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  It was 1971, the one-hundredth anniversary of Toad Springs, Florida, when I got the phone call from Sully Cook about the old cedar chest. Sully’s the new feller in town thinks he’s gonna turn Toad Springs into some kind of fancy resort, but ask me, he’ll just end up circling the drain.


  Sully had bought up sixteen acres out on Grasshopper Lake Road, and the old house we used for the Church of Everlasting Liability years ago was smack-dab in the middle of it. He said when they was fixing to tear the place down, somebody climbed up in the attic just to make sure we hadn’t hid a pot of gold up there or something, and found an old cedar chest full of papers. They looked to be some stories that folks had wrote about living here back in the 1930s and since he knew my family’s been here forever, he called me.


  Me and my wife, Peanut, went through the papers and some of ‘em really took me back, they did, like Granddaddy’s three-legged gator with a picture of Jesus on his side that started up his famous reptile ranch, and when we found out our new pastor had learned to preach while he was serving time up in Raiford Prison, and how Grandma Only and all the church ladies was always raising sand and trying to outdo each other. I even learned a family secret my sister, Jolinda, had wrote about but nobody’d ever told me. Anyway, we took them stories to the preacher, and him and the church deacons decided we ought’a put ‘em in a book to sell. So here it is.


  If it turns out you want to read more than we got in here, just let us know ‘cause we got lots more stories.


  


  
    
      	

      	DeLoyd Stroudamore

      Toad Springs, Florida

      1974
    

  


  


  I Should of Stuck with the Kewpie Doll


  


  by Elsie Lou Only Swigfellow


  


  Mama always said you don’t never forget your first love, and for once she was right. My first boyfriend taught me a lot, most of which I wish I hadn’t ever learned. He was a feller name of Galen Dodge that I met at the Hillsborough County Fair in downtown Tampa when I was sixteen. Our whole family, that’s Mama and Daddy and us four girls, we’d gone down to the fairgrounds early of a Saturday morning, like we did every year, so we’d get to the cattle judging where Daddy could watch. When he was a teenager, his steer, Maurice, got second place and Daddy thought he should of won the blue ribbon. So like always, he put Maurice up against the new winner, in his own mind you know, to see who would of won.


  Soon as it’s over, like he done every single year, Daddy says the exact same words to Mama: “Sorrey May, Maurice would of beat that steer by a mile. Ain’t no better steer ever been born than Maurice.” And then Mama’d always pat him on the shoulder and say, “All right, Lucas. We know.”


  That year the rest of the family went to see the Snake Lady while I run off to the Ferris wheel by myself. I’d seen that snake lady the year before and like to of fainted. But mostly, I just loved the Ferris wheel back then.


  It was fun, walking down the Midway through the sawdust by myself, listening to all the men hollering out from the booths for you to come and win a prize. Little kids were yelling to their mamas about what they wanted to do next and could they have some cotton candy, pleeeease. At one booth I smelled barbequed ribs already cooking, the next one had strawberry muffins covered with powdered sugar, and another one had coffee and hot chocolate.


  When I get to the Ferris wheel, this fella, all tall, dark, and handsome like they say, he helps me into the seat and locks the safety bar down in front of me. When I go up high I can see the boats out in Tampa Bay, and then when I round over the top and start coming down and the seat kinda swings back… I get butterflies in my stomach. It always gives my heart a thrill.


  When my turn is up, that good-lookin’ feller unhooks the bar and puts out his hand to help me off. I give him my best smile, hoping he’ll say something, then step out of the chair. Another man walks up and starts talking to him real serious, so I go on my way and buy myself a little Kewpie doll on a stick, like I do every year.


  Her skirt’s made of fluffy little colored feathers and she’s got sparkles all over her. I know I’m too old for dolls, but I just love ‘em. So, after I get my new Kewpie, I go back over to the Ferris wheel; just want to look at that fella again. He’s helping three little boys into their seats and laughing with ‘em. Once he pulls the crank and has ‘em going, he sees me standing there.


  “Come on over and take a free ride,” he calls out. “What’s your name?”


  At first I can’t believe he’s talking to me, but I walk his way. “Elsie Lou Only,” I say.


  “Why, Elsie Lou Only,” he says, taking my hand and kissing it. Then he looks me up and down. “Onlyest girl in town with a smile like the sunshine peeping through the clouds on a rainy day. I’m Galen Dodge.”


  I know my face is turning beet red. I’m blonde and I’m real bad to blush. I look down at the ground like I always do when somebody says something nice about me, and I say, “Why, thank you, kindly.”


  “Got yourself a Kewpie doll, I see.”


  “Well,” I say, looking down at it. “It’s… It’s… for my little sister.”


  “It’s right pretty,” he says, reaching out to touch her.


  I stand there smiling like a real dumbbell.


  “I’ll give you another ride if you want. For free.”


  My heart’s beating faster. “You will? That’s real nice of you.”


  He lets me stay on for a long time, and when he finally stops it, I thank him. Then I don’t know what to do.


  I’m turning to walk away when he says, “You ever go to the beach? I’ve been in town two weeks and still ain’t been over there.”


  “Oh sure,” I say, turning back. “We go to Indian Rocks all the time.”


  He gives me a big grin. “Well, maybe you could go there with me one of these days.” When he says something with an s in it, he makes a little hissing sound—so cute.


  “I… I don’t know,” I say. “I ain’t allowed to go off with people I don’t know…”


  “Oh,” he says. “Well, I didn’t mean you no harm. Just wanted to collect me some pretty shells. But I wouldn’t never find one as pretty as you.”


  I don’t have no idea what to say so I just smile and look at the ground.


  “Elsie Lou,” he says. “How’s about I’ll buy you lunch?”


  I’m so surprised I can hardly talk. “Oh, okay.”


  “Good! Meet me at the barbeque booth at noon.”


  “All right,” I say. “Um… that’d be real nice.” He gives me a wink that nearly about melts my heart and I run off.


  Before long I run into Mama and Daddy and my sisters. The girls tell me all about how slithery and scary the Snake Lady is, doing it just to make my skin crawl. Then Mama says, “Elsie Lou, don’t forget to meet us at the hot dog stand at noon.”


  “Well, yes, ma’am,” I say. “But I met this fella who wants me to have some barbeque with him.”


  “Feller? What feller?” she says, looking around.


  “He runs the Ferris wheel, Mama, and he’s so dreamy.”


  “He what? Elsie Lou Only! You ain’t gonna have nothin’ to do with no carnie!”


  “But, Mama.” I look over at Daddy for some help, but he’s staring off at the cotton candy machine. He always acts like he’s interested in something else when Mama’s on her high horse.


  “You got no business hanging around with some lowlife. Them kind ain’t nothing but trouble.”


  “But, Mama! He’s not…”


  “No! You meet us at the hot dog stand. You ain’t getting mixed up with no damned carnie.”


  I feel the tears start up, but there ain’t nothing I can do. I walk away, looking down at the straw and little pieces of trash all over the ground and start wondering what my big sister Dancy would do in my place. Dancy never cared a fig for the rules. After thinking for a minute, I go right over to Galen and tell him I’ll meet him for lunch at one o’clock. He smiles and gives me one of them winks and my knees get weak.


  Galen buys me a barbequed pork sandwich, which I can’t hardly eat since I’d already had a hot dog, and he talks about how he’s from Georgia and is working at the fair, just doing them a favor ‘cause the guy who was supposed to do it was in jail for getting drunk and beating up a bartender. Galen’s real job is lots more important. He goes door-to-door selling Encyclopedia Britannicas all over the state of Florida. Says he ain’t making a whole lot of money yet, but business gets better every day and he has a great future ahead. Says he’s been in five different states and seen all kinds of sights everywhere. He’s so smart and so funny, he makes me want to start selling encyclopedias, too.


  When Galen finishes eating he gives me that beautiful smile and says I’m the prettiest gal he’s ever seen. He had the nicest, softest way of talking, and I especially like that little hissing noise he made.


  Anyhow, he asked if he could call on me, and much as I wanted to say yes, I was sure there wasn’t no way Mama’d let me so I told him no. Then he has to go back to work. After that, I’m so mad at Mama that all the fun of the fair’s long gone. I dragged around the fairgrounds ‘til we finally went home.


  I moon over him for days, knowing I’ll never get to see him again ‘til even Dancy’s feeling sorry for me, and that’s saying something. About a week later, I hear a knock on the front door late in the afternoon and there stands Galen, wearing a suit.


  “Well, hello there, pretty lady,” he says, taking off his hat. “Don’t I know you from somewhere?”


  I’m so flustered all I can do is smile.


  “How you been? Let’s see, what was your name again? I can’t quite call it up.”


  “Elsie Lou. Elsie Lou Only.”


  “That’s right! Elsie Lou Only. I been hoping I’d run into you, Elsie Lou Only.”


  I just keep smiling.


  “I’m selling these Encyclopedia Britannicas,” he says, “like I told you at the fair. Think your folks might be interested?”


