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			In loving memory of my mother, Dot, who gave me not just my life, but my life as a writer.

			I miss her every day.

		

	
		
			THE LAUNDERING OF SLIGHTLY SOILED LINENS

		

	
		
			1

			In the late 1920s, in Detroit, Michigan, a nineteen-year-old youth stood in court and, having been convicted of the crime of stealing sixteen cars, faced a judge for sentencing.

			His name was Stuart Franklin Lee, and he had been in trouble for several years. He was born in Atlanta, Georgia, in 1907, to one Arthur Lee, son of a prosperous builder, and Annie Lee Jones, who had led a hard life.

			Arthur Lee had served as his illiterate father’s bookkeeper, secretary, and assistant in his successful construction business, but when his father died, Arthur Lee was unable to hold the company together. He moved his family north, to Detroit, where he found work as a circulation manager for a large newspaper—a somewhat inflated title, since it meant that he was in charge of filling and collecting coins from a string of newspaper vending machines. Arthur began to drink.

			Annie Lee Jones, a farmer’s daughter, had been orphaned at the age of six and, with her younger brother, Willie, sent to a children’s home where little Willie later died in her arms, apparently of institutional neglect. Annie Lee’s fortunes took a turn for the better when she was adopted by a St. Louis family named Chevalier. (Their Missouri neighbors had apparently been unable to handle the French pronunciation of their name, so they pronounced it Chev-a-LEER.) The adoption was not an entirely altruistic one. Annie Lee was put to work in the Chevalier household and, although she was treated kindly, especially by her adopted older brother, Stuart, she was little more than a servant.

			Annie Lee and Arthur had three sons, Ohree, Stuart, and Brown, and a daughter, Palestine, called Pal. Although raised in a strict Baptist household by their mother, their father was not much of an example, and the boys became wild in their teens. They got away with vandalism, but soon they turned to joyriding in stolen cars. As a result, Stuart spent some time in a reformatory, where he managed to get himself charged with assault with intent to kill, for hitting a guard who called him “a filthy name.” The charges were later dropped. After his release he turned to car theft and, eventually, tried to pull off an armed robbery. Finally, Stuart was arrested, charged, and jailed. While awaiting trial he escaped from custody and was recaptured.

			The family rallied around him, concocting an alibi that he had been at home on the evening of the crime, playing pinochle. The defense called his parents, brothers, and sister to the stand, and each of them related the alibi. Then, when the prosecutor confronted Stuart with evidence that they had lied and threatened to charge the whole family with perjury, Stuart changed his plea to guilty.

			At his trial, when asked by the judge if he had anything to say for himself, Stuart replied, “A man’s got to have a car.”

			Not amused, the judge sentenced him to fifteen years in the Michigan state penitentiary.

			

			—

			His uncle, Stuart Chevalier, meanwhile, had become a prominent attorney in New York and Washington, specializing in tax law. Stricken with polio at the age of four, he walked on crutches, and as a young man he was told by his physicians that he had only a short time to live. His reaction was to write a reflective book, A Window on Broadway, offering advice to young men on living a responsible life, advice his nephews did not follow. He wrote much of the early federal income tax code and taught law at Washington and Lee University.

			When his friend and fellow polio victim, Franklin Roosevelt, started a polio treatment center in Warm Springs, Georgia, and built a house there, Chevalier built a house next door and was treated in the waters from the hot springs. He married a beautiful and capable young woman named Elizabeth Pickett, a novelist and screenwriter who wrote the screenplay for the first full-length, Technicolor motion picture, Redskin, starring Richard Dix, and whose novel, Drivin’ Woman, a Southern saga in the mold of Gone With the Wind, was #3 on the first-ever New York Times bestseller list in 1942 and achieved a higher price from the movies than had Miss Mitchell’s book. The film was shelved because of the advent of World War II and was never made.

			The law firm that Chevalier cofounded in Washington, D.C., Miller, Chevalier, Peeler & Wilson, survives today as Miller & Chevalier.

			

			—

			With her son in prison, Annie Lee sought the help of her adopted brother, and Chevalier, in one way or another, managed to get the boy released after serving seven years. Since he had not impressed the Michigan authorities with his respect for the law, a condition of his release was that he take up residence in another state.

