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ONE

Sawmill Gravy and Bread Pudding
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“I tell you what, Lorene – you are makin’ me look ten years younguh with this hairstyle yer givin’ me.  A’course, it’s not like Bobby’ll notice – lessen ya pour a big ol’ vat a’ sawmill gravy all ovuh me.  That man’ll eat anythin’ I put in front a’ ’im if I put sawmill gravy on it.  But it can’t be jus’ any sawmill gravy.  The sawmill gravy down at the dinuh?  They put too much peppuh in it, an’ Bobby complains that it buhns ’im up inside.  But if there’s not enough peppuh in it, Bobby wants nothin’ ta do with it.  But I know ’ow ta make sawmill gravy jus’ the way ’e likes it, an' ’e’ll eat anythin’ I put it on.  I swear, if I poured summa my sawmill gravy ovuh a clod a’ duht Bobby wouldn’t hesitate fer one second in gobblin’ that up.  Maybe when I’m in the mood I should pour a gallon er two ovuh me – that’d git Bobby’s attention.

“Now ya know ’ow evuh’ summuh I do so well at the county fair in the bakin’ competitions?  I’m gonna let ya in on a little secret, Lorene, ’bout what it is that makes my pies an’ cakes so tasty – buttuh.  When in doubt, add more buttuh.  If the recipe calls fer a stick a’ buttuh, throw anothuh half stick in there.  There ain’t a food on this planet that ain’t made bettuh by puttin’ buttuh on it er in it, so the nex’ time yer bakin’ up a little sumpin fer yer Abnuh an’ Betty, ya throw yerself a little extra buttuh in there, an’ I guarantee ya Abnuh an’ Betty will be praisin’ ya the rest a' the night.

“Now dontcha go an’ think that that extra buttuh doesn’t come at a cost.  Ya’ve seen Bobby – ’e’s buhcome a bit of a big ‘un.  A’course, we’re at that point in our marriage where looks ain’t evuh’thin’ anymore – not that they evuh were fer me.  An’ in the las’ year er so, Bobby’s stahted given me hugs sometimes where, instead a’ clingin’ ta me like ya cling ta a lovuh, aftuh a second er two a’ huggin’ ’e’ll pat me on the back a coupla times the same way ya do when yer huggin’ an aunt er a cousin.  This is the tell-tale sign that some romance is seepin’ outta the relationship.  Buhsides, if ya evuh saw all the hair on that man’s back...  If ’e gits inta bed with no shuht on it feels like a big ol’ brown bear ’as climbed inta that bed with me.  Sometimes I think I need ta bring that man in here ta see if ya kin do sumpin with that back hair a’ ’is.  Maybe style it a little bit, give it some bounce.  One time I casually suggested ta Bobby that I could shave that back hair a’ ’is, an’ the look ’e gave me – ya’d’a thought I ’ad a family a’ armadillas crawlin’ outta my ears.  But I can’t complain too much ’bout Bobby – ’e brings ’ome a paycheck each week, an’ ’e’s kep’ a roof ovuh my head an’ food in the icebox fer the las’ decade an’ a half, so who am I ta say anythin’?  Buhsides, Bobby’s like mos’ men, they’re pretty easy ta keep happy most a’ the time.  As long as I keep puttin’ tasty food in front a’ ’im, make sure ’is beer’s cold, an’ occasionally show ’im a little cleavage, why, ’e’s like a puppy dog.

“Ya know who else is happy these days?  Guhtrude Phipps.  ’Er oldest made the honor roll up at the consolidated, an’ she could not be happiuh.  Fuhst time ’e evuh made it, an’ she’s makin’ sure evuh’one knows.  Can’t blame ’er, though, it is a big deal.  A’course, it’s not that ’e’s gonna grow up to be anothuh Dwight D. Eisenhowuh, buhlieve you me, but maybe it’ll spur ’im on ta accomplish sumpin nice.  Plus, it mus’ be a nice little feathuh in Guhtrude’s cap bein’ as she ’as ta deal with ’er devil child evuh’ day.  I tell you what, that Raymond ’as been ovuh ta our house a few times ta play with my boys, an’ that Raymond’s not smaht enough ta know ’ow stupid ’e is.  Now, I don’t mind stupid – bein’ dumb doesn’t make ya a bad puhson.  But that Raymond is jus’ plain mean on top a’ bein’ dumb.  ’E thinks ’e knows evuh’thin’ ’bout evuh’thin’, an’ ’e doesn’t know nothin’ ’bout nothin’, lessen it’s ’ow ta make a royal pain a’ ’imself.  ’E walks ’roun’ our house tryin’ ta tell my boys ’ow ta do evuh’thin’, actin’ all bossy.  Don’t know ’ow Guhtrude puts up with ’im.  What is that boy, thuhteen years old?  An’ still ’e always thinks ’e’s the smahtest puhson in the room.  I tell you what, if Raymond walked inta a room that ’ad nothin’ in it but a pile a’ rocks placed in the middle a' the room an’ a chair in the cornuh, Raymond still wouldn’t be the smahtest thing in that room.  That boy thinks ’e’s a reg’lah Albuht Einstein, an’ ’e is not.

“Guhtrude tole me that Gladys Conrad is pregnant.  Not  really showin’ yet, but it won’t be long.  From what Guhtrude tole me, Gladys’s man Ashton likes the tight clothes Gladys always wears.  She could pull that off in high school, but now...  That girl is seven pounds a’ sausage in a five-pound casin’ these days.  I sure hope Gladys doesn’t keep wearin’ those clothes when she gits showin’ – no one in town wants ta see that.  An’ Gladys is a nice, smaht gal, an’ she’s so sweet, always willin’ ta ’elp out othuhs an’ quick with a smile an’ a kind wuhd, but she jus’ doesn’t seem ta grasp the concept that people don’t wanna see ’er rolls squishin’ ’roun’ evuh’time she walks through town.

“Gladys’s grammaw Elizabeth ain’t doin’ well.  ’Er rheumatoid’s actin’ up.  I’m gonna staht cuttin’ all the fat off my pork chops an’ othuh meats buhfore fryin’ ’em up an’ take that fat on ovuh ta Elizabeth fer ’er ta eat.  A little raw fat’ll ’elp grease up them joints an’ git ’er movin’ bettuh.  Elizabeth’s a good woman.  When I was jus’ a little girl an’ got lost at the county fair one time, Elizabeth took me by the hand, stopped my cryin’, got me a piece a’ candy, an’ walked me ’roun’ those fairgrounds ’til we found Momma.  Couldn’t’a been no sweetuh if she was made a’ molasses.

