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PART ONE

















Loujean




I hear Earl and my three brothers dragging their feet up the boardwalk off Troublesome Creek. You can tell the old man hears them too, the way he cocks his bony head and eyes the door, priming up to say to them what he’s been saying to me all morning: Me and your mommer’s done with one another, y’all do what you want to about hit. “Hit” meaning “it,” and “it” meaning put Mama away decent or any way we can.

Buck sidles in first, shrunk-faced and scrunched against the cold, and Earl and Pee Wee and Alamand shove in behind him. Alamand has to pick up on the door to ram it shut against the wind. He don’t get it closed good before a transfer truck revs up at the crossing and roars down the creek dip, grinding gears. The wind and racket scours the room of festering steam and clock ticks, but I can still smell the baby like a new puppy.

Mama didn’t make it.

I know the boys have been to the funeral home in Jasper, Florida, since Earl’s got on his light yellow shirt with his brown hair water-slicked. They make a place on the couch and perch like birds on a light line. The red rose curtain behind is pinned together with a clothespin and puffs at their backs. (That window’s been busted out from where Buck drove the old man’s head through it.)

“Well, Old Man,” says Buck, sucking on a cigarette and squinching his hazel eyes. “Looks like they ain’t no making the undertaker bury Mama less’un we can come up with a couple hundred.” Smoke snorts from his long, crooked nose.

“Me and your mommer’s done with one another,” says the old man, “y’all do what you want to about hit.” He rares back and jerks his sucked-hide face to the wall. One giant hairy ear stays tuned in, like he don’t want to miss the solution even if it ain’t his problem.

Pee Wee, my middle brother, hoves up and rakes his fingers through his shingled brown hair. “Hell, looks like a man in his line of work wouldn’t lord it over poor people cause they ain’t struck it rich yet!”

Then Buck starts. “We ain’t got no choice but to go to Buster and see if the county won’t…”

“I hain’t listening to no sech!” The old man rocks to his feet, bellering and stomping on a weak floor joist. Every dish in the piesafe sets in dinging.

Mama’s last baby don’t make a peep. I can feel it warm up next to my leg on the bed. I can’t hear it breathing. The covers don’t move. I lay my hand on its back and feel its heart like a bitty chick’s blood pulse. They’re really getting into it now, Buck and the old man, over where they gone get the money from. The old man’s going on about how none of his’n ain’t never been put away by the county since Buster took it over, and how he ain’t fixing to start looking to the county now. Buck’s riled good—he’s the oldest, going on twenty-eight, and like Mama always said, a worrywart.

Pee Wee is walking the floor, cussing. His keen face is kerosene yeller. Smells like he’s done made a stop by The Line on his way back from the undertaker’s where Mama’s laying a corpse. He don’t generally get into none of their scraps if he ain’t drinking. Bout as big around as my leg from doing without so he can get the most out of his likker.

Alamand, setting on the couch next to Earl, goes to wringing his hands and chewing on his top lip. He’s a mite on the chunky side with a white dish face and dark hair that curls up where his cap goes. Takes everything to heart, the sweetest one of the bunch. Was born with a double veil, according to Mama, is how come he can draw. I can tell he’s itching to get on over to Aunt Becky’s old house, where he can set and draw by hisself. Bad about stealing my pencils. He’s the least one, or was until night before last. Fourteen years old, two years behind me in school when he goes.

“Looks like old Loujean there’s just setting taking it easy,” Earl says. His milky blue eyes snag mine. Up to now, he’s been tapping his boots on the floor with his elbows ditched on his knees.

“Earl,” I say, “chunk a piece of wood on the fire, will you?” I fix my skirt so my legs don’t show. He twists around with one knee on the couch and parts the curtain to where it fans over the back. Out of respect for me, he raises the window where he could of reached right through the head-size hole in the glass.


I wish I could go out. I wish I could leave this baby where she lays and go outside. I gaze through the gapped curtain at the shed sweetgums on Troublesome Creek, where the wind sings lonesome in the tents of tangled vines. White as bleached lace on the tin sky.

Earl grabs a stick of firewood off the scaffold and lets the window down and fixes the curtain back, just so. Then, trying to look real handy, he struts over to the stove and flips open the door latch with the toe of his right boot. Smoke boils out and eats up my eyes.

The firelight on his pale square face makes him look scalded, his milky eyes bright. He rubs his hands together over the pot of steaming lima beans and grins at me. The fire cracks and pops and the stovepipe roars, turning red as my face.

“Prechate it,” I say. Feels like me and Earl’s the onliest ones in the room, but that good feeling ain’t enough to keep my mind off of my troubles. I won’t make it to school today—it’s Friday anyhow—pro’bly not never no more. But that’s all right.

Earl backs to the stove, bowing his stocky chest, and rocks with his hands latched behind. I can smell his britches scorching. When it looks like he can’t stand the heat no more, he taps back over to the couch and plops, eyeballing me around Pee Wee and Buck walking the floor and fussing with the old man. Old Man ain’t moved, but he’s study quarreling. Where he’s bald on top, a sprig of gray-glazed hair sticks up like a scared man’s in the funny papers.

“Buster and that bunch over yonder at the courthouse hain’t never took no interest in me and mine,” he says.


“If you’d had ery lick of sense,” pipes up Buck, “you’d a done like Buster told you when Aunt Becky died, stead of puffing up and taking it on yourself to put her away fancy.” Buck’s preaching to the old man now, gulping between words like a Hardshell Baptist, with his hip cocked. “Now we left owing the undertaker and can’t get Mama put away.”

“Becky was Buster’s own double-second cousin.” The old man pops up like a rotten egg in water. “If he hain’t got no more principle about him…”

Buck butts in. “You got a bone to pick with him, Old Man, go pick it!”

“I hain’t hankering to see his yeller face!”

“He ain’t fixing to up and offer,” says Buck, right in the old man’s face, “you know that!”

“You gotta go begging sometimes, Old Man.” Pee Wee socks the front door with his fist.

“I hain’t going begging Buster for nothing,” the old man says.

“Ain’t Buster you gotta look to,” Buck hoots. “It’s the county.”

“Same thang.” The old man sets back, sulling again.

Pee Wee’s sweating now, and I got a notion he’s fixing to start in on me about keeping the house too hot. Shore nuf, in a minute he snatches the door open and the stiff wind whips at the new picture calendar over the head of the bed. A bik bik bik sound. A peaceful Jesus is kneeling in the garden above February 1960.

The old man shoots forward. “Shet that door, boy!”

“Well, you gone have to open it if you bring her home like she is.” Pee Wee slams the door and hugs hisself, walking. “Undertaker’s got her in a cold storage now. I’ll be a S.B.!”

“You cussing your own dead mommer, boy!” The old man punches the air with his scrawny arm cocked. Generally, he’ll let the boys say S.B. or G.D., but that’s about it, because one time he knowed a man got struck down by lightning for cussing God under a pine tree.

Pee Wee’s warming at the stove with his legs spraddled. Directly, he slacks off and the room gets still, and I listen to the leftover bik bik bik of Jesus over my head. When it stops, the lid on the bean pot picks up with the same racket.

“You so all-fired proud, Old Man!” Buck grits his teeth, sounds like he’s trying to take the sore throat. He squats at the old man’s knees like he’s worshiping him. “You got a extra pension check laying around somewheres, huh?”

The old man turns his face to the wall and says it again: “Me and your mommer’s done with one another, y’all do what you want to about hit.”

“I see old Loujean there’s just setting taking it easy,” Earl says, doing his dead level best to change the subject. He ain’t dumb as he looks.

The baby cries.








Buck




Soon as we get done with dinner, I set out on foot for Buster’s, leaving pore lil ole Loujean with the baby bawling and the old man blabbing. Generally, you’ll find Buster propped up at the courthouse across the way, or at Hoot’s store, south of the crossing, or out scouting for somebody to hoodoo. But you can count on him to be eating and sleeping at his house.

To make the old man think I left in the post truck, I give Pee Wee the keys—and him in the shape he’s in!—and watch him back it out of the grass alley between our place and the post office, then turn off 94, heading south on 129 for the Florida line. Me done wishing I’d let Earl do the driving, but one of them’s about as dependable as the other. You could put them in a paper sack, shake it up, and dump it, and they’d all fall out about the same time.

I decide to wait a minute before crossing the hardroad, see if the old man comes out the side door in the alley, or maybe around the front of the old white-board store where we live in the back. Three little rooms overlooking Troublesome Creek. Owned by Buster, of course. Through the finger-smudged dust on the plate-glass windows, I can see clean to the other side of the store, where if the old man’s coming out our front door, he’ll show in a minute around the corner. Buster’s using the front part for a packhouse now: old cocoaler crates, nail kegs, laying mash, and a bunch of junk he cheated somebody out of on a debt—a couple of truck batteries, some greasy tools, slat side bodies off some poor soul’s truck, a dozen rolled-up cotton mattresses he claimed after old man Keel died at the mattress factory on the river. Even the weighing scales off Rufus’s fish truck.

When Buster went to buying up places to rent out, and getting into bigger doings, he rented out the store in two parts, front and back. They’s been a café here, and then a whorehouse, even a picture show, with Buster dabbling in all of them from the county commissioner’s office across the road. I look any day for him to tear the old building down and put up a filling station, being on the corner of two major highways like it is. He’s been making hisself too scarce here lately, not dunning us every breath for the rent and trying to scare the mess out of me.

Well, looks like the old man ain’t coming; he’d have to get up and out to do that, and he’s feeling too sorry for hisself right now. That’s how he gets around beating the bushes for money when we get in a tight. But you can’t never tell where he might turn up, bad as he is to plunder. Steer clear of the dumpsters and generally you got it made.

I hurry on out of the grass alley, already in half shadow, and cross the hardroad, in full sun, looking both ways. Everybody in Cornerville’s likely still eating dinner, but the light at the crossing goes from red to green to yellow, just like traffic’s lined up and waiting. Nobody don’t pay it no attention nohow; that’s just some more of Buster’s doings, trying to put Swanoochee County on the map.

Much as I need to be in the post woods, working, I have to get this business about Mama straightened out before Monday, so I can get on back to work. Uncle Sam and the lectric company don’t shut the doors cause somebody’s mama dies. If I had my druthers, I’d pay the undertaker out of my own pocket, but we’ve had a rainy spell and can’t hardly get in the post woods for bogging down. Fence posts ain’t bringing but fifty cent apiece. Course if I had good help, I could make a living at it. Pee Wee’s laid up drunk about half the time, Alamand’s gone sorry away from daydreaming, and Earl…far as I’m concerned, he can go on back to Tarver and lay up at his mama’s.

But other businesses I been in ain’t brung in no better cash. Me and the old man used to take the boys and put up outhouses all over the county: sheds, barns, johns, packhouses, you name it. We didn’t never one time come out on it. Everybody wanted something for nothing. Like Judge Crews. We went over there early one hot summer morning to put him up a one-hole john and stayed on two whole days, working from can to can’t. He kept coming up with idears to get more out of us than we’d bargained on. All we was belonged to do was build him a plain john; before we got done, he had us putting four holes in a one-seat bench, diamond-cut, plus a wall of shelfs for seeds and tools. We lost bad on that one, and the old man got disheartened. That’s when he quit working. For a while there, he tinkered around on Buster’s trucks and tractors, but he weren’t no hand to mechanic. Then they had a bad falling-out when Buster set his sights on becoming a county commissioner so he could get holt of the money my great-uncle John left to the county.

Before that, Buster and the old man was buddy-buddy, one of them drawing from the county about as much as the other—pension for pension, doctor doings, funerals, dirt hauled in for a ramp—like a big trust fund set up by Great-Uncle John, who is still talked about in these parts as “Big John,” which had to do with that big black felt hat brung by train from New York to Fargo, along with a pair of real leather boots, which he wore when he come in from the flatwoods that morning during the Depression to bestow on the county what it needed to keep going. That money was the county’s anyhow cause of the taxes due them on Great-Uncle John’s bootleg whiskey business. Not that ery one of them (the county) said nothing, they just played like he was giving them a gift—and wadn’t that dandy!—all of them knowing it was a debt being repaid, even to the last when Big John up and died and left it all to the county—gift/debt—and by then it wadn’t all that necessary since The War had put us back on our feet. So Buster took the surplus.

And that’s about the gist of it: the grudges and begrudging feeding down from that legacy till nobody under fifty can’t hardly recollect where it all started, or figger yet how it might one of these days stop, but that it is, it just is, the grudges and begrudging as always starting from something so earthshaking nobody can’t forget and linking to those uncommon, downtrodden, overblown predicaments that us Scurvys for all time have fell heir to and always will. A Scurvy don’t just die—even living to a hundred or better—they die somehow that stays with you (like Aunt Becky done, about five years ago) but won’t fit in writing on a tombstone; it would take too many words and wouldn’t read real nohow. But we don’t never quit telling it. When we have a falling-out, it’s the same way, outlandish and lasting.

I come by it honest—me and Buster ain’t got no use for one another neither. A few years back, he commissioned me to haul a load of shine for him, and I didn’t come out atall. I just plain don’t have the nerve for it. At least hauling fence posts, I don’t have to dodge the law and put up with Buster’s mess.

Weak in the knees, I cross the courtyard with its thready dead grass and then the hardroad back of the courthouse, heading up the school-bus shortcut where the brittle, gray, two-story hotel sets on the corner amongst liveoaks older than ery Scurvy. The sun on the asphalt smells tarry and sharp and pitches my shadow ahead where I can see the old brick schoolhouse roof, black against the blue sky, at the end of the road. Low smoke drifts from a pile of burning leaves, across from the schoolhouse, left side of the road, where Buster’s backyard hooks to another yard, rake marks up to the chinaberry tree which serves as a divider between one plot of dirt and the other, both Buster’s.

Cutting cross his backyard, I notice Aunt Ida Mae’s put out a washing on the clothesline between the chinaberry tree and the low white house. Bleached white towels flap in the wind loaded with the dry click of crickets and burning leaves and the flat tallowy smell of stewing beef. It’s now that I miss Mama, and I can’t afford to. I got to keep my mind on business and my eyes on Buster. At the back door, a flock of plump Rhode Island Reds is pecking at a scatter of collard stems. When they see me, they go crazy, fluff up their feathers and squawk like I’m after them. Their fuss don’t do nothing for my nerves; not that I’m scared of Buster, I just dread having to beg. And him of all people! That’s the old man’s place to do that, in my estimation, but I reckon he’s got his own reasons for despising Buster. Most folks around Cornerville do; but most folks don’t show it, in case they need Buster. A county commissoner can come in handy or he can do you some dirt. Buster’s got more power than the Georgia gov’nor.

“Aunt Ida Mae?” I call, knocking on the screen door and flapping it in its frame.

I can hear her framming around in her kitchen and swearing. She swears at me, before she sees who it is, and I don’t take it personal. That’s just Aunt Ida Mae for you, and I know everybody she swears at is her husband, Buster.

“Come on in,” she hollers out in her muffled voice.

I don’t. I’m here on business this time, and Buster handles business under the chinaberry tree. Besides, I ain’t been by since me and Buster had our run-in a few years back. So much time’s passed now I’d be ashamed to just walk in like I used to. Used to, I’d be running in and out, slamming doors with the rest of Aunt Ida Mae’s younguns (she’s got two sets, one about my age, and a new drove of littluns). I just found out I’m a man, and I wish I hadn’t. I swallow hard.

She comes walking heavy-footed, kicks the screen door open, and ducks out, spitting a brown string of snuff juice off the doorsteps where I’m standing next to Buster’s little turned-up-toed brogans. The chickens cluck and scatter, then gather again, pecking at the slick brown streak as it dulls and dries in on the powdery dirt.

“Shoo!” she says, waving her hands. “Git on away from here, you rascals!” Her squinched brown eyes settle on me while she fusses at the chickens. She wipes her shirred mouth on the hem of her white apron. Wouldn’t smile for nothing, don’t never mince words.

“I heared about Louella,” she says. “When y’all looking to bury her?”

“Sunday,” I say, like we done made all the arrangements.

“I’ll be there,” she says—a real kindness on her part. If she ever leaves the house, except to set on the porch with her sister Cordy across the road, I don’t know of it. “Tell Loujean I’m cooking a little something to send over,” she adds.

Nothing sweet in what she says, just earnest. I prechate that.

“I reckon you here to see Buster?” she says. Another real kindness on her part, since for the life of me I can’t get the words out. She’s my mama’s own double-second cousin and the spitting image, except Mama was a little grayer and woreout from doing without and having babies by herself. The last two died, before this one she had the other night, and she mourned them like a cow would a calf: doing her best to rouse them, bellering awhile, then going on about her business, looking out for the bull. (Dumpsters ain’t the onliest place you got to dodge to keep from happening up on the old man.)


Buster pops into view behind the screen door in his white socks, short knotty arms crooked. He snatches his coat off the back of a chair and tugs it on. Looks like he’s in a deep study. One of Aunt Ida Mae’s younguns starts squalling at the other end of the house, and she takes off at a half-run. Coming out the door, Buster nearly bout knocks me off the doorsteps, then drops right down beside his brogans and starts knocking the sand out of one and then the other—makes like he don’t know I’m on the place—and pulls them on, yanking the shoestrings tight. His close-set green eyes fret over the bows he’s making, like he don’t want to chance making a bad impression.

He looks strange making bows. Under his blue shirt, his hard belly is strutted. He looks like a big man that’s shrunk. If you was to see him off just standing around, and didn’t know who he was, you wouldn’t think he was nobody. “You here for a favor, Scooter?” he asks and trots off the doorsteps.

He says it so fast that I have to think a minute, then my blood goes to boiling.

He’s under the chinaberry tree now, standing with his stumpy legs spraddled, trying to light a cigarette. Every match he strikes the wind blows out—one, two, three. Then looks like he’s fixing to do some magic trick; he strikes another match and cups his hands quick, and cigarette smoke flows through his fingers and curdles into the leaf smoke, and he could be the devil hisself wading through the sulfur fires of hell.

I light up a cigarette too and go over, standing off a piece where the circle of shade meets the sun. I can hear Aunt Ida Mae fussing with the younguns inside the house; next thing you know, she’ll be setting nussing them. My mama made over.

“I come to see if I could get some help from the county to put Mama away,” I say.

“Don’t do that no more.” Buster takes a hard pull on his cigarette, then thumps it to Aunt Ida Mae’s collard patch. “Law come down on us.” He’s putting on a Chap-stick now, with his rind lips pooched. “Right after old man Keel died at the mattress factory,” he adds. He gazes down at the cigarette butts strowed under the tree with dingy splatters of chicken mess. (Aunt Ida Mae don’t rake up under the tree, just around it; that’s how much she thinks of Buster and his doings.)

My hands is shaking like the shadows of the chinaberry leaves on the dirt. I’m stopped up and feel like I’m taking the flu. The wind changes and the smoke from the leaf pile rolls away from us.

“Say the post business ain’t doing so hot, huh?” Buster shifts feet and lays into the tree trunk.

“I’m making out,” I say and have to take a draw on my cigarette to keep from adding “without you.” Let me get Mama buried good, and they ain’t no tellings what I’ll say to him.

“I hear you!” he says. He always plays games when he’s making a trade, and putting up with his way of warming up is part of it.

“It’s been rainy here lately,” I say.

“I hear you.”

His head tapers from the temples up, like it’s been squeezed in a vice; his wet-blond hair is combed straight back so it’ll stand up and make him look taller. He speaks: “Yeah, Louella was as fine a woman as they is in this county.”

That’s part of it too, how he hemhaws around before he takes off and leaves you hanging. “We got to come up with a couple hundred before the undertaker’ll put her away,” I say.

“Yeah, as fine a woman as I knowed of…” he says, by hisself now, listening to some racket from the yard of the hotel up the road a piece.

“I don’t reckon you could see your way clear to let me borry a little off you till I can get on my feet.”

He acts like he don’t hear me, straggles off toward the road, and stands a minute, looking toward the courthouse. He’s got deep pockets in his navy blue britches, and his hands is sunk to the wrist, fingering keys and pocket change. Looks like he’s fixing to hand me a nickel and tell me to go on. “Me and you’s done business before, Scooter,” he says, turning quick and bearing down on me with that mixed look of little-man mischief and toughened snake.

“I meant from the county money,” I say and mash out my cigarette with the toe of my boot.

“Same thing; don’t mess with that no more,” he says. “You innerstid in running a little shine again?” He palms the smoky air. “That is, providing I can put some confidence in you this time?”

“Don’t mess with that no more,” I say and walk around him.

“Being as how we’re close kin,” he says, “I’m willing to look over how you run out on me last time.”

“I’ll mull it over,” I say and keep walking.


“You could of ended up a rich man, Scooter,” he hollers after me.

Or a dead one, I think. I don’t have nothing will do to say to him right now, so I keep going. But I know I’ll be back. He does too.








Old Man




Them boys can’t pull nothing over on me, Buster neither.

I sneak on around to the yonder side of the hotel dumpster and duck down behind hit for Buck to go by. He can’t see me for looking. Gazes square at the dumpster, then mopes on off up the road like a man toting fifty pound of block-ice on his shoulders.

I’m so mad I could whip him in front of everybody in Cornerville. Right out in the open. Would, if hit weren’t for Louella laying a corpse. Going to Buster, first off! Hain’t tried nothing else.

I pick up a stick and go to scratching in the rain-pecked dirt, still squatting and keeping a bead on Buster, now circling in the road like a buzzard and watching Buck till he gets to the courthouse and turns along the sidewalk beside 129.

In a minute, Buster takes off walking, whistling up the hardroad in Buck’s tracks. I let him get good and past, then raise up slow, and he quits whistling and cackles out but don’t never look back. He’s seen me.


“You lowdown, white-headed S.B.!” I holler and chunk my stick at him. “Don’t look like no Scurvy to me.”

He keeps walking with his head high.

They’s a beer bottle poking up from a paper sack of trash in the dumpster. I could chunk that too, or maybe that piece of scrap iron laying to one side. But I don’t since I figger I might need him; shore as my name is Lay Scurvy, I’m gone be needing him before this thing with Louella is over.

Buster’s out of range now, stepping high over the courtyard railing and heading for the back door of the courthouse.

I hain’t getting into hit. I go on about my business.

Somebody’s throwed out a right good lady’s shoe, a black high-heel with a twisted toe. I dig hit out and twist hit straight, then scratch around in the dumpster for the mate. I can’t come up with hit. Well, maybe Sonia Lee can wear hit with one of her other shoes.

All I got to do is think about that gal and…Great God! I’ll hold on to the shoe till Louella’s put away; wouldn’t be fitting to go sparking till after the funeral. Come Monday, things oughta be back to normal. Till then, I gotta go set around the house, make hit clear to them boys they can’t dump this thing with Louella in my lap.

But I got a feeling I’m gone end up with Buster under yonder chinaberry tree.








Loujean




The baby cries the whole time I’m washing the dinner dishes. I feel like crying with her, but she’s crying enough for the both of us. I try to think what Mama would do, so I set down in the old man’s chair by the door, rocking and singing: “Rock of ages, cleft for me, Let me hide myself in thee….”

She don’t no more care than nothing where I’m singing or not, but the racket the both of us is making will have Miss Cleta from the post office back over here any minute. I stop singing and say, “Shh, now,” and try to feed the baby some more formula from her suck bottle. Her mouth is a round red hole; the nipple goes straight in, and I can see white drops of milk on her lizard tongue, fixing to strangle her. I take it out and hold her up, staring at her teensy bright face. She keeps bawling. I ain’t been one hour fed her anyhow.

“Little baby,” I say, “if you don’t hush up, they gone think I can’t look out for you.”

I don’t say what’s next, not out loud, since saying stuff sometimes makes it happen. But deep down I feel a burning, thinking about her going to the county.


Here I am, hoping to get something from the county, and hoping the county don’t take nothing from me.

“Maybe it’s too hot in here.” I don’t feel nowhere near as solid as I sound. I get up and open the front door.

I stand in the doorway, bouncing the baby on my shoulder, her still bawling. I make sure the cold don’t get to her ears by tucking the blanket about her smooth, round head.

The wind’s died down for the evening. By dark, it’ll likely pick up again. I wait there in the cold going sun and gaze out over 129 at the bony bare sweetgums along the creek banks. I can’t see the black stream twining through the woods, but I know if the water there right now ain’t gone to running backards, like everything else, it’ll soon make its way past the cemetery to the Alapaha River.

“Poor lil ole baby,” I say. “Poor Mama.” I feel myself primping up to cry and think it won’t do. School buses line up at the red light, squawking brakes, and three of them turn north on 129, dipping at the creek. Brighter yellow than the swole sun, and them loaded with younguns, they pass right by me. I wave and a couple of white hands lift like doves.

I do love school. Give the chance, I could outread and outfigger ery one in my class. That’s what my teachers always say. That’s all right; I’d of quit sooner or later anyhow.

I cry a little bit, standing there in the door, smelling the burnt diesel off the buses. I cry for myself and for Mama, for the baby and with the baby. I cry for Mama suffering with uremic poisoning night before last. I don’t cry for her the way she is now, asleep in Jesus. I cry for the baby since the Bible says to weep over them coming into the world and rejoice over them going out. I wish I could really feel that, but I’m ascared my crying’s for the wrong reasons really, switched around.

I shut the door and stand, cold with the sun on the other side.








Earl




Pee Wee left the post truck parked along 129, at the Georgia-Florida line, then went on in the cement-block beer joint called The Line. So close to the hardroad we can feel the wind off the transfer trucks when they pass. Whoom shoosh about every ten minutes for the past two hours. Me and Alamand just setting in the truck, him with his eyes on the white road ahead, Florida side, and me with my eyes on the blacktop in the rearview mirror, Georgia side. Tunnel of tall pines now shuttering the cold low sun.

I scoot over under the steering wheel, crank up, and back the truck between two souped-up pickups, then head north up the blacktop straightaway.

“Where we going?” Alamand shifts his boots on the rusted-out floorboard, where cold and gas fumes shoot through a crack.

“Going back up there to Mr. R. D.’s,” I say.

“Shoot!” says Alamand. “Rich man like that ain’t gone let you have no money.”

“Ain’t looking for no handout,” I say loud above the roar and rattle of the truck, “and Mr. R. D. ain’t hardly no rich man, just hardworking.”

“What about Pee Wee?” Alamand says, settling in for the ride.

“We coming right on back.” I can tell Alamand don’t want to mess up his make-believing by hooking up with somebody real, but it’s gone take somebody real to come up with the money, else Loujean’s gone be heartbroke.

I come in a
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