"Puk in ' ." 

"La rdy , me t oo ! I like to di ed . Mama sa i d i f s he eve r caught me 

in the 'shi ne again s he' d whup the tar out ta me . Reckon how s he knowed 

I' d been dr i nkin ' ?" 

"Caus e you wa s pukin ' , fool." 

"Oh . Yeah . " Bill was concentrating hard to keep from falling off 

his tra ck top . He had one more i mpor tant re elation to make. "Sonny, 

you mind how the other da y tha t ' s hine wouldn't run outta the barrel 

right? Well, I went back up there yeste rday evenin ' and took the top 

off ' n it, and i f there wasn't the b i ggest possu I eve r seen f oatin ' 

around down i n t here ! He was all s wole up and his ha · r was done gone ! 

He must've cl imbed over in there and got too drunk to get out. Cl em 

must've been drunk and just clapped t he lid back on without seein ' him 

in t here . Ai n ' t tha t s omethin ' ? " 

sonny was twenty fee t behind 
But Bill was t a lking to the air . 

· k ra il road track, puk i ng up 
him , hunke r ed ove r by t he Columbia -to -D1.c son 

hi s sockheels . 
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BREAKIN' IN THE YANKS 

Along about the fourth f 
o July every year , G h ra am was invaded. One 

day every thing was normal as could be, and 
next morning , people ' s ya rds 

would be full of Pace Arrows d · 
an Winnebagos . Tents would sprout like 

wei r d mushrooms along the banks of · 
Mi ll Cr eek, and a s trange, nasal 

t wang would be hummi ng in the a i r , w · 
eaving around the snatches of 

conversation dr i fting from the Store . It was vacation time. The car 

pl ants were closed for t wo weeks up north and h t e kinfolk were down from 

Detroit . 

Now Dee - troit, as they called it , exerted a subtle , somewhat 

sinister, i nf l uence over people in the neighborhood. It loomed like a 

fat spider i n a glistening web of bright lights and mone y and seemed 

pretty a ppealing to some of the restless young men growing up in the 

hollows. When you work beside your daddy cutting cord wood for peanuts 

it's easy t o fantasize about the fast ife up there in he Big City way 

up there above the Mason / Dixon Line , where the bars stayed open ro d 

the clock and a hard-working fellow could ake as ch an fie do ars 

an hour! And it wasn't just the money. It was the g a o r , he 

· h th p1·ng e rope is wi h your excitement of be ing set loose int at um 

pockets stuf f e d with cash 
. it had a might y big effect on the bra in. 

Take Albert Jintz . That boy came fro the can of ·ntzes tha 

· d f fungus and whose main 
lived a ll over Cash Holler like some kin ° 
abilities cons i s t ed of progenating and moonshining. 

He was a big, 

gangly boy, the oldest of eight children. 
His raw-boned wrists were 

out of his worn flanne 
always chapped and poking 

57 

shirt s and overal s . 



And it was usually way · up in the fall afte r t he 
frost before any of 

these children put shoes on their fee t . 
Tobacco-chewin' , hog-sloppin' , 

dirt poor, Al bert was dumber than a box 
of rocks, but there wasn't any 

meanness in him. Let ' s just say he was easily led . 

Anyway, it happened that when he 
turned seventeen he hopped on a 

Greyhound bus and went up to Detroit. 
Soon word came back that he had 

got on at the Ford plant and was making the high dollar. And sure 

enough , one day about three months after he'd left, here he came proudly 

bouncing over the railroad tracks at Graham in a big , green 1940 Ford 

with very little rust on it anywhere. 

He pulled up by the Store and got out of his chariot . As he 

approached the steps, the citizens gathered there thought the dust was 

tricking their eyes, but no, as he shook hands all around they could see 

that Albert was a changed man. Gone were the tattered Duck-Head 

overalls and frayed flannel shirts . Now he sported a suave , pul l-ove r 

sports shirt in a snazzy double-knit, lime green all over with whi te 

pockets, collar , and cuffs . His pants we r e of the same fabr i c , but 

thi cker somehow , and were of a stunning hounds-tooth check in tan and 

yellow. Finally , and most magnificently of all, his large , fla t feet 

f Wl.. th bri."ght new pennies i n the i nserts 
were encased in two-tone loa ers 

and with taps on the heels . 

at the expression on everybody' s fa ce . 
He laughed nasally 

He 

an awkward shuffle he thought of as 
snapped his fingers, and giving 

, Whatcha been upta? Anything 
danc ing, he sai d, "Hey , youse guys. 

He 
shuffled again and started s i ng i ng a 

shakin' in this dead burg?" 
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sna tch of song in a fake bass. 
"Ababy ledda me be , yore liddle teddy 

bea r . dum,dee,dee . 

"What you singing, Albert?" Sonny asked . 

"Wltl! Jesus Christ, youse guys! 

heard Elvis Presley sing 'Teddy Bear'? 

boon docks!" 

You mean to tell me you ain't 

Christ, youse 'er livin' in the 

Albert clapped his hands to his fa d ce an shook his head , while the home 

folks sat there staring at him. 

It is hard to believe that only three months in that city could 

turn a slow-talking , simple-minded country b · t h oy in o t e over-dressed 

idiot just described, but it surely happened . And it wasn' t a l l t ha t 

unusual. In fact, by Christmas of t hat year , t he word was t ha t Albert 

had married a bleached blond with four kids and was beginning to los e 

his hair. 

Anyway, one morning after one year ' s i nvas ion, Sonny was s itting 

on the Store porch in the sun , s ipp i ng on an RC and chewing a big wad of 

Bazooka bubble gum . He became aware of an approaching weird noise, and 

he leaned forward to look around t he corne r and up the road . Mincing 

down the road , bare-foot, knobby - kneed, pos s essed of long, skinny 

freckled legs and arms and a flaming red crew cut, was the s trangest 

human being sonny had ever seen. Th i s apparition was limping and 

· k 1 scatte red on the road was awful 
prancing along because the cree grave 

hard on tender Yankee feet . Yeah , it took severa l weeks of summe r 

· d tromping t o build up ca liuses 
vacation and considerable wading an 

Mi l l creek gr avel, and none but t he 
strong enough to protect againS t 

year - round natives ever developed them. 
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Sonny' s j aws slowed and t sopped as he th wa c ed this creature come 
closer , and he realized that h 

t e noise he'd heard was a combination of 
heavy breathing and muttered 

cussing. As the stranger drew even with the 

store , he turned his head and sonny could 
see the pimples and freckles 

thickly clustered on his face. He glared at s onny and, without slowing 

his pace, said, "Whadda v/"\11 1 k · ~ oo 1.n' at , you 

goddamnmutherfuckinsonuvabitch?" 

Sonny's mouth dropped open and his gum wad nearly fell out . He ' d 

never heard so many cuss words strung together at once. Before he could 

formulate an answer to the alien's question, it had turned the corner 

and headed on up towards the Waters' place. There was a big, white 

Winnebago sitting there with Michigan plates on it, and the red-headed 

stranger disappeared inside it with a bang of the door . 

It was always this way during the first few days of the invasion . 

The Yanks always swarmed over the place, making smart-ass remarks about 

the "hicks, 11 sniggering about the way everybody talked (as if~ 

didn't have an accent ), and blowing snot out of thei r noses . The Gr aham 

gang had their methods of dealing with this attitude . And the game was 

played out, year after year. 

Sonny was telling the gang about hi s 
Later on the same day, 

encounter with the red-headed alien, when here he came , 
leading a group 

of his Yank friends. 
d new baseballs in the air 

They were tossing bran 

d fro They stopped in the 
· 11 sluggers to an . and swinging shiny Louisv1. e 

and down where they lounged on the 
road and looked the Graham gang up 

Store porch . 
k "Hey Youse guys ever play any 

Finally the red-head spo e. . 

baseball?" 
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Bi ll and Tony exchanged 
glances with Donny and Bobby. 

Jimmy and 
Jerry shuffled their feet and 

half turned toward 
Sonny who answered for 

the group. "Yeah, we all play a little ball now 
and again . " 

"Well, come on then, hayseed . 
Let's get this show on the road . " 

The Yank boys teamed up against the Graham 
gang down in the field 

across from the store. 
Mr . Burnett had just cut hay off of it so it was 

in fine shape for a ball game . Th G h e ra am gang played ball , and played 

it well . The cover would generally be gone off f o a new ball wi th i n a 

week or so, and they went through several bats a year. h Wen you' r e us ed 

to play ing with a lumpy , 

duct tape wrapped ball, and batting with old cracked ba ts, the 

opportunity to play with brand new equ i pment wa s like whipped c ream. 

The Yanks played the f i rst inning or two with a lot of showy moves 

and raucous braggi ng in t he ir nasa l voices. But soon the raillery and 

bravado died down as they saw t he score widen from five, to ten, to 

t wenty runs in the Graham gang' s f avor. When the score was twenty-eight 

t o seven, the red-headed al i en threw down his new leather mitt , stomped 

his foot and blew snot as he announced his intention to quit . "I can ' t 

Jesus H. Chrl.· st ! Youse guys cou l dn ' t bea t us play in this HAY FI ELD ! 

on a regular diamond !" 

f l are from aggravation and humiliation , Sonny 
Before tempers coul d 

said loudly, 11 Hey, ya ' 11 wanna go swimrnin ' ? 
Hit ' ll shore cool you off ." 

in thi s plan, but the red-headed 
Several of the Yanks were i ntereS t ed 

f f t oward hi s Winnebago . 
gangl er just snorted and stomped 0 

b . d fat in priva t e . rood over his unfair e e 
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Sonny and the gang set off with the Yanks · 
in tow . As they pressed 

deeper and deeper into the woods, Sonny reassured the 
Yankees that this 

was a short cut to the best swimming hole. h 
Wen they had reached a 

Pol.. nt deep in Duck Holler, Tony hollered, "N 1 ,, d h 
ow. , an t e Graham gang 

scattered down the hillside and were soon out of sight in the leafy 

woods, leaving the citified Yanks alone and helpless , at the mercy of 

nature . Sonny and Tony ran a couple of hollows over and c l imbed a big 

maple tree where they had a good view of the Yanks f l ounder ing around i n 

circles and they could hear their frant i c shout s for hel p . "WAI II IT ! 

YOUSE GUYS , WHERE ARE YA? COME BACK!" 

When the shouting had fade d i nto weak wh imper s and t he Yanks were 

sobbing and wiping snot on thei r shirt - ta il s , the gang reappea red. 

"Come Q.Il, 

ya , 11. Whadder you wait in I for? " The Yanks clustered around their 

saviours and soon al l we re s pl ashing and whoopi ng in the exquisitely 

cold Mill Creek. 

Some version o f t his s cenar io was pl ayed ou year af er year . 

And , as soon as the Gr a ham Gang had whipped the into a sate of 

out and t urn i to pre ty decent humility, the Yanks woul d me ll ow 

fellows . a few days to shed the Detroit s hell of It's like it took them 

and re turn to a sembl ance of home snottiness that bu i lt up ove r the year 

fol k . 

t ha t day came a roun Most of the boys 
d nice y , but t he red-headed 

h . lf f or the rest He kept to i mse 
O f the trip and 

gangler never did . 

never missed a chance to 
d its count ry ways . be l ittle Graham an 

Sonny 

later, that the a l ien heard, years 
d convicted of had been a r res ted an 
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raping a mentally retarded girl up in his River Rouge, Detroit 

neighborhood. He was disgusted and dismayed by the revelation, but he 

wasn't particularly surprised . He realized that the answer to the 

alien's question of, "What 'cha lookin ' at you godamnmutherfuckin­

sonofabitch?" was simply, "A dumb-ass , booger-headed Yankee , I guess. " 
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HIDE-AND-SEEK 

In the summer of 195B 
, Sonny was about to turn sixteen. He had 

been feeling somewhat out-of-sorts 
with himself for a while . It didn 't 

seem like he wanted to do any of the things he used to do . 
Hunting was 

no good, fishing was boring, riding bikes, 
playing ball , all of it just 

seemed like a waste of time somehow . 
Even school had turned into some 

place he didn't want to be over the last year . In fact, ever since his 

first wet dream, all his old childhood pursu1.· ts seemed pointless and 

tame. The only game left that interested him any was a good game of 

hide and seek on a dark summer night . Th · d en, running an searching out a 

covert spot all within the count of fifty , he felt a g limmer of that old 

excited kid feeling he seemed to be losing. 

As good as this game always seemed to be , Graha had a visitor in 

the last days of that summer of '58 that added an extra bit of kick to 

it . Miss Judy Gayle Dobbins was down for a visit with her cousins , the 

Louellens. She lived with her parents in ashville, and had been a 

regular summer visitor for many years . But when she appeared this year , 

she was different, anybody could see that. Sonny had a ways thought of 

her as a skinny , shy girl who was nice enough bu nobod you ' d look 

twice at. Well, when she came strolling up to t he Store ya rd one 

twilight with Jimmy, Jerry, and Jackie , Sonny looked three or four 

times . Man! Had she ever f illed out and prettied up ! She seemed to be 

aware of this change herself . 
Where before s he woulds i e and mumb e 

d at her , this night she spoke 
something inaudible to most remarks a ime 

confident person in the world. 
right up, laughed and joked like the moS t 

interested in thi s change in Judy 
Sonny wasn't the only person 

64 



Gayle. Bobby Peters eyed her pretty seriously, 
too, and soon he was 

doing tricks on his bicycle up and down the road 
under Judy Gayl e ' s 

appreciative e ye. 

"Ah, shoot . She wouldn't look twice at me 
with Bobby around," 

sonny thought as he watched his fr i end s how 
out . It wasn't in Sonny's 

nature t o try to act out and make a f ool of himself for attention . He 

was a person who kept his own counse l . So he had pretty much given up 

any t hought of gett i ng to know Judy Gayle better by the t ime someone 

sugges ted a game of hide and seek . 

J e rry lost the "one potato , two pota to" count off, so he had t o be 

"it" fi r st. As he started counting, Sonny ran a round the corner of the 

Store, and on to the other side of t he big iburnu hedge behind the 

house . When he reached his de s t ination , he was surprised o find Judy 

Gayl e close on his heels , panting sigh y . 

"Well . hello !" Sonny said breathless y. 

"He l lo, yourse l f ," Judy Gaye re ied, s ing . 

"I thought you ' d be h i d i ng with Bobby ," Sonny sa ·d, a i g t oge 

his facts straight before fee ling too exci ed abo her 

with you , " she ooke s ra ·gh i h · s eyes 
"No . I'd rather h i de 

with a little smile on her mouth . 

I know area good pace "Well , come on then. 
0 e ." So y 

Out and g rabbed her hand. boldl y reached 
They ra 

d the Waters ' o l d s hed . on up the road towar 
So 

hro gh he backyard 

he d open the door 

wa iting a f ew 
and they slipped inside the dark space , 

their eyes adjusted to the darkness. 

b Y 
over here , Judy Gaye. 

"There ' s a n old ugg 
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it. Won't nobody think of looking for us here." 
Sonny led her over t o 

the dusty carriage and helped her climb up on the 
passenger side. Then 

he went around and swung himself into the driver ' s seat , stirring up a 

small cloud of dust and sending some small creature scuttling for a 

corner of the shed. 

The two young people sat there, not ta lking . Sonny wa s s t a ring 

straight ahead, not that she could have known it if he 'd been s t a ring 

stra i ght at her . It was that dark. 

" I guess he's finished counting by now ." There was a nervous 

quaver in Judy Ga yle ' s vo i ce. "He ought to be out coking right now." 

"Yeah. " Sonny couldn ' t think of anyth ing e se to say. 

"Do you re ckon we can hear it when he ho ers '0 y O yo s i 

f ree'?" 

"Yeah . " His hands were beg inning to swea . 

"Do you re ckon we can make it back to hoe before he caches us ?" 

Judy Gayle wa s awful concerned wit he sad o s o f h s ga e. 

"Yeah." A feeling of queasiness was s ar g ow h s S 0 ch . 

He began to understand that if this h1ng was go ng 0 9 off he 

ground, it wa s a ll up to him . 

Judy Gayle leaned forward in the sea . • · at ' s tha ? id you 

hear that?" 

"What?" dn ' t hear any h ' ng exce s onny cou 
the bea of his own 

heart. 

"Sounded l ike s omebody yel ing. " 
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"It was probably just Jerry letting everybody 
know he's done 

counting . " Sonny edged closer to Judy Gayle on the 
dusty seat. "He , 11 

never find us here . " 

Sonny slipped his arm along the back 
of the seat , so when Judy 

Gayle settled back, it was easy for him to 1 -
s 1P his hand onto her 

shoulder and pull her body a little c l oser to hi s . 
She didn ' t r esi s t 

thi s move. Sonny' s heart was beating like a trip hammer. 

He leaned forward in hi s seat a s i f he were trying to decipher the 

shouting in the distance . "Probably Jimmy or some of them making a 

break f or home." He t urned h i s he ad while making this pronounceme and 

his mouth brushed Judy Gayle's cheek. She turned her head oward tha 

warmth , and their lips met and c ung together f or a 

His arm tightened on her shoulders and she i ed her a sand wra ed 

them a round his neck. They were bo h beginn ' ng o rea he har a 

Sonny could f eel her heart pounding agains hi hro gh he r C o hes. 

They broke apart long enough t o gu so e a r a d hen were 

liplocked again . Sonny was about t o b s his jea s f y, nd d 

Gayle's lips were starting to puff up. He o che e i of h · s o g e 

to her lips, lightly licking them . She moane i er 

h As he Sl l. d h1· s tong·ue in o her t em slightly. 
h , So 

feeling unlike any he ' d ever experienced . was ' ke a 

hing yo r f irst fish , 
times: the excitement of Christmas , catc 

fe 

e good 

ear 

to ride your b ike alone , 
wi h yo r eyes ope . s wimming under water 

ed 

a 

g 

led up into one rush and 
was a ll the wonde rful feelings of childhood r o 

intens ified a hundr ed times . 
f . t open- ouch kiss was Be fore that irs 

over, Sonny and Judy Gayle were deep Y in 
o e. 
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They e ventually wandered back to h 
t e group, but f or the rest of 

Judy Gayle's two week visit, they were basically in a world of the i r 

own . Sonny had never wanted to be with another human being as much as 

he wanted to be with her . George wa th 
s e only creature up t o thi s poi nt 

that he felt this secure with . He J. t f 1 
us e t like he coul d t e ll her 

anything. They went swimming together , wa lking toge ther. He told her 

he felt like he needed to be getting out of Gr aham soon. She told him 

about the many way s her step-father ma de he r life miserabl e back in 

Na s hv ille . They held hands a nd ki s sed until the i r lips were chapped and 

sore . They were each othe r ' s everyth i ng f or t wo glorious weeks. And it 

was wonderful. 

After J udy Gayle had to go back home , Sonny tho g he wou d die. 

He walked by himself up and down the r ailroad tra cks, ha gig his hea 

onto his chest, singing "B i g Midnite Spec · a "under his rea h. He 

missed her s o ba d he didn ' t t hi nk he cou d stand i a o her e, b 

he knew he had t o. He couldn ' t s a y anything abou i o a one ei her . 

Couldn't talk to anyone about it . The y a ragged 1 a goo b . a er 

s he left. · hi before she e Actuall y they 'd been ragging 

hadn't heard them. He woul d wander ou to the bac s es a 

Stars Shin i ng i n the dark sk and look up at the 

if s he was s eeing the same sight up in ash i 

o er Graha 

e . 

u e 

er s er 

a wo er 

and fo r th for a few wee s. His were s hor 
The y wrote letters back 

f e e i gs t o paper. She 
commit hi s and terse. He d idn't know how t o 

wrote him back i n words more s atisfacto r y, te 
ing h ·m s he fe t ' ke a 

f the mo · s t gro 
tomato plant t hat ha d been s na tched ou t 0 

d and l ef t to 

She s wore s he would l ove hi 
f or a 1 enduring 

wither up in the s un . 
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time and she spoke about the good times they would h 
ave next summer when 

she made her yearly visit . 

Sonny tried to hang on to the feeling, but 
as the school year 

started, Judy Gayle's letters became few and far 
between and finally 

petered out all together. 
Sonny was uptown at the Senior High School, 

but he could have been on the moon for all the 
interest he took in it. 

The place of his childhood, the friends of his youth, were somehow 

becoming vaguely irritating to him. He felt like he just wanted to bust 

out screaming sometimes . He felt like he wanted to move to another 

universe and change his name and be somebody no one knew or expected 

things from. Sonny was growing up and growing out . It's not that he 

didn't love his folks and friends anymore . It was more like needing to 

be more, to see more than they would ever expect him to. The place that 

had always seemed so big to him, had become tight and small . He knew he 

had to break out. 

By late summer of the following year, Sonny had dropped out of 

school and was as antsy as a worm in hot ashes . He didn't know what he 

knew he had to think of something quick. was going to do, but he 
His 

Coml.·ng up to Nashville to live with her and momma was talking about him 

get a job in the boot factory where she worked . 
Sonny knew if he didn 't 

he'd have to do just that . come up with his own plan soon, 
The thought 

was definitely D.Q.t appealing. 

and Mama Kent strolled out 
. late August, he and Tony One night 1.n 

h and stood for a onto the porch of the ouse 
minute listening to the 

whippoorwills in the fields around . 
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night a ir Tony said, 11 Lookee up there . 

like no airplane . 11 

What is that?. . 
Hit don't look 

The trio looked up ad 
n saw a small, blinking 

red light moving 

slowly but steadily across the sky . 11y 

ore right , Tony, II Mama Kent sa id, 
"hit ain't no airplane . They have white lights on them, 

too , not jus t 

r ed. 11 

They watched the craft for a few more mi nutes . 
"Hey ! " Sonny had 

an idea . "I be t it ' s that Russian th1' ng t h b ey een t a lking about. I bet 

it' s tha t Spudneck . . Sp i t ne ck . . Sputnik ! Yeah that ' s what it ' s 

ca lled. I heard 'em tal k in ' about it down at the Centerville Barber 

Shop the other day. The Russians has got that th i ng up i n orbit of t he 

earth." They wa tched it pass in a si l ent arc overhead. 

"Well, I guess we're all livin ' in a d i ffer en word, a r igh . 

Why when I wa s a young woman, I remembe r the s · r t he auto obile ade 

throughout the se parts. I remember our preacher s ayi ng h1 was a sign 

the end of the world was nigh . Hee , he e, hee . I be o d r . Fairf · e d 

is spinning i n his grave over this ' un ." The ys a ghe wi h a 

Kent . 

Sonny looked up into that infin ite night. He de h s . d i 

that moment t o catch the Greyhound bus up t o a s vi eon he fo o 

Monday and go ta lk to the Marine recruiter a t jo · ng u 

g 

h house , Sonny reache As the trio walked back toward t e 
to pick 

twisted tree in t he ya rd . a ripe winesap appl e off the old 

l imb cracked off and fe 
on the frui t , t he whol e burdened 

As he t ugged 

do on hi s 

head, s ca t tering appl es a ll a round. 
ama Kent b sted ou Tony and 

l aughing , and Sonny, t oo. 

h " Ma a 
don ' t know yore own strengt , 

"You j es t 
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Kent giggled . She held out her apron t 
o make a h pouc, and the boys 

gathered up all the fallen fruit and piled it 
in . Sonny watched Tony 

and Mama Kent walking back into the yellow-lighted 
kitchen , talking 

about the fine apple pie they'd have for dinner 
tomorrow. He glanced up 

at the sky again. Sputnik had disappeared . 

When Sonny went to the Marine recruiter's office 
i n the fede r a l 

courthouse building in Nashville , he found it a ll locked tight . 
A t erse 

note on the door informed anyone interested tha t s e rgeant McGraw was out 

and would return the f ollowing mor ning . Sonny stood there , hands sho ed 

i n hi s pockets, wondering wha t t o do next . A l a rge voice boomed fro 

the othe r end of the ha ll . 

"YOU LOOKING FOR A HOME, BOY?" 

Sonny turne d h i s head to see a ta ll, broad man in a sma r t b e 

uniform l ooking a t him with interes t from a few door s down . 

"Yeah . " Sonny 's voice broke s l ight ly on the words. 

"Well, come on down he r e . We ' l l see wha t we can do." 

Three weeks l a ter, Sonny was in a mi ita ry t rans or a e head · 9 

to Navy ba s ic t r a ining ca mp in San Diego , Ca ifornia · 

of his kinf olk a nd Graham withou t a moment ' s regr et. 

definitel y do ing the righ t thing , ge tting ou t o f Gra ha 

He ' d ta e ea e 

Yes , he ...,as 

He set ed 

t o the drone of t he a irp a e ' s far 
back in hi s window s e a t, li s t ening 

engines . . d do .. ~ onto the fa t, f e r t He l ooked ou t t he win ow w u 

the Midwest stretched out be low . 
In var i ous s hades of gree 

e f i e ds of 

a d ye ow, 

acreage reminded him of 
brown and gol d , the squar es o f 

ama Kent ' s 

Sunday ap r on. 
pl ane lul ed him to 

The mot i on and monotony of the 

dreamed about Graha 
sleep, d t br and new world , he an on the way o a 
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