“I think I might make my bread puddin’ fer the fair this summuh.  I made some at Christmas fer the fam’ly, an’ if I ’ad made seven times more a’ it, it still wouldn’t’a been enough.  A few weeks ago I made some more, even though it’d only been a week an’ a half since I’d made it fer Christmas, an’ ya know ’ow I don’t like ta repeat meals an’ duhsserts too often ’cause I’m always in the mood ta make sumpin diff’ernt, but the bread puddin’ ’ad been such a hit at Christmas, I figguhed I’d make it again, an’, oh, did Bobby end up gittin’ mad.  Not ’cause ’e didn’t like the puddin’, it was ’cause one a’ the boys finished it off, an’ the las’ bit a’ it was fer Bobby.  Now, Bobby doesn’t ‘ave a whole lotta rules ’roun’ the house – ya know, pick up aftuh ya’self – not that ’e does – no swearin’, no sassin’, things like that.  But one rule we all know is that no one is ta evuh finish anythin’ outta the icebox lessen Bobby says they can.  If there’s one las’ bottle a’ coke in the icebox, ya bettuh not drink that lessen Bobby gives ya the okay, ’cause ’e’s prolly gonna want it fer ’imself.  If there’s one las’ leftovuh pork chop in the icebox, ya bettuh not eat it without checkin’ with Bobby, ’cause ’e’s liable ta want it fer breakfast the nex’ mornin’.

“So anyway, I made up a huge mess a’ my bread puddin’, an’ Bobby set aside the las’ suhvin’ a’ it fer ’imself ta ’ave latuh that night – Bobby ’as no aversion ta eatin’ in the middle a’ the night.  Sometimes I think ’e prefuhs eatin’ in the middle a’ the night so ’e doesn’t hafta listen ta me an’ the boys carryin’ on an’ tellin’ stories like we do when we’re all sittin’ ’roun’ the table tagethuh.  Bobby put that las’ suhvin’ a’ bread puddin’ in the icebox ’cause if there’s one thing Bobby likes more’n my warm bread puddin’ it’s my chilled bread puddin’.  ’E ’ad evuh’ intention a’ gittin’ up in the middle a’ the night an’ sneakin’ ’imself downstairs an’ inta the kitchen, an’ enjoyin’ ’imself a nice plate a’ my bread puddin’ at two in the mornin’ in the silence a’ the small, soft houhs a’ the night.  Jus’ imagine ’is constuhnation when ’e went ta the icebox an’ found it gone.  Then ’e looked in the sink, an’ there sat a duhty plate an’ a used fork.  Why, Bobby was madduh’n a bee that’s jus’ ’ad all its honey stolen ’cause ’e came back up ta the bedroom, woke me up, an’ lemme know.  Took me twenny minutes ta settle ’im down.  It felt very similuh ta when the boys were really little an’ one a’ ’em would ’ave a nightmare an’ rush inta the bedroom, an’ I’d hafta sweet talk ’im an’ coo ’im back ta sleep with assurances that the rest a’ their life would be nothin’ but rainbows an’ puppy dogs from there on out.  In Bobby’s case I reassured ’im with promises a’ fresh batches a’ bread puddin’ still ta come an’ mounds a’ my special cheesebuhguhs I make fer ’im where I fry up the hambuhg in bacon an’ sausage grease ta give it the extra flavuh Bobby loves so much, an’ I make sure the slice a’ cheese on top is thick an’ melty.  That was enough ta finally git ’im ta leave me alone so I could git anothuh coupla houhs a’ sleep buhfore stahtin’ on my day.

“Bobby was still hoppin’ mad in the mornin’, though.  None a’ the boys would fess up ta eatin’ the bread puddin’ as we ate breakfast, even though Bobby put the fear a’ the creature from Devil’s Holluh inta ’em.  Buhlieve you me, when Bobby’s face tuhns red like that, those boys would rathuh hafta deal with ol’ Scratch ’imself than hafta feel the wrath a’ their fathuh, but thankfully fer them, Bobby didn’t ’ave time ta figguh out which one a’ ’em it was ’cause ’e ’ad ta hurry on off ta wuhk.  Bobby nevuh figguhs out who the guilty pahty is.  My guess is it was Clete ’cause ’e ’as a little more of a sweet tooth than the othuh boys, an’ ’e made two er three comments while we were eatin’ duhssert ’bout ‘ow good the bread puddin’ was.  I’m glad the othuh three boys ’ad ’is back an’ didn’t say anythin’, an’ I sure wasn’t gonna say anythin’ ’cause when Bobby gits red-faced angry like ’e was, it’s pure hilarity.  ’E says all kinds a’ ridiculous things like, ‘I will filet whoevuh did this like I would filet a fish,’ an’ I swear on a stack a’ William Faulknuh novels, Lorene, that at that moment Bobby truly buhlieves ’imself, but it’s all I kin do not ta laugh when Bobby says things like that.

“One time when one a’ the boys left a toy firetruck out an’ on the floor in the livin’ room an’ Bobby ended up stubbin’ ’is toe on the firetruck in the middle a’ the night when ’e was goin’ ta the kitchen fer a snack, Bobby said, in all sincerity an’ with plenny a’ vitriol at the breakfast table as the boys all kep’ their heads down, ‘I am willin’ ta spend the nex’ thuhty years a’ my life in prison if I hafta if that’s what it takes ta git ta the bottom a’ this!’  Are ya kiddin’ me, Lorene?  How’m I not s’pposed ta wanna laugh at that idiocy?  An’ if I did laugh?  Why, Bobby’d lose ’is evuh-lovin’ mind.  An’ while the boys were keepin’ their heads down at that moment ’cause they were scared ta death thinkin’ Bobby might actually do sumpin ’bout the situation othuh than yell an’ lose ’is mind, my head was down so Bobby wouldn’t see the huge grin that was covuhin’ my face ’cause if ’e saw me smilin’ at that moment, ’is head woulda exploded like a cahtoon charactuh that’s ’ad a lit stick a’ dynamite crammed inta its mouth.

“Bobby stomped off ta the fact’ry that bread puddin’ mornin’.  I’ve tried ta talk with Bobby a numbuh a’ times ’bout ’ow ’e doesn’t need ta git ’imself all wuhked up ovuh little things like the bread puddin’, that a month from now ’e’ll ’ave completely fuhgotten ’bout the incident, an’ ’e’ll almos’ suhtainly nevuh think a’ the incident again the rest a’ ’is life, so why git all upset an’ ruin ’is day ovuh sumpin so miniscule as which one a’ the boys ate the las’ suhvin’ a’ bread puddin’?  Bobby doesn’t listen ta me, though.  The boys er good ’bout it fer the mos’ paht – lettin’ things go an’ not gittin’ too wuhked up ovuh the little things – ’specially William.  William might be the youngest a’ my boys, but ’e’s prolly the mos’ mature.

“Anyway, I hated ta see Bobby like that, leavin’ fer wuhk all in a huff,  so as soon as I got the boys all cleaned up an’ out the door fer the day ta play with their friends, I got ta makin’ a peach pie, Bobby’s fave’rit, an’ I made ’im a coupla cold meat san’wiches with thick slices a’ cheese on ’em, an’ I packed those san’wiches an’ that entiya pie inta a picnic basket along with a nice cold coke an’ made sure I was down at the fact’ry when the lunch whistle blew.  Ya’d’a thought I was the queen a’ England when I walked inta that fact’ry an’ Bobby an’ all ’is buddies saw me an’ what I brought ’im – plus, I was lookin’ rathuh fetchin’ that day with my hair in a high-up ponytail so it bounced ’roun’ a bit, an' I ’ad on that tight, purple skuht that goes ta jus’ barely buhlow my knees along with that yella sweatuh that looks so good on me.  I kin still tuhn a few heads when I make a little effuht, Lorene.  Why, I thought Bobby was gonna propose ta me all ovuh again when ’e saw me an’ all I brought ’im.  ’E ate ’imself those san’wiches, washed ’em down with that coke, then ’e put that pie right on ’is lap an’ ate ovuh half a’ it with the fork I brought, an’ the entiya time we jus’ talked an’ laughed, the bread puddin’ incident long fuhgotten.  Bobby was the envy a’ all the boys down there, what with ’em eatin’ their little san’wiches an’ not much else fer lunch while Bobby was whole hoggin’ it.  Then when I was puttin’ what was left a’ the accoutrements a’ the meal back inta the picnic basket, Bobby hauled off an’ gave me a big ol’ kiss, right in front a’ evuh’one.  I tell ya, I didn’t mind that one bit.  When yer man is happy, Lorene, the world is a wonduhful place.

“Ya hear ’bout Dabney Paxton?  ’E’s ’avin’ an affair accordin’ ta what the boys at the fact’ry tole Bobby.  Those boys sure do talk a lot down at the fact’ry.  They’re like a buncha cacklin’ hens.  I hope it’s not true ’bout Dabney.  Gloria is so nice an’ sweet.  That shy smile she ’as when she tilts ’er head down an’ looks up at ya with those big green eyes a’ ’ers an’ that tiny smile on ’er lips – I don’t know ’ow it doesn’t melt Dabney’s heart evuh’time ’e sees it.  The boys say ’e’s cheatin’ with a girl down at the dinuh.  It’s prolly that new waitress, Suzanne Waits.  She flirts with evuh’ man who entuhs that rest’raunt.  From what I’ve heard, when she got off that bus from Tuscaloosa, what with the clothes an’ shoes she was wearin’, she musta thought that bus ’ad stopped in Hollywood.  An’ Suzanne is always wearin’ all that jewelry, whethuh she’s wuhkin’ at the dinuh er makin’ ‘er way ’roun’ town.  She’s a bit flashy fer my tastes, but I’ve chatted with ’er a few times, an’ she seems nice enough.  I sure do hope those boys er wrong ’bout Suzanne an’ Dabney.  An’ Dabney an’ Gloria ’ave that little one, Emmy, an’ Gloria always makes sure that young’un is sweet an’ kind an’ minds ’er mannuhs, even though she’s jus’ a little bitty one.

“Speakin’ a’ Hollywood, Lorene, you have wuhked yet anothuh miracle – I almos’ look like I could git wuhk in the pictchuh shows.  You be good, an’ I’ll see ya nex’ week.”
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TWO

Hot Chocolate and Cherry Jelly
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“Lorene, have ya been up ta the new A&P?  Ya know ’ow I love my Piggly Wiggly, but I thought I’d give the A&P a try – ya know, see what they might ’ave that Piggly Wiggly doesn’t.  So I made my way through the store yestuhday – found a coupla little things, nothin’ much – an’ when I got up to the registuh I stahted makin’ small talk with the gal wuhkin’ there, ya know, nothin’ too impo’tant, made a coupla comments ’bout ’ow clean an’ nice the store was, jus’ bein’ pleasant as pie.  An’ this cashier – Lorene, she gave me the stink eye!  I swear on a stack a’ William Faulknuh novels.  I ’ave no idea who she is, nevuh seen ’er buhfore in my life, so I imagine she moved ta town sometime recently, so we ’ad no bone ta pick with each othuh, an’ I was bein’ pleasant as kin be, an’ she set that stink eye upon me like I’d done gone an’ kicked ’er puppy.  An’ she nevuh said a wuhd ta me othuh than ta tell me ’ow much I owed, jus’ took my money while keepin’ that stink eye buhnin’ its way inta me.  I wasn’t plannin’ ta switch my allegiance from Piggly Wiggly anyway, but aftuh that – I tell you what, ya won’t be able ta drag me inta that store.

“They didn’t ’ave any cherry jelly anyway.  That’s all I was really lookin’ fer.  I’ll let ya in on a little secret, Lorene.  When I make hot chocolate, not only do I always add in more chocolate than any cup a’ hot chocolate ’as a right ta, but I stir a little bit a’ cherry jelly inta it as it’s heatin’ on the stove.  Now, it’s not so much that ya kin really tell it’s there, like ya would stop an’ say, ‘Hey, there’s cherry in this hot chocolate,’ but there’s jus’ enough ta give a hint a’ the cherry flavuh, an’ I tell you what, it makes all the diff’ernce in the world.  Ya try it now an’ see.  Why, yer liable ta end up makin’ yerself some hot chocolate in the middle a’ August, yu’ll think so highly a’ it.

“I love what yer doin’ with my nails, Lorene, they look downright glam’rous.

“So I’m gonna hafta find out who that girl is up at the A&P.  I bet she ain’t from ’roun’ here, not with that attitude a’ ’ers.  The only othuh puhson who’s evuh given me the stink eye like that is Donny Gentry, an’ that’s only ’cause a’ ’is shell shock from the war.  ’E was such a sweet young man buhfore ’e went off ta Europe, but ’e came back an’ ain’t nevuh been the same since.  ’Is poor little bride Vera – she does the bes’ she can.  She ’as the patience of a monk.  I saw Donny lay inta ’er one time when Bobby an’ I were down at the lumbuh yahd.  No idea what ’e was mad about, but it couldn’t’a been anythin’ majuh ’cause we ’ad jus’ been standin’ right neah ’em, an’ ’e seemed happy as a bloodhound with a bone.  But not a minute latuh ’e was lambastin’ Vera ’bout the clothes she was wearin’.  Made a lotta people uncomf’tahble, what with evuh’one starin’ without starin’, wonduhin’ what was goin’ on that could make a man so angry.  But it wasn’t Donny’s fault.  Who knows what ’appens ta a man when ’e sees the things Donny musta seen.  An’ Vera, even with Donny yellin’ an’ stompin’ ’roun’ like a bull in a pen, she jus’ lowered ’er eyes an’ took evuh’ las’ wuhd a’ it, then when Donny finally got it all outta ’is system, she jus’ took ’is hand evuh so gently, held it fer a coupla minutes as they stood in silence, ’er jus’ calmly an’ lovin’ly strokin’ ’is hand, an’ eventually I noticed Donny mumbled sumpin ta Vera – prolly sumpin like, ‘I’m sorry’ – then they stahted lookin’ ’roun’ again fer whatevuh it was they were lookin’ fer.  Donny’s lucky ta ’ave that angel takin’ care a’ ’im.

“Anyway, the time Donny gave me the stink eye, I was walkin’ downtown, doin’ a little shoppin’, an’ Donny came walkin’ toward me, an’ I said ta ’im, ‘Good mornin’, Donny,’ which seemed ta scare ’im a little bit since ’e was walkin’ with ’is head down, an’ when Donny looked up at me as ’e continued ta walk toward me, well, I wouldn’t’a been none too suhprised if ’e stopped an’ choked the life right outta me right there on the spot.  Stopped me right in my tracks.  Thank goodness ’e jus’ put ’is head back down aftuh a coupla strides an’ kep’ on walkin’.  It sure is a shame what life kin do ta a man.

“I saw Hazel James the othuh day down at the five-an’-dime.  Talk ’bout ’avin’ ta deal with heartbreak.  My boys used ta play with ’er Earl.  She’s goin’ ’bout ’er life – ’as ta with that brood a’ young’uns she ’as – but there’s still an emptiness in ’er eyes.  I hope someday she kin git ovuh it.  My boys ’ad swum at the hole with ’er young’uns quite a few times.  I guess I ovuhreacted a bit at fuhst aftuh Earl drowned, fuhbiddin’ my boys ta go there fer a while, but I eventually realized it wasn’t the swimmin’ hole that did it ta Earl, it was jus’ that Earl wasn’t a good swimmuh an’ ’e panicked, an’ there was no one there old enough er big enough ta save ’im.  I’m jus’ glad my boys weren’t there ta see it when it ’appened.  A’course, if they were there, Earl might still be alive – I don’t doubt fer a moment that any one a’ ’em wouldn’t’a tried ta save Earl.  I wonduh if Hazel’ll evuh let ’er othuh little ones go there again.  Not that all a’ ’em er all that little anymore – two a’ ’em er goin’ ta the junyuh high now.  That poor Hazel’s been pregnant neahly non-stop fer the las’ fifteen years – I don’t know ’ow ’er body handles it.  I don’t know that she’s gone a day in the las’ decade an’ a half without ’avin’ ta change a diapuh.  I sure don’t miss that.  I love bein’ a momma, but I nevuh liked changin’ er washin’ a diapuh.

“Speakin’ a’ my boys, I was takin’ some clean clothes inta my youngest ones’ bedroom the othuh day, an’ there was Darren, sittin’ at their desk lookin’ forlorn an’ despondent, so I asked ’im what the trouble was, an’ ’e said ’is teachuh really ’as it in fer ’im, that she’s makin’ ’is life mis’rable by thinkin’ up ways ta pick on ’im an’ find assignments ’e won’t like an’ assignments ’e won’t know ’ow ta do.  So I sat down with Darren an’ I asked ’im, ‘Da ya know ’ow much yer teachuh thinks ’bout ya when she’s not at school?’  An’ Darren thought fer a moment buhfore sayin’, ‘I don’t know.’  An’ I said ta ’im, ‘None much.  That’s ’ow much she thinks ’bout Darren McComb when she’s not at school – none much.  Ya know what she’s thinkin’ ’bout?’  An Darren gave me a confused, slightly scared look – which I absolutely relished, ’cause young’uns need ta ’ave a healthy fear a’ their parents ’til they’re twenny years old er so – buhfore sayin’, ‘No.’  An' I said, ‘She’s thinkin’ ’bout ’er own young’uns, an’ she’s thinkin’ ’bout what she’s gonna make fer suppuh, an’ she’s thinkin’ ’bout whethuh ’er ’usban’ ’ad a good day at wuhk, an’ she’s thinkin’ ’bout whethuh the mortgage got paid, an’ she’s thinkin’ ’bout ’er mothuh an’ ’ow ’er mothuh’s arthritis ’as been actin’ up lately, an’ she’s thinkin’ ’bout ’er grampaw an’ that ’e’s been sick recently an’ might need surg’ry.  An’ ya know what she’s not thinkin’ ’bout?  She’s not thinkin’ ’bout Darren McComb, let alone ’ow ta make ’is life wuhse.  Not fer one second when she’s away from school is she ruminatin’ ovuh you.’

“The look on Darren’s face when I tole ’im this was priceless, so I ’ad ta keep goin’ – it was life lesson time.

“‘Ya know who else doesn’t think ’bout ya?  Pretty much evuh’one else on the planet.  Othuh than me an’ yer fathuh, occasionally yer brothuhs an’ a few othuh relatives, an’ eventually a few gals who’ll be sweet on ya an’’ll think ’bout ya way too much, the world doesn’t care ’bout Darren McComb.  The world doesn’t much care ’bout any a’ us.  People got too much on their minds ta worry ’bout hahdly anyone othuh than themselves an’ those right ’roun’ ’em.  So what you need ta do tamarrah at school is tell yer teachuh yer sorry fer not doin’ bettuh in ’er class, then ask ’er what ya kin do ta get bettuh grades.’

“Darren looked at me like ’e wasn’t quite sure whethuh ta buhlieve me er not, saw the look on my face, then quietly said, ‘Yes’m.’  ‘Good,’ I said, ‘now do some ’omewuhk er go out an’ play, an’ stop sittin’ ’roun’ mopin’.’  ’E went outside an’ played.

“Hey – ’ave ya seen Louise Mahkham lately?  That poor woman.  Ya know ’er gran’fathuh, Virgil, ’as moved in with ’er ’cause ’e ain’t doin’ well, an’ Louise is ’avin’ ta take care a’ ’em.  Ol’ Virgil’s daddy lived through the Civil War.  I’ve chatted with Virgil quite a few times ovuh the years.  It’s funny ’ow such a seemin’ly nice man could harbuh so much hatred at the same time.  I could be ovuh visitin’, an’ we could all be jus’ chattin’ away, an’ nex’ thing ya know, Virgil’d be all riled up ’bout sumpin.  Usually ’bout the amount a’ money the war cost ’im an’ ’is fam’ly.  A’course, we all know why ’is fam’ly ’ad so much money back then.

“Did ya know Virgil ’as a daughtuh ovuh in Polk?  No one evuh really talks ’bout ’er, but ya kin unnuhstand why.  I’ve always wanted ta ask Virgil ’bout the girl, but I nevuh ’ave – it’d be too awkwahd.  I guess that girl’d be quite a bit olduh than me.  I wonduh if Virgil evuh goes ta visit ’er.  I can’t imagine she evuh comes here.

“I wonduh who the chuhch is gonna pick ta replace Virgil as a deacon now that ’e kin barely git ’roun’ the house, let alone git ta chuhch.  I know ’e can’t’a been doin’ much in that capacity the las’ few years, so maybe they already ’ave someone in place, pickin’ up the slack an’ all.

“Did ya know there er whispuhs ’roun’ town that back in the late ’90s Virgil killed a man?  I see that look on yer face, but ya kin poke me in the eye if I’m lyin’.  As the tale went, Virgil’d taken the train up to Chattanooga to play in a big, high-stakes pokuh game, as ’e was wont ta do in ’is younguh days, from what I unnuhstand.  Now, the story mos’ often tole is that Virgil’d been winnin’ big that night, an’ one a’ the othuh gambluhs got mad with ’im, accused Virgil a’ cheatin’, an’ pulled a gun on Virgil.  The story goes that Virgil an’ the man got inta a bit of a tussle, the gun went off, an’ the othuh man was dead, the bullet goin’ plum right through ’is head.  Virgil quickly lef’ town, an’ – well, ya know ’ow them big cities are with all the crimes an’ murduhs, the police can’t keep up with all a’ ’em.  So Virgil came right ’ome, nevuh again went back ta Chattanooga, an’ that was that.

“But I heard it tole a coupla times that that wasn’t really what ’appened.  What really ’appened was the othuh way ’roun’, that it was Virgil who pulled the gun out aftuh a long night a’ losin’ – an’ prolly drinkin’ – an’ without a second’s hesitation put a bullet right through the othuh man’s head, grabbed ’is lost money, an’ got ’imself outta town.  Eithuh way it’s tole, it doesn’t shine too nicely on Virgil, but, ’avin’ seen that tempuh a’ ’is flare up a coupla times, it wouldn’t suhprise me one bit if it was the lattuh rathuh than the formuh.

“It makes me wonduh if we might ’ave illicit cahd games goin’ on ’roun’ here er some othuh type a’ shenanigans.  Wouldn’t suhprise me none.  What with summa the rascals who wuhk down at the fact’ry er at the lumbuh yahd, why, I guess it would suhprise me if there wasn’t sumpin crazy goin’ on ’roun’ here evuh’ once in a while.  I hope not too crazy, though – we don’t need too much excitement ’roun’ here.

“Speakin’ a’ crazy, ’ave I evuh tole ya ’bout my crazy cousin Linda?  Oo-ee, Lorene – Crazy Linda is sumpin ta behold.  She’s always been crazy, even as a child.  As a child, though, Crazy Linda jus’ did little crazy things that lef’ people scratchin’ their heads a bit, but by the time she was fifteen, sixteen years old, that girl was full-on crazy.  Here’s an example, an’ this is true ta life ’cause I was right there when it ’appened, an’ I was ten years old at the time, so I was suhtainly old enough ta know what was goin’ on.

“So I was visitin’ with Crazy Linda’s fam’ly, an’ my cousin Landry – Crazy Linda’s brothuh – an’ I were playin’ a game, an’ Landry wasn’t real old – nineteen at the time – but ’e was recently married an’ ’ad a baby on the way.  Now, it wasn’t any secret that Landry got ’is girlfriend in a way that they ’ad ta git married, but they’d been tagethuh since they were both sixteen, so it wasn’t a big suhprise er anythin’, an’ we all assumed they’d git married at some point anyway.

“So Landry an’ I er playin’ when Crazy Linda walked inta the room, an’ buhfore Landry er I even said a thing, Crazy Linda stahted tellin’ Landry that ’is wife was no more’n a lady a’ the night, a tramp, a trollop – all kinds a’ nasty wuhds an’ phrases – an’ sayin’ the only reason Landry an’ ’is wife even got married was ’cause Landry got ’er in a way.  So Landry took this all in stride – ’e knew Crazy Linda was crazy, an’ Landry was such a pleasant fella – an’ ’e jus’ kep’ tellin’ Crazy Linda ta hush an’ ta keep ’er mouth shut.  But Crazy Linda wasn’t ’avin’ any a’ that.  She jus’ kep’ sayin’ one awful thing aftuh anothuh ’bout Landry’s wife, so finally Landry got up, went ta Crazy Linda, an’ tole ’er ta shut up, but Crazy Linda kep’ yappin’, so Landry pushed Crazy Linda outta the room, an’ Landry an’ I went back ta playin’.

“Well, Crazy Linda rushed off, screamin’ bloody murduh, an’ Landry an’ I didn’t pay ’er no mind ’cause she was Crazy Linda, but wouldn’t ya know it – half an houh latuh there was a police offisuh at the house, an’ Crazy Linda was tellin’ ’im that Landry attacked ’er an’ tried ta kill ’er, an’ then the offisuh was talkin’ ta Landry, then I chirped in with what I saw, so by then the offisuh knew nothin’ ’ad ’appened, that Crazy Linda was crazy ’cause she didn’t ’ave so much as a single cut er bruise on ’er, so the offisuh settled Crazy Linda down a little bit, then went on ’is way.  But here’s where it gits really crazy.

“Three weeks latuh we’re ovuh visitin’ Crazy Linda’s fam’ly, an’ we’re ’avin’ a big Sunday dinnuh – Landry wasn’t there – an’ Crazy Linda stahted tellin’ the story ’bout what ’appened three weeks earliuh with Landry, an’ summa the people at the table were actually believin’ ’er.  An’ Crazy Linda was sayin’ she was covuhed head ta toe in blood from the beatin’ Landry gave ’er, an’ the only reason Landry wasn’t arrested was ’cause there was no law on the books sayin’ siblin’s couldn’t kill each othuh.  Who could possibly be dumb enough ta buhlieve that?  An’ the craziuh an' stupiduh ’er story buhcame, the more summa the people at the table buhlieved it.  I tried ta say sumpin, ta add some actual facts ta the discussion, but most a’ the people at the table weren’t innuhrested in any facts – they jus’ accepted this nonsense as the gospel truth.  They didn’t even use the tiniest smidgen a’ judgment er intelligence – a’course siblin’s weren’t allowed ta murduh each othuh.  Good sense an’ the plain ol’ truth didn’t mattuh at all ta most a’ ’em.

“The really sad paht a’ all this is that most a’ the people at that table stopped associatin’ with Landry – nevuh even went ta ’im ta hear ’is side a’ the story, they jus’ gobbled up all those lies an’ quartuh-truths from Crazy Linda like they were wuhds comin’ down from on high.  These people would say the mos’ horrible things ’bout Landry fer no reason othuh than their own ignorance.  It was sad ta see.  I tell ya, Lorene – it amazes me what kinds a’ craziness people’ll buhlieve, even when it’s comin’ from a puhson evuh’one knows is off their rocker an’ a known fabricatuh a’ the truth.

“If those nails ain’t lookin’ some kinda mahvelous, then I don’t know what is.  Yer a miracle wuhkuh, Lorene, an’ I sure do ’ppreciate ya.  I’ll see ya nex’ time.”
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Soft Molasses Cookies


[image: image]


“Yer ability ta tell a tale is matched only by yer ability ta make the women a’ this town look beautiful, Lorene.  I imagine ya’d be as good a guest as anyone in the county ta ’ave sittin’ ’roun’ a campfire with me an’ the boys on a chilly evenin’.

“Did ya see that Elvis Aron Presley expose on the television Sunday night?  Oo-ee, ’e is sumpin, ain’t ’e?  That man makes me wish I was fifteen years younguh an’ five pounds lightuh.  Kin ya imagine what it would be like ta spend an evenin’ with ’im?  What with the way ’e moves an’ that sultry voice a’ ’is?  I’d say ta ’im, ‘Elvis, sing me a song.’  An’ Elvis, ’e’d say, ‘Sure, little darlin’.  ’Ow ’bout I sing ya “Love Me Tenduh”?’  An’ I’d say, ‘Sure, Elvis.  You sing me any ol’ thing ya wanna sing.’  An’ Elvis’d staht singin’ ta me, an’ my heart’d staht meltin’, an’ the goose flesh would crawl all ovuh my body.  Then ’is hands would staht crawlin’ all ovuh me.  Then ’is body’d staht crawlin’ an’ undulatin’ all ovuh me.  Ooo.

“Ya know, you weren’t there ta hear it, but Pastuh Hawkins tried ta tell all a’ us that mornin’ not ta watch Elvis.  Tole us Elvis is wuhkin’ fer ol’ Scratch ’imself, what with ’is hips all gyratin’ an’ ’is voice all sultry an’ allurin’.  An’ I thought, why would God put such a wonduhful creature as Elvis Aron Presley on this planet if we weren’t s’pposed ta watch ’im an’ listen ta ’im?  Why is evuh’thin’ that’s nice an’ enjoyable s’pposed ta come from ol’ Scratch?  Why, if Elvis an’ that wonduhful voice an’ those swivelin’ hips a’ ’is ain’t a gift from God – why, I don’t reckon there’s one thing on this planet then that comes from above.

“’E lives in Memphis, ya know – Elvis, not God.  It’s that house ’e calls Graceland.  Kin ya jus’ imagine ’ow beautiful that house mus’ be?  Kin ya imagine turnin’ a cornuh in that house ta find Elvis standin’ there in ’is bathrobe?  Er maybe in blue jeans an’ no shuht?  An’ no shoes eithuh, jus’ those blue jeans.  I’m makin’ myself all twittuhpated jus’ talkin’ ’bout it.  I still can’t buhlieve Elvis is gonna hafta go inta the Ahmy soon.  It ain’t right, Lorene.

“I got fam’ly up there in Memphis.  Some cousins, some second cousins an’ such.  Been there many times ta visit.  It’s a nice enough place.  Loud.  Too loud fer my tastes, but I suppose some folks like it that way.  I imagine if one is raised there, why, all that noise an’ commotion might seem kinda fun.

“My cousin Irene who lives there – I tell you what, she sure can cook.  Me an’ Bobby an’ the boys were up there a few years ago fer the holidays, an’ we were stayin’ at my cousin Ezra’s house.  Ezra’s got ’imself ’bout twenny kids, an’ my boys love playin’ with all a’ Ezra’s kids, so we were stayin’ there an’ ’avin’ ourselves jus’ a wonduhful time.  Ezra’s wife Natalie – she’s from up north, right neah St. Louis – she jus’ makes such a fuss ovuh me an’ Bobby an’ the boys, she always makes it so wonduhful ta be there.  An’ even though she’s from up north, she’s good people.  Talks funny.

“So one mornin’ Natalie an’ I lef’ really early ta go ovuh ta Irene’s house ta bake up a big ol’ mess a’ cookies an’ pies an’ cakes fer the new year.  What with Natalie’s thuhty-eight young’uns runnin’ all ovuh an’ the constant commotion there, it only made sense ta go ovuh ta Irene’s where we could bake an’ talk without Banshees disruptin’ things evuh’ two minutes.  Plus, Irene kin bake up a storm, an’ she ’as evuh’thin’ in ’er kitchen cubbuhds ya could evuh need ta do some serious bakin’.

“This was a few days buhfore the new year, an’ a weekday, so there were people goin’ ta wuhk an’ all, even with it bein’ so early the Sun wasn’t even a hint yet.  So Natalie an’ I er walkin’ along ta Irene’s, an’ we noticed the mornin’ star risin’ in the east, an’ it looked jus’ so beautiful, bringin’ in a new day an’ all, an’ not a minute latuh Natalie an’ I passed a bus stop where there were five or six men standin’ there, waitin’ fer a bus ta take ’em off ta wuhk.  They were all blue colla’ wuhkuhs – ya could tell by their clothes – an’ not one a’ ’em ’ad any idea a’ the brilliance a’ Venus shinin’ down on ’em.  Evuh’one a’ them men’s necks was bent, an’ evuh’one a’ their eyes was starin’ straight down at the ground – ’bout broke my heart.  They all looked like dogs with angry mastuhs who don’t hesitate ta give ’em a kick in the ribs at the smallest a’ transgressions.  It’s funny ’ow that’s my lastin’ memory a’ Memphis an’ that trip.

“Maybe take a tiny bit more off the side there, Lorene – it’s been a bit unruly in that area lately.

“It was stunnin’ ’ow much me an’ Irene an’ Natalie baked that day.  An’ Irene made the most incredible molasses cookies ya evuh got yer mouth on.  They were so soft an’ moist.  We used one a’ ’er grammaw’s ol’ tricks where ya bake the cookies on a low tempa’ture but bake ’em longuh than the recipe calls fer.  We only set the oven at two hunnert an’ seventy-five duhgrees, but we baked the cookies fer six, seven minutes longuh than the recipe called fer.  Ooo, those cookies came out so moist an’ tasty ya wouldn’t even buhlieve it.  But don’t let the texchuh a’ the cookies fool ya inta leavin’ ’em in the oven too long – they’ll be awfully soft when ya pull ’em out, but they set up real nice-like when they cool.  My cousin Mahlene ovuh in Pikeville, she makes that mistake evuh’ single time she bakes cookies – she pulls ’em outta the oven, declares ’em ta be too soft, I tell ’er they’re jus’ fine, that they’ll set up jus’ right once they cool, but Mahlene won’t listen ta me, she puts the cookies back in the oven fer anothuh three er four er five minutes – an’ she’s bakin’ ’em at a high tempa’ture a’ three seventy-five – an’ by the time those cookies come back outta the oven an’ cool down, ya could put someone’s eye out with ’em, they’re so hahd.  I’ve tole this ta Mahlene a thousan’ times if I’ve tole ’er once, an’ she still doesn’t listen ta me.  Ya know what ends up ’appenin’ with those cookies?  They end up out in the yahd, feedin’ the squirrels an’ bihds.  But bakin’ cookies low an’ long bakes ’em all the way through but leaves ’em really soft.  An’ they stay soft fer days an’ days.  We made a whole mess a’ ’em on bakin’ day, an’ even when we lef’ Memphis on the thuhd, the few a’ those molasses cookies that were lef’ were still soft as all git out, buhlieve you me.

“I heard yer Betty is becomin’ quite the cook.  She’s the one baked up the cookies an’ cupcakes fer the sock hop at the junyuh high, ain’t she?  Rumors er goin’ ’roun’ that those cookies were both tasty an’ delicious an’ that ’er cupcakes were wonduhfully moist.  That’s a skill that comes in handy fer landin’ a man an’ keepin’ the young’uns happy an’ at bay.  I tell ya, it ain’t the ability ta kiss er make love er what ’ave ya in the bedroom that keeps a man happy an’ a marriage on track, it’s the ability to put tasty food in front a’ yer man on a daily basis.  An’ a woman needs ta figguh out what ’er man likes.  Why, if ’e likes bold food, put that in front a’ ’im.  If ’e likes sumpin sweet, bake ’im up pies an’ cakes an’ cookies on a reg’lah basis.  If ’e’s like Bobby, ya put peppuhry sawmill gravy in front a’ ’im four days a week.  Not that it’s all up ta the woman – that man bettuh ’ppreciate what ’is woman is doin’ fer ’im, an’ ’e bettuh say sumpin ’bout it.  My grampaw on my mothuh’s side – ’e died when I was but eleven years old – evuh’ time I was at my gran’parent’s house an’ Grammaw made a fam’ly meal, Grampaw nevuh once lef’ that table without sayin’, ‘Bridget, that was one a’ the finest meals I evuh et.’  Then Grampaw would git up from ’is chair, go ta Grammaw, an' give ’er a big kiss on the cheek.  Now if that ain’t a recipe fer a great marriage, then I don’t know what is.