			Stuart’s sister, Pal, married a Detroit policeman, Garrell Noah, and settled down to raise a family in that city, but Stuart Chevalier, mindful that his namesake was persona non grata in Michigan, moved the Lee family to Warm Springs, where he bought them a small farm. Since none of the Lees were farmers by experience or inclination, this was not a happy time for the family, but Stuart got a job at Roosevelt’s polio treatment center, later called the Georgia Warm Springs Foundation. He worked as a pushboy, a position unique to that institution; a pushboy’s duties consisted entirely of pushing patients in their wheelchairs or on tables to their surgeries, treatments, and meals. It wasn’t much, but Stuart Lee was a free man.

			Whether his prison experience had changed him is hard to say, but it cannot have been easy for him. These were rough years in the penal system, and the Michigan authorities were not noted for being leaders in prison reform. Still, Stuart’s reputation among his youthful peers in his new town was one of being handsome, charming, and an all-round good fellow, who boxed as an amateur in local bouts.

			Soon he met a young woman from nearby Manchester who, a gifted pianist, was often asked to play as entertainment for the Warm Springs patients, and they fell in love. Her name was Dorothy Callaway, called Dot by all who knew her.

		

	
		
			2

			The Callaways were an old pioneer family in Meriwether County. The first of their ancestors in America, one Sir Thomas Callaway, a Cornishman, had received a king’s grant of land in Kentucky and had arrived in the New World in 1688. His son, Colonel Richard Callaway, was a friend of Daniel Boone, who rescued Callaway’s kidnapped daughters from the Indians, as related in the novel The Last of the Mohicans by James Fenimore Cooper.

			Some of the family radiated south, one branch to Meriwether County, another to LaGrange, in Troup County, where Fuller Callaway founded Callaway Mills. In 1909, Fuller Callaway founded a new town in Meriwether County at the spot where Georgia’s Highway 41 crossed the Birmingham Southern Railroad. The railroad would site the repair shops for their engines in the new town, becoming an important employer. But Callaway would build a cotton mill, which would become the town’s major employer for more than half a century. He called his new town Manchester, after the English textile center. (Incidentally, there is a Manchester in each of the contiguous forty-eight states, except Rhode Island. This is the sort of thing one learned in the Manchester public schools.) Callaway bought some of the land, where the mill and the workers’ houses would be built, from William Henry Callaway, a distant cousin, who was a farmer, landowner, and a lay Baptist preacher in the county.

			W. H. Callaway had two sons, W.H., Jr., called Will Henry, and Tom. With the money from the sale of land to his kinsman, W.H. created farms for his two sons and built a comfortable house on each. The brothers settled down, married sisters, Carrie and Lesta Fowler (thereby making their respective children double first cousins), and farmed cotton. In the late nineteen-teens, the boll weevil swept through the county, ruining most of the cotton farmers. Tom, regarded as the less responsible of the brothers, got a job on the railroad and managed to hold on to his property, though he never seriously farmed it again. Ironically, Will Henry, who was regarded as hardworking, upright, and the better farmer, lost everything. He took himself to town and called on James S. Peters, the president of the Bank of Manchester, a member of the city council, and the major political power in the town.

			

			—

			Jim Peters as a young man had been a schoolteacher, then had worked as cashier of the bank at Woodbury in the northern part of Meriwether County. One Saturday afternoon in 1908, along with a few dozen other local citizens, he boarded a train for the ten-mile trip to Warm Springs, for a church picnic. Halfway there the train broke down where the tracks ran through a pine forest, and the conductor told his passengers that they could get off and stretch their legs while repairs were made; the engineer would blow the whistle when they were ready to proceed again.

			Peters wandered off into the woods and came into a clearing, where he found three men poring over a set of plans spread out on the hood of a car. The three men were: the president of the Birmingham Southern Railroad; a Norwegian gentleman, who was an architect and town planner; and Fuller Callaway. Introductions were made and Callaway, who had heard good things about Jim Peters, explained about the new town they were planning. It would need a bank, he said, and the bank’s first customers would be the railroad and the mill. How would he like to run the bank? Jim Peters said he would like that just fine. The whistle blew, and Peters returned to his train. His life had suddenly taken a major turn. And so, unbeknownst to him, had that of Will Henry Callaway. Of such material history is made.

			Soon after that a barbecue was held on the still-empty site of the new town. Plans of the town were displayed, and a lottery was held for the purpose of distributing lots. The participants paid a hundred dollars a lot, then drew for location. Jim Peters bought two lots. One of the two he drew, oddly enough, was at the corner of what would become Main and Broad, dead center of the proposed business district, and a perfect site for a bank. The other was for a residential lot on what would become the town’s best block.