  When he says “encyclopedia” and “interested” he does that cute little thing with his tongue and my heart just leaps. “Just a minute,” I say. “I’ll call Mama and Daddy.”


  I come back out and sit on the swing while Daddy’s shaking Galen’s hand. Then Daddy sits in the rocker and Galen sits down beside me. Mama just stands at the door, and when she sees he’s selling something, she says, “Young man, we ain’t gonna be buying no books. The young’uns get their fill of reading at school.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Galen says. “Now schools have good books. But they don’t have the whole history of the world like these do.”


  “I don’t care about the world,” Mama says. “All’s I care about is how long it takes them collards out back to get big enough to eat. That soil ain’t fit to grow sandspurs. Your books gonna tell me something about that?”


  “Well, you know, that’s an interesting comment you made, ma’am. I got a book here, shows you how the whole state of Florida used to be on the bottom of the ocean. No wonder the land ain’t too friendly, after being buried underneath all that saltwater. And there’s another book that shows you all about different fertilizers.”


  For some reason that gets Mama’s attention, and she sits in the other rocker and hushes up long enough to let him talk a little. I watch her, hoping she’ll like him. He tells her that everything that’s ever happened since Adam and Eve is in them books and the first one was printed way back in the 1700s. Even Jesus and the Seminole Indians was in it, he said. Once Galen got her listening, she warmed up and asked him to stay to supper. But on her way back to the kitchen, she called over her shoulder that she wasn’t buying no damned books ‘cause didn’t nobody in our house have time to read ‘em.


  Daddy takes right to Galen ‘cause Galen listens to his stories and even acts like he believes ‘em. Daddy tells him about Maurice winning second place at the fair, the tarpon he caught that was so big he couldn’t fit him in the boat and had to cut the line, and the day he jumped out of a boat in the middle of Bass Lake to save somebody that turned out to be a big old gator and if it hadn’t of been dead, Daddy would of been. Galen stays ‘til nine o’clock, and when Daddy invites him back to eat with us the next night he says, “Much obliged, sir. See you tomorrow, then.”


  Every evening after supper, him and Daddy sit in the old green rocking chairs on the porch, smoke cigarettes, and talk. After us girls finish the dishes, me and Mama would go sit in the swing, that is, ‘til the night Mama found out that Galen was the feller invited me to lunch at the fair. Then that same night she started in on him about his church back home, and when she found out that his mama was a Catholic and his daddy was a Jew and he didn’t go to church at all, she near about had a conniption fit and set right out to save him.


  Mama always thought if you didn’t go to the Church of Everlasting Liability you was going to hell and it was her job to make sure that didn’t happen. After three hours of working on him real hard, Mama could see that likely Galen wasn’t gonna change, and from then on she didn’t sit with us after supper. Said she had too much to do inside. I was kind of surprised she didn’t raise sand about him eating with us every night, but she just said one more mouth wouldn’t make no difference.


  A couple of times Galen sat on the swing with me and held my hand; ‘course he did it where Daddy couldn’t see. He comes every night for a week, staying later each time, and I sing for him and Daddy. Now, I’ve always loved a song—Mama said I could sing “Amazing Grace” before I could talk. Before I got to high school, everybody in town was asking me to sing at revivals and weddings and even to sing the National Anthem before the ball games. I loved it.


  It’s about nine o’clock one night and I just finished “Sweet Adeline,” when Daddy gets up to chase a dog out of the yard and Galen leans over and whispers, “How’s about meeting me at the fence out back when your mama and daddy turn in? I’d like to talk to you about something.”


  I couldn’t believe my ears! I look at him and give a little nod, and he waves to Daddy and heads off toward Miss Pearlie’s Boardinghouse as usual. My heart was beating so loud I was sure Daddy could hear it. I went into the bedroom and brushed my hair. Then I brushed my teeth. Then I brushed my hair again and pinched my cheeks and bit my lips so they’d be all pink. Then I thought that was stupid, ‘cause even with the moon it was so dark he wouldn’t be able to see ‘em. After Mama and Daddy turned off the lights, I waited a few minutes, then sneaked out through the kitchen.


  There’s a good moon that night and the air is cool enough to keep the skeeters down. I see Galen waving at me and I run over to him. He’s got a bundle under his arm and he takes my hand and whispers, “There you are!”


  I don’t know what to say. “Yeah,” is all I come up with. I’m so dumb.


  “Thanks for meeting me,” he says. “I just wanted to have some time to talk to you.”


  “Um, okay,” I say, standing there like a fool with my hand in his.


  “Come on this way,” he says, walking toward the woods. “Say, you got a boyfriend?”


  “No.”


  “A girl pretty as you? I can’t hardly believe that.”


  I know I’m blushing, but thank goodness he can’t see it. “Aw,” I say, “Mama keeps me real busy. I never had time for a boyfriend.”


  “Let’s stop here,” he says, unfolding the bundle from under his arm and spreading a blanket out in a little clearing. I pull my hand away and sit down beside him. Soon as I’m free, I want to put my hand back in his, but can’t see no way to do it.


  “You’re so smart,” I say. “You know so many things. What do you want to talk to me about?”


  “Well, really, I just wanted to get to know you a little better,” he says, taking my hand again. “I asked around to find out where you live; that’s how I come to your house. You’re as pretty as any gal I ever seen, and I seen a lot in my travels.”


  I got no idea what to say, so I just smile.


  He scoots closer, leans over, and kisses me real soft on the cheek. “I’ve been dying to do that since the day I met you at the fair.”


  “Really?” I say.


  “Really,” he says. “You never left my mind since I saw you at the Ferris wheel.”


  “Really?” I say, remembering how surprised he was to see me and that he couldn’t call up my name the first day he come by the house.


  “Really,” he says. He reaches over and this time kisses me on the mouth, and his breath smells like apples. His lips are soft and nice, but I don’t see any stars or fireworks like Dancy said she did.


  I pull back and touch my lips with my fingers. “That’s the first time anybody ever kissed me,” I say.


  “Naw!” he says. “I don’t believe that for a minute.”


  “It’s true!”


  “Did you like it?”


  “Um, well… yeah, I liked it.”


  “Want another one?”


  “Well, okay, I guess so.”


  This time he takes my face in his hands, and when he kisses me, his tongue tries to poke past my teeth. I pull back and wipe my mouth. “What are you doing?”


  “That’s a real kiss,” he says. “The way they do it in France.”


  “They touch tongues?”


  “They do more than just touch,” he says, coming back at me for another kiss.


  “I don’t know about what they’re doing in France,” I say, pulling away and standing up. “I think I better go back now.”


  “Oh,” Galen says. “I hope I didn’t do nothing wrong. I wouldn’t want to scare you off.”


  “No, no,” I say. “I just want to go home.”


  “Sure,” he says. “Whatever you want. That’s fine.” He gets up and folds the blanket and we head back.


  “Can I hold your hand?” he asks.


  “Sure,” I say. I don’t reach out, just let my hand hang there limp at the end of my arm, but he grabs it and when he gives it a squeeze, I squeeze back.


  I sneak back in the house and when I crawl into bed, Dancy whispers, “Where you been?”


  “Nowhere,” I whisper back.


  “Come on, Elsie Lou. Where you been?”


  “Just went for a walk with Galen.”


  Dancy props up on her elbow. “No kidding. Ain’t it kind of late for a walk?”


  “Look who’s talking,” I say.


  “Did he kiss you?”


  I don’t answer.


  “He did! He kissed you!”


  “Hush up. Somebody’ll hear!”


  Now she’s sitting up and I see she’s got her hair rolled up with rags. “Did you like it?”


  “Well, I liked the first one,” I say.


  “What was wrong with all the other ones?”


  “There wasn’t but one other one.”


  “So what was wrong with it?”


  “I just didn’t like it.”


  “Why? What did he do? Did he feel your titties?”


  I make a face. “No! Why would he do that?”


  “Did he French kiss you?”


  “You know about that?”


  “Sure. I like French kissing. Me and Durhill do it all the time.”


  “But… but… It’s so…”


  “It’s sexy, that’s what it is.”


  “You mean other people do it?”


  “Sure. Everybody does it. Well, maybe not everybody.”


  “Mama and Daddy don’t do that!”


  “Well, no. Probably not. But you should give it a chance, Elsie Lou. You might get to like it.”


  “I don’t think so,” I say.


  “And you better be careful about sneaking out. Remember that time Mama caught me?”


  “Yeah, that was bad.”


  “So, here’s what you do. Daddy, once he’s asleep, he’s dead to the world. And Mama, she’s near about as bad, except she wakes up every night to pee, right just about one o’clock in the morning. So long as you leave when they’re asleep and don’t come in around one o’clock, she won’t hear nothing.”


  “That’s good. I’ll remember that.”


  “And Durhill just got me a new watch, so you can take the old one with you when you go out. It’s on the dresser over there.”


  “Oh Dancy, thanks so much. You’re such a good sister.”


  “Well, I don’t know about that,” she says.


  I spend the whole next day thinking about what I’ll say when Galen asks me to meet him in the woods that night. I want to go in the worst way, but I’m scared at the same time. In the end I decide I’ll go.


  After supper we’re sitting on the porch and Galen is telling us there’s lots of tombs in Egypt full of gold and some have ghosts inside that kill anybody who goes in. That night it seems to me he knows everything.


  The whole evening goes by and he never says nothing about meeting me in the woods. My heart sinks when he just heads back to the rooming house. I tell myself I didn’t want nothing to do with that French kissing, anyways, and that I don’t care. Later on that night, when Dancy hears me sniffling in bed and asks what happened, I won’t tell her. But she knows anyway. The next night I have to sing at the church and the night after that I’m singing at the ball game, so I don’t even see him. Daddy asked him if he wanted to go hear me at the ball field, but he said he had something else he had to do.


  The next Friday night Galen comes to supper, and afterward we’re sitting on the porch again. Galen turns to Daddy and says, “Mr. Only, I was wondering if it would be all right for me to take Elsie Lou out on a ride to the beach tomorrow. A friend of mine said I could borrow his car.”


  “Hmmm,” Daddy says.


  “I won’t be working and I thought we might have us a little picnic and maybe build a bonfire and watch the sunset. Even go for a swim.”


  Daddy looks at me and I smile back and nod my head. He looks at Galen and says, “Well, I reckon that’ll be all right if Elsie Lou wants to go. But you got to have her home by eight o’clock. She’s singing her solo at church Sunday morning.”


  “That sounds nice,” I say to Galen with a big grin. “I’ll bring a picnic basket. I’ll show you where Indian Rocks Beach is. There’s lots of good shells there.”


  Galen grins at me and stands up. “All right, folks,” he says. “Guess I’ll call it a night. Elsie Lou, I’ll pick you up around nine in the morning.”


  “I’ll be ready,” I say.


  That night I tell Dancy about going to the beach and she gets all excited. “You can borrow my new swimsuit,” she says. “You’ll look real good in it.” I have to say I’ve never been real fond of Dancy, even if she is my sister, but she sure tried to help me with Galen.


  Well, when that day at Indian Rocks was done I had a bucketful of seashells and I knew about a lot more than French kissing. Kissing was nothing! After that, things got out of hand, if you get my meaning, and me and Galen met in the woods every third or fourth night. We was so in love, there was just no stopping us. I really liked all the kissing and snuggling, and after a few times even got to liking the other part. I didn’t want to do it the first time when we was at the beach, but Galen explained to me that once a man’s ready, he ain’t got no power to stop himself. Can’t nothing be done about it. If he don’t go on ahead, he could have a heart attack and die, and I sure didn’t want to kill him.


  Every night I talk to Dancy about Galen and she says that if I’m worried about having a baby all I have to do is to bury a clean dishrag out under the oak tree in the backyard after midnight, and that’ll take care of it. It don’t make a lotta sense but I figure it won’t hurt, so I bury an old ratty one that Mama won’t miss.


  After I been meeting Galen for a while, besides worrying about having a baby I start to worry about going to hell. I knew what we were doing was a sin in God’s eyes. And even though I know that Galen would never say nothing to them other fellas at the boardinghouse, I don’t want to get a name for being one of them slutty girls. I didn’t never feel like a tramp or nothing, ‘cause we was really in love.


  One Wednesday night when Galen and me was out in the woods and we’re all through with you know what, I work up all my nerve and say, “Baby, I think there’s something we need to talk about.”


  “What’s that, sweetheart?” he says, taking a puff off his cigarette.


  “What we’re doing. You know. It’s a sin.”


  He turns over on his side and looks at me. “Aw, it ain’t no sin,” he says. “It’s natural. It’s the way God made us.”


  “And besides that, Galen, I don’t want to get no baby.”


  “Listen to me, honey,” he says. “You don’t need to worry your pretty little head about that. I can’t have no kids, myself.”


  That stops me for a minute. “You sure? How do you know?”


  “I had the mumps when I was ten and got all swole up. You know, down there. Doctor told my mama.”


  “Oh well, okay,” I say, embarrassed, and at the same time thinking to myself that I want to have kids someday, but then maybe I don’t. “But… but… it’s still a sin. We could go to hell.” I start to cry. “I’m telling you, Galen, I ain’t gonna keep doing this unless we’re gonna get married.”


  “Baby,” he says, sitting up, “we ain’t known each other long enough to get married, even though I truly love you with all my heart.” He takes a puff of his cigarette and blows the smoke out slow. “And besides, I need to get back to Arkansas by the end of next month.”


  My heart bumps down to my feet. “You leaving? You never said nothing.”


  “Just for a while, baby. I’ll be back.”


  “But… uh… I could go with you then, if we was married. I’d purely love to get outta Toad Springs. Ain’t nothing ever gonna happen here. I hate this place.”


  “Let me think about it,” he says, fastening his pants and sitting up. “We’ll see. About time to be getting you back to the house, don’t you think?”


  “Galen,” I say, with every little bit of courage I can muster, “I’m telling you I ain’t gonna do this no more unless we’re at least engaged.”


  “But, baby, I need to have some money before I make any plans like that. I need to be able to buy a house and a car. I need a—”


  “Well, if you need them things more than you need me, I guess that tells me something, don’t it?” Now I’m starting to get mad.


  He reaches over and puts his hand behind my neck real tender-like. “You know I love you, Elsie Lou. You’re my girl. And I’d like nothing better than to marry you right this minute.”


  “All right then,” I say. I stand up to straighten my clothes. “You can just ask Daddy tomorrow night.”


  He blows some smoke rings, then says, “Well… Maybe. If it’s just to be engaged. I guess that would be all right. But I ain’t gonna be able to get married for a few years yet. Long as you see that. And I can’t afford no ring or nothing. Not now.”


  “Oh Galen, that’s okay. I love you so much.” I lean down and kiss him on the mouth. He falls backward, pulling me over on him and we do it all again.


  The next evening me and Galen and Daddy’s sitting on the porch and I can hear One Man’s Family playing on the radio inside. I take a deep breath and say, “Daddy?” I can still hear the quiver in my voice. I was so nervous. “Galen has something he wants to talk to you about.” When Galen don’t say nothing, I punch him in the side.


  “That’s right, Mr. Only,” Galen says, leaning forward, his elbows on his knees, looking at the floor. “Umm… Elsie Lou and me, umm. . .” He takes a quick peek up at Daddy, then looks back down. “We been talking about maybe getting engaged.”


  Daddy puffs on his cigarette for a minute, looks up at the porch ceiling, then stares out at the front yard. I’m chewing my fingernails like I ain’t done since was in the spelling bee in the fourth grade and come in second. Finally Daddy says, “Well, son, you seem like a smart young man and I seen you ain’t afraid of hard work. It’s a big responsibility, you know, taking a wife.”


  “We ain’t gonna be getting married for a while,” Galen says. “My job and all. I have to do a lot of traveling. In fact, I’ll be leaving in a few days…”


  Daddy lifts one of his eyebrows and stares at him. “What you saying, son?”


  “Oh, I’ll be back. For sure, I’ll be back,” Galen says. “Didn’t mean to…”


  “He told me he’d have to keep going on the road, Daddy. I’m thinking maybe I could even go with him sometimes.” I glance over at Galen and he looks at me, surprised.


  “Well…” Daddy gives me a smile and I can tell he’s gonna say yes. I get up and kiss him on the cheek. “Oh, thank you, Daddy. Thank you. I do love him so much.”


  “One thing, though,” Daddy says, and I sit back down. “Your mama, I don’t think she’s gonna be too happy about this.”


  “I know, Daddy. But you’re the man of the house. It’s up to you, ain’t it?”


  “Well, that’s right,” he says, leaning back and sticking his chest out a little. “It is up to me. When you two thinking of getting hitched?”


  “Won’t be too soon,” Galen says real quick. “Next week I’ll finish up here and go to Turkey Creek and Mango, then I got to be over to Bartow by a week from next Saturday, then to Zolfo Springs and Arcadia. End of next month I gotta be in Georgia.”


  “Why you got to go there?” I ask him, sitting up straight.


  “Well, that’s where my headquarters is,” he says.


  “What you got to do there?”


  He looks at me, then down at the floor and kind of wrings his hands together. “I got lots of responsibilities. Lots.”


  “Hmmm,” Daddy says. “When you reckon you’ll be back?”


  “Don’t rightly know, sir,” Galen says. “I just can’t say for sure.”


  “Well now, don’t you think your future wife needs to get some idea of when she’s gonna see you again?”


  “Well, sir, I just don’t rightly know. Maybe in three months?”


  “And you sure this is a good time to get engaged?”


  Galen looks kind of blank. I say, “Yes, Daddy. It’s a good time.”


  Daddy looks at me and takes a drag on his cigarette. “When you planning on telling Elsie Lou’s mama?”


  Me and Daddy both peer over at Galen, but he don’t say nothing. “Well,” I say, looking at Daddy, “I thought maybe you could tell her.”


  “Me?” Daddy says, laughing. “I ain’t telling her. It’s your news. You gotta tell her.”


  “Okay,” I say. “Then we might as well do it now.”


  “Better get your back up real good, Galen,” Daddy says, getting out of the rocker, “‘cause you’re gonna need all the backbone you can muster.” Daddy goes inside, letting the screen door slam behind him, and hollers, “Sorrey May! Come out front for a minute. Young’uns want to talk to you.”


  “I’m busy,” Mama calls back.


  “Come on,” Daddy says. “They got something to tell you.”


  Daddy comes back out and sits down. “She’ll be here directly,” he says. “She’ll be wanting to see a ring.”


  Me and Galen just look at each other. Nobody says nothing, and by the time Mama finally comes out you’d need a hatchet to cut through the tension in the air. She sits in the other rocking chair and looks at me.


  I turn my head sideways and lean forward, looking at Galen. “Well?”


  He finally clears his throat. “Mrs. Only,” he says, “I was telling your husband that Elsie Lou and me, well, uh, well, we been talking about maybe getting engaged. Ain’t done it yet, mind you. We’re just talking about it.”


  Mama shoots Daddy a look that would send a twelve-foot gator running for the swamp. Then she sits there for a minute, eyes down, not saying a word. Her lips are pulled tight like she does when things don’t go her way. When she looks up at Galen, her face is all red.


  “You ain’t nothing but a goddamned carnie and a traveling salesman and I don’t know which is worse. We bring you into our home and feed you; we try to be good Christian people, and this is what we get! And you ain’t even a damn Christian. Folks around here know what sorts of things your kind is into. You think you can see a pretty face and take her off anywhere you want, then toss her aside when you’re done with her. You ain’t nothing but…”


  “Sorrey May,” Daddy says, reaching out and touching her arm. “Calm down, for heaven’s sake.”


  She snatches her arm away from Daddy. “You don’t know the kinds of things I hear down to the church,” Mama says, “‘cause you don’t never set foot in a place of worship. You don’t know what goes on in this world like I do.”


  “I understand…” Galen says.


  “Understand?” Mama snarls, squinting her eyes at him. “You don’t understand nothing! Just what you think I’m gonna do without my daughter?” she says. “She’s the only one ever helps me around here. The others don’t care.”


  Then she turns to me with tears in her eyes and says in this whiney voice, “Elsie Lou, you don’t want to go off and leave your poor old mama, do you? What would I do without you? You gonna break my heart. And what about your singing? You’re all lined up to sing at the—”


  “I ain’t going nowhere right now, Mama,” I say, looking over at Galen. “We’re just getting engaged.”


  “Engaged, huh? So where’s the ring?”


  “Well,” I say, “We ain’t…”


  “If you’re really engaged, you got to have a ring,” Mama snaps. She leaps to her feet, making that big ugly frown, and me and Galen both jerk back in our seats. “You got singing responsibilities in this town,” she says, “and now you just want to run off.”


  I look at Daddy, who’s staring at the lit end of his cigarette.


  Then Mama stomps inside, saying under her breath, “No ring… ain’t engaged without a ring… sharper than a serpent’s tooth…”


  


  


  When time comes for Galen to leave, I’m so sad I can’t hardly stand it. Looking back now, that last night out in the woods should of told me something. But it was a full moon, and I was in love. When I run out to meet him, he’s glad to see me and all, but I know I’m more excited to see him. We sit on the blanket and he gives me a big grin, like it’s just a regular night.


  “I’m gonna miss you,” I say.


  “Honey, I’ll miss you, too,” he says. “You just don’t know how much.”


  “You sad about leaving me?” I say. “You don’t look sad.”


  “Sure, I’m sad,” he says, unbuttoning my blouse. “I’m just used to traveling all the time, so it’s not such a big thing.”


  “But you’re leaving me,” I say. “You ain’t never done that before.”


  “Yeah,” he says, pulling my blouse off. “That’s right.”


  “Well, I can’t hardly stand to see you go.”


  “You know,” he says, “I was thinking, maybe we should do something different tonight. It being a special night and all.”


  “Ain’t it kinda late to go somewhere?”


  “Oh, I didn’t mean go off somewhere. This is something we could do right here.”


  “What we gonna do right here?” I say.


  “Here, baby. I’ll show you.”


  He lies me down and slips off my skirt and panties, then he undresses himself and I don’t know where to look. He never stood up buck naked in front of me before, so I try to act like I’m just looking up at the moon, but out of the corner of my eye I’m looking at him. His old thing is big and hard and it’s sticking up straight—looks real funny, but I don’t dare laugh. He don’t get on top of me like he usually does. No sir, he has something nasty in mind that I don’t like. I ain’t never told nobody what it was, and I ain’t never doing that again.


  


  


  Well, a month later come to find out that Daddy and me, we’re the only ones surprised when I ain’t heard nothing from Galen. First couple a weeks I worry that something’s happened to him, or that I’d done something made him mad. After that I knew that Mama was right, much as I hated it.


  She kept telling me, “I knew that lowlife was no good. Could tell the minute I laid eyes on him. You can’t trust no carnie, and you sure can’t trust no traveling salesman, and that fella was a double whammy. Didn’t even get you a ring out of it. But don’t nobody ever want to listen to their mama. Oh no, mamas don’t know nothing.”


  Took me a long time to get over my broken heart, but I was glad I didn’t get a baby. That dish towel must of worked. But my love affair did change me. I threw out that new Kewpie doll, even though it was the prettiest one I’d ever had. And I decided I’d never talk to somebody who says their s’s funny, I’d never go back to the state fair, and I’d never be with somebody with wicked notions like Galen had.


  The next summer I started going out with Darnell Swigfellow; met him while he was visiting his aunt and uncle in Turkey Creek. The next year we got married and I moved with him up to Nashville, Tennessee, where we live to this very day. That’s how I got my career started up.


  We found us a church and I started singing in the choir. Me and two other girls put together a trio and we got so good we thought we’d try to go professional. We named ourselves The Swingin’ Sisters and we all bleached our hair the same color blonde and wore it styled just alike.


  We start out performing at some clubs that wasn’t too nice, but gradually we got hired at some of the better places, even sung at the Grand Ole Opry a few times and made ourselves two records. I wrote lots of our songs myself; you might have heard of the most famous one, “Don’t Never Trust a Travelin’ Man.” Why, Patsy Montana was thinking about recording it herself, ‘til she found out that we’d just finished making our own record.


  Darnell takes care of the twins while I’m out there performing, since we most always sing at night. He ain’t too wild about me being up on stage with all the men yelling and whistling at us, but he don’t say much about it anymore ‘cause the money’s good.


  It’s the life I always wanted from when I was a little kid, and some days I still can’t hardly believe how lucky I am.


  Still, once in a while, when I look in my jewelry box and see those three little seashells I saved from that day on the beach, I wonder if maybe Galen’s somewhere out in the audience watching me. And sometimes I wonder if he ever wishes he’d stayed with me in Toad Springs.


  


  The Lord Works in Mysterious Ways


  


  by Buck Blander, Pastor


  


  When I was thirteen, an angel from heaven named Lynette come to visit me one night. She had wings and everything, and she said, “Buck Blander, you’re gonna be a pastor when you grow up.” And that’s just what I decided to do. Life don’t always go along like you plan, but I’m living proof that the Lord works in mysterious ways, thank you, Jesus.


  I ain’t what you’d call a tall man, but I got a good bit of weight on me, and that helps when you get sent up the river to Raiford Prison for something you didn’t do. I even grew a beard while I was there, thinking I’d look meaner, but I don’t have it no more. I was sent there by mistake, you understand, God as my witness. It was all just a misunderstanding, I swear on the Bible. Praise Jesus. I was just trying to save a feller who got cheated out of what was rightfully his. But them crooked heathen lawyers led the jury into thinking I was guilty.


  Now, I come from a good Christian home. My aunt J.B. raised me in Tampa after my folks left me with her one summer when I was three or four, and went to visit Mama’s cousin out in Texas. Must of liked it there, ‘cause they wrote Aunt J.B. a letter saying they wasn’t never coming back and she had got herself a new son. She never had no young’uns of her own and she was real bossy; thought cod liver oil or a switch from the orange tree out back would fix whatever was wrong with me, but at least she took me in.


  I’m proud to say I graduated from high school and afterward Aunt J.B. had a friend who got me a good job being a fireman for the Seaboard Air Line Railroad. I really wanted to start preaching instead, but ‘cause she raised me, I did what Aunt J.B. wanted. After a few years, when the diesel engine took over the steam engine, the railroad folks thought they didn’t need firemen no more since nobody was gonna be stoking a fire.


  But the unions wasn’t about to get pushed around, so they said they had to have a fireman in case a fire broke out, even though, unless there was a fire, the fireman wouldn’t have nothing to do. Well, the unions won so I got to keep my job, but the rest of the crew all hated us firemen ‘cause we got the same pay as them when we was hardly working at all. Some of them fellers got real ugly; a couple was always trying to start fights but I ain’t never been a fighting man.


  Now, there I was, a fireman with a good bit of
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