“Ya know whose marriage ain’t goin’ well?  Ronald an’ Millie Adams’s.  That Ronald’s been drinkin’ ’is fair share these las’ coupla years, an’ ’e ain’t one a’ those happy drunks, ’e’s a mean one from what I hear.  An’ that Millie, she’s a bit of a shrew ’erself, so apparently they ’ave at it on a reg’lah basis.  Claudette Raines lives nex’ door ta ’em, an’ she says she hears ’em all the time, yellin’ an’ bickuhin’ at each othuh.  It’s their young’uns I feel mos’ bad fer.  When a child grows up in a house like that, well, the boys rarely grow up ta be gentlemen, an’ the girls rarely grow up ta be ladies.

“A puhfect example a’ that is Della Robuhtson.  That woman is mean an’ nasty evuh’time I cross paths with ’er, but it all goes back ta ’er parents an’ ’ow they carried on.  Prolly a good thing Della ain’t evuh gotten a man ta marry ’er – she’d’a jus’ made ’im an’ any young’uns they ’ad mis’rable.  I guess it woulda taken a miracle fer Della ta tuhn out a happy, pleasant woman, an’ I ain’t much of a buhlievuh in miracles.

“Mahgie Langston once tole me that when ’er son was born she was absolutely convinced ’e was a miracle, what with ’is tiny little finguhs an’ toes an’ spahklin’ eyes, but one day years latuh she took a look at ’im, saw that ’e was twenny-four years old an’ still livin’ at ’ome, barely wuhkin’, eatin’ Mahgie an’ ’er ’usban’ outta house an’ ’ome while nevuh liftin’ a finguh ta ’elp Mahgie ’roun’ the house, an’ the thought occuhhed ta Mahgie that maybe that boy wasn’t so miraculous aftuh all.  Anyway, there’s always some kinda explanation buhhind evuh’thin’, ya jus’ gotta look fer it fer a minute er two buhfore runnin’ ’roun’ like a drunken senatuh screamin’ out that a miracle occuhhed.  I ain’t no rocket scientist, but I know that much.

“Speakin’ a’ findin’ an explanation fer things – what da ya think is the deal with Devil’s Holluh?  I’ve heard so many stories ovuh the years ’bout that place, who knows what’s from what anymore, but I ’ad an experience there one time when I was in high school.  Now, the tale I grew up with was that a Confederate soldier ’ad been decapitated in those woods back durin’ the War, an’ now that headless soldier consorts with ol’ Scratch ’imself in hauntin’ those woods.  I know othuhs say it was a soldier who lost ’is mind an’ killed ’is whole fam’ly buhfore hangin’ ’imself from a tree in those woods, an’ now the whole fam’ly haunts those woods, but I don’t know ’bout that.

“Anyway, me an’ a few friends went out to Devil’s Holluh late one aftuhnoon when I was in high school.  One a’ those friends was Earl Hahcomb.  Now, ya won’t buhlieve me when I say this, but ol’ Earl used ta be one handsome young man.  An’ athletic.  ’E was one a’ the bes’ playuhs on the school football team, an’ ’e ran track, too.  Kin ya imagine that?  Big ol’ Earl Hahcomb used to be good lookin’ an’ virile?  Now ’e walks ’roun’ town on those tree-trunk thighs an’ ’is belly hangin’ down ovuh ’is belt, in shuht sleeves with sweat gushin’ from ’is evuh’ pore on the coldest day a’ the year.  We all thought ’e’d be sumpin one day, but we didn’t think that sumpin would be a fat unduhachievuh walkin’ ’roun’ town tryin’ ta git people ta buy cheap vacuum cleanuhs an’ encyclopedia sets.  I guess someone’s gotta sell those things.

“So there was a mess a’ us out there at Devil’s Holluh.  We jus’ went out there ta run ’roun’ fer a while, play some hide-n-seek, explore ’roun’ a bit, tell some stories, gossip ’bout what was goin’ on ’roun’ school – things like that.  None a’ us really thought too much ’bout all the stories an’ tales ’bout what ’ad ’appened out there an’ the ghosts s’pposedly hauntin’ the woods.  We all jus’ figguhed they were tales our parents an’ olduh siblin’s tole us ta scare us a bit.  So we’re all out there fer a while, an’ the Sun was goin’ down a bit, an’ the shadows were gittin’ long, when we suddenly heard us the scariest sound ya evuh done heard.  I don’t even know ’ow ta explain it.  It was half screech, half scream, an’ half howl.  Why, ya’ve nevuh seen a group a’ teenagers come ta attention so fast in all yer born days.

“So we all stared at each othuh with wide eyes fer ’bout five seconds, an’ that’s when we heard that sound again – an’ it wasn’t jus’ scary, it was loud.  We all took off stampedin’ like buffalos through them woods an’ back ta the pickup truck we all went there in.  We couldn’t git outta them woods fast enough.  It was Jimmy Pickfuhd’s pickup we piled inta.  Jimmy drove as fast as ’e could outta them woods even though the road we’d used ta git deep inta Devil’s Holluh was no more’n a mildly trampled, vaguely-wide path ’cause hahdly anyone evuh went out there.  Jimmy tore through those woods so fast I was sure on two or three occasions that I was gonna git thrown outta the bed a’ the truck er maybe one a’ the axels was gonna break in half, but I didn’t want Jimmy ta slow down any – none a’ us did.

“It was only aftuh we all got back inta town that we settled down enough ta talk ’bout what we’d heard.  We came ta no conclusion.  Was it a ghost?  Ol’ Scratch?  Could it’a been someone who simply knew we were out there an’ wanted ta give us a scare?  All I know is that I can’t buhlieve any human bein’ could evuh make a sound like we heard.

“It was that summuh that the Norwood girl was found dead in those woods.  Police nevuh did detuhmine who – er what – killed ’er, ’er body was so mangled up.  I tell you what, Lorene – I ain’t sayin’ Devil’s Holluh is haunted er cursed er nothin’ like that, but I don’t ’ave any othuh explanation, an’ I sure ain’t got any plans ta evuh go out there again.

“You are an absolute magician, Lorene.  I swear on my grammaw’s suguh cream pie, ya make me look ten years younguh evuh’ time I come in here.  I’ll see ya nex’ time, darlin’.”
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“Ya sure ain’t doin’ me no favuhs, Lorene.  Las’ time I was in here ya made me look so good that Bobby couldn’t keep ’is hands off me that night.  Now I ain’t complainin’ ’bout that, but what I am complainin’ ’bout is that aftuh suppuh that night an’ aftuh I’d gotten all the boys off ta bed, Bobby decided ’e wanted me ta give ’im a backrub ta git the festivities stahted.  I got nothin’ ’gainst givin’ my man a backrub, but ’e bettuh keep ’is shuht on when I do ’cause that back on Bobby ’as so much hair on it that if ya took ’im down ta the Jackson zoo an’ peeled ’is shuht off ’im, they’d throw ’im inta the gorilla exhibit buhfore ya could blink yer eyes twice.

“Unfortunately fer me, Bobby found me ta be so fetchin’ that night that not two minutes aftuh I stahted massagin’ ’is back ’e stopped me so ’e could peel ’is shuht off.  Now I’m a pretty strong woman, Lorene – I changed twenny thousan’ er more duhty diapuhs an’ cleaned up hunnerts a’ vomits from my boys an’ even stumbled my way accidental-like one time inta the men’s locker room up at the country club where there musta been a dozen nekkid or neahly nekkid old, saggy, wrinkly men wanderin’ ’bout – an’ I kin tell ya, I ’ave nevuh once lost my stomach in any a’ those situations.  But when Bobby took off ’is shuht with all the lights on in the bedroom, it was all I could do ta close my eyes as tight as I could buhfore my stomach tuhned on me.  A’course, even with my eyes closed I ’ad to run my finguhs through that hair a’ Bobby’s.  I jus’ kep’ tellin’ myself that the hair my finguhs was wuhkin’ their way through was the hair on top a’ Elvis Aron Presley’s luscious head.  Ya know, aftuh a little while I was rathuh enjoyin’ myself a tiny bit, what with visions a’ Elvis dancin’ through my head.

“I wonduh if Bobby even really noticed what was diff’ernt ’bout me that day an’ night.  ’E nevuh once mentioned my hair er anythin’ ’bout my looks, all ’e knew was that I was a vuhtual goddess that night, an’ ’e wanted a little taste of a deity.  Huh.  I may ’ave jus’ blasphemed.  Well, I’m not gonna worry ’bout it.

“Sometimes I jus’ don’t unnuhstand men.  Bobby an’ the boys an’ I went ta a cookout las’ weekend ovuh at the Abuhnathy’s place.  Ya know, Max Ahuhnathy, ’cause ’e’s got that swimmin’ pool they put in las’ year, an’ ’is wife Mahcy likes hostin’ git tagethuhs, an’ with that early stretch a’ warm weathuh that crep’ in, Mahcy couldn’t ’elp ’erself in ’avin’ some people ovuh fer a quickly-put-tagethuh shindig.  There was a whole mess a’ people there, prolly more’n two dozen.  A’course, I got stuck at the grill ’cause a’ ’ow good the hambuhguhs are I make.  My secret’s simple – I jus’ shake a little salt an’ peppuh on both sides a’ each buhguh buhfore I throw ’em on the grill.  Ya wouldn’t buhlieve ’ow much bettuh that makes ’em taste.  I was fine with bein’ on the grill, though, that’s fer sure, ’cause those men...  What is it with a man that ’e gits within a hunnert yahds a’ some watuh an’ ’e thinks ’e gits ta spend the day walkin’ ’roun’ with no shuht on?  It’s one thing if it’s Cliffuhd Bahkuh walkin’ ’roun’ with no shuht on ’cause heaven knows ’e’s got the body fer that.  I didn’t mind ’im walkin’ ’roun’ shuhtless – I stole myself a coupla extra glances ’is way.  But most a’ those men?  Oo-ee, I didn’t need ta see that.  Bobby was as bad as any a’ ’em.  Ya git a coupla beers in a man an’ watuh anywhere close by, an’ ya kin fuhgit it.  There were more rolls in that yahd then yu’ll find in the Piggly Wiggly two days buhfore Thanksgivin’.

“An’ all the talkin’ those men did ’bout fishin’ – more precisely, the size a’ the fish they caught.  Now, I ain’t no Sigmund Freud, Lorene, but it seemed pretty obvious ta me that these men weren’t really braggin’ ’bout – an’ inflatin’ the size a’ – the fish they caught, they were really talkin’ ’bout an’ exaggeratin’ ’bout the size a’ sumpin else that’s paht a’ their lives.  Am I really ta buhlieve that there’re one-an’-a-half-foot-long bluegill out there?  Mos’ bluegill er jus’ a coupla inches long, right?

“It was a fine day, though.  There was a bit of a tiff.  It was buhtween Max Abuhnathy an’ Cliffuhd Bahkuh.  Max thought Mahcy was payin’ Cliffuhd a little too much attention.  I don’t know if she was er not ’cause I ’ad my head buried in the grill much a’ the time, but I wouldn’t blame ’er if she did give Cliffuhd a coupla extra glances ’cause ’e was the bes’-lookin’ man there by far.  An’ ya know Cliffuhd, ’e’s such a sweet, nice man, I’m sure ’e wasn’t payin’ Mahcy any extra attention that could be construed as flirtin’.  Apparently, though, Max thought Cliffuhd was flirtin’ with Mahcy, an’ they got in a little bit a’ an ahgument.  I don’t even know if I kin call it an ahgument ’cause it’s takes two ta ahgue, an’ Cliffuhd suhtainly wasn’t makin’ a fuss er raisin’ ’is voice at all.  But that Max Abuhnathy – the more ’e chastised Cliffuhd the madduh ’e got.  Buhfore long Max was in a shoutin’ match a’ one.  Bobby an’ a coupla the othuh boys from the fact’ry stepped in buhfore it got too bad, an’ evuh’one went back ta their eatin’ an’ drinkin’ an’ splashin’ ’roun’ in the pool.

“Max was actin’ a little bit like ’e was a big shot that day, what with ’im ’avin’ a pool an’ hostin’ the git tagethuh, but it wasn’t anythin’ special ’e did ta git that pool.  Bobby tole me Max ’ad an uncle die a coupla years ago who lef’ Max a little bit a’ money, an’ Max used the money ta ’ave that pool put in.  Good fer ’im.  We should all be so lucky.  But that kinda luck doesn’t come ’roun’ fer many people, an’ instead a’ bein’ high an’ mighty ’bout it, it’d be nice if the puhson could jus’ be grateful an’ humble ’bout it.

“I wonduh what I’d do if I suddenly came inta a bit a’ money.  There er plenny a’ things Bobby an’ me an’ the boys want, but I don’t know a’ anythin’ we need.  It might be nice ta jus’ put the money away in the bank, let it git a little in’trest, an’ in case one a’ the boys wants ta go off ta college one day, we’d ’ave the money there ta make sure that could ’appen.  The time er two Bobby an’ I talked ’bout the boys possibly goin’ off ta school, Bobby was none too excited ’bout the idea, said the boys could make themselves a good enough livin’ right here in town wuhkin’ at the fact’ry er the lumbuh
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