			

			—

			Ten years after the founding of the town in 1909, Manchester was ready for its first chief of police. The job was in the gift of James S. Peters, president of the bank and chairman of the town council. Will Henry Callaway, being out of work because of his farm’s failure, applied for the job. Peters recommended him unreservedly to the city council, who voted to hire him. Fatefully, the banker insisted that the new chief’s pay include an insurance policy for ten thousand dollars, since he might be putting himself in harm’s way. The council agreed, and Will Henry, so recently a cotton farmer, became a policeman.

			Peters found the family a comfortable house, owned by the bank because of the failure of the mortgagee’s feed and grain business, on Third Street, a block from his own, and Will Henry, along with his wife, Carrie, his son, Herman, and his daughter, Dorothy, moved in, settled down, and began a new life together.

			Eight years later, in 1927, when Herman was at military school in Barnesville and Dorothy was a music student at Bessie Tift College, in Forsyth, Will Henry arrested a Black teenager for petty theft. The boy was sentenced to ten days in jail, during which time he would work on the city’s streets. As the chief was about to go home that night the boy began to cry. He was afraid to spend the night alone in the jailhouse, and he begged to go home. Will Henry knew his parents and told the boy that he would allow him to go home every night, if he would promise to be at work on time each morning. The boy gave his promise and was allowed to go home. The following morning, he did not turn up for his assigned duties.

			Will Henry got into his car and drove out to the family’s house. He got out of the car and called for the boy to come out, so he could take him to work. Suddenly, the boy’s father burst through the front door with a shotgun in his hands and fired at the chief of police. Will Henry, struck in the chest, fell to the ground, mortally wounded. The boy’s father, it turned out, was in a malarial delirium and had mistaken the chief for someone else. He threw down the shotgun and ran.

			Will Henry was taken to the local doctor’s office where, an hour so later, he died in Carrie’s arms.

			If this story sounds familiar, then you have probably read the author’s novel Chiefs, or seen the television miniseries based on the book.

			The malarial shotgunner was captured after a manhunt and had three trials. At each, Carrie Callaway pleaded for his life, saying that he was not responsible for his actions. Eventually, though, he died in the electric chair. His body was shipped back to Manchester, but his family had left town and could not be found, so the stationmaster at the depot finally shipped the casket to the University of Georgia Medical School, in Augusta, where the cadaver was assigned to a medical student for his study of anatomy. The student was James S. Peters, Jr., son of the Manchester banker.

			Carrie Callaway and her children were saved from poverty by the ten-thousand-dollar insurance policy, so presciently insisted upon by Jim Peters. Carrie opened a small ladies’ shop, and her two children cut short their educations and returned home to help their mother.

			

			—

			Then, in 1928, a new merchant came to town. Henry Washington Denham had been born to a struggling farmer and his wife in nearby Upson County, near Thomaston. One of a large family, Henry was sent as a teenager to the Berry School, in Rome, Georgia. It was an institution founded by an heiress, Martha Berry, for the education and agricultural training of poor farm children. The students worked after school on the school’s extensive farms, earning a few cents an hour. Henry Denham had, by the time of his graduation from high school, managed to save from his wages the amazing sum of one hundred dollars.

			The boy found a job with a storekeeper in Zebulon, near his home, and worked industriously for the man. When the owner retired, Denham bought the business from him and made it more prosperous. Eventually, he sold that business in order to take up a new opportunity, a butcher’s shop in a south Georgia town. In the following years he married twice and lost both young wives to illnesses which, today, would be routinely cured by antibiotics.

			Then, told by his doctor that his work in the cold storage room of his butcher’s business was affecting his lungs badly, he sold out to his partner and went to the new town, Manchester, where he opened a men’s and ladies’ clothing store. There, he met the widow Callaway, and in 1935 they were married. Carrie closed her shop and Herman and his sister, Dot, went to work for Mr. Denham.

			Henry Denham was a small man—kind, generous, and gregarious in his way, but serious about his business and his church. His index fingers were missing the first joint, a genetic characteristic that appeared every other generation in the males of his family, and one that got him discharged from the Army during World War I, because his firing finger could not reach the trigger on his rifle.

			Everyone, including his wife, called him Mr. Denham or Mr. D., and for the remainder of his long life, no one was ever heard to address him by his first name.

			Shortly after their marriage, Mr. and Mrs. Denham built a comfortable brick house on Third Street, across the street from where the Callaway family had lived. Carrie planted an extensive garden, and the family prospered. Herman married Jewel Stevens, whose family lived in the next block, and Dot, a talented pianist and organist, played every Sunday at the First Baptist Church.

			Then Dot Callaway, playing piano at a social function at the Georgia Warm Springs Foundation, met the charming Stuart Lee.
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			Carrie Fowler Callaway Denham, though not entirely immune to Stuart Lee’s charm, was not amused by her daughter’s interest in an ex-convict. When Dot announced her intention of marrying him, a major family crisis ensued. Love won out, though, and, in 1936, the two young people were married.

			Uncle Stuart Chevalier came through with a fine wedding present: a Sinclair filling station, well-located at the corner of Broad and Second Streets, on the main route from Atlanta, seventy miles north, to Columbus, thirty-five miles southwest. Thus, Stuart Lee was saved from the hardships of the farm and the ignominy of pushing wheelchairs for a living. The young couple’s future was, it appeared, assured. They moved into a rented house immediately next door to the Denhams and began their married life.

			They were happy. Stuart pumped gas, changed oil, and fixed flat tires; Dot played the new Hammond organ at the First Baptist Church. Stuart boxed in amateur matches at the Manchester Community Building, and they had an active social life with other young couples, particularly Harold and Marguerite Guy, who would always remember Stuart as a delightful friend who was well-liked by his peers and other members of the community. Stuart’s wild streak, however, had not been entirely tamed. He liked a drink, which would have horrified the strictly Baptist Denhams, had they known, and he enjoyed a little poker with the boys. On one occasion, returning from such an evening, he drove his car off a railroad bridge into a deep ravine and onto the tracks, demolishing the car but miraculously surviving unhurt. An automobile was then, as now, an important possession to a young couple, and it was the fashion for them to pose for photographs with the car, sometimes in the style of Bonnie and Clyde, who were at the time conducting their extended excursion through Texas and Oklahoma.

			Then on a clear, cold, and windy Sunday afternoon, January 9, 1938, Dot gave birth to a son, who was named Stuart Chevalier Lee, after his generous great-uncle. The following day, the new father’s own birthday, his sister, Pal, gave birth to a son who was named Stuart after his uncle, her brother. This promised much confusion at family gatherings. Almost immediately, Dot’s new son’s life conformed to Victor Borge’s old line: “I was born at home, but when my mother saw me, she was taken to the hospital.”

			Dot had developed a life-threatening infection. In the company of Dr. Paul Kirkland, who had delivered the child, they were taken by ambulance to an Atlanta hospital, where her life was saved by the new sulfa drugs, early antibiotics. Thus began the life of one of the most loved and coddled children of the twentieth century. He became the only child of not only his parents, but of his whole extended family in Georgia.

			

			—

			The next two years passed uneventfully, but then Stuart Lee’s previously evinced larcenous tendencies came once again to the fore. The country was still in a deep depression, gasoline sold for a few cents a gallon and yielded little profit, and pumping gas and fixing flats were pitched somewhat higher than his low threshold for boredom. He got together with his brothers, Ohree and Brown, and maybe even their father. Though there is still some dispute about whose idea it was, the three broke into Mr. J. W. Smith’s Nehi bottling plant, catty-cornered from Stuart’s filling station, and stole cash, many cartons of cigarettes, and, presumably, all the Royal Crown Cola they could drink.

			But the Lee Brothers, like the Jameses and the Daltons before them, were bolder than they were smart, and quite soon, Brown, who had been delegated to dispose of the tobacco booty, was caught selling cartons of cigarettes out of the trunk of his car. Ohree, wisely, beat it out of town immediately, and the authorities, perhaps out of respect for the Callaways’ and the Denhams’ station in the community, suggested to Stuart that he might feel more comfortable in another state, if he was real quick about it. Brown, having taken the rap, did a few months in the county prison farm, and when his nephew, Stuart, had lunch with him in the garden of the Beverly Hills Hotel fifty-odd years later, he was still pissed off about it.

			There was a tearful scene as Stuart said goodbye to his wife and two-year-old son, climbed into his car, and headed west, promising to send for them at the first opportunity. One can only wonder what Stuart’s thoughts were as he drove the more than two thousand miles across the county on two-lane roads, often dirt, stopping only for gas and to sleep, perhaps in his car. Was he wracked with guilt at the humiliation he had caused his wife and her family, or was he simply excited at the thought of yet another fresh start in an enticing new place? A good guess is a bit of both.

			Stuart Lee fetched up in Los Angeles, where Pal and her husband, Garrell, had settled after Garrell had received a medical discharge from the Detroit police department, having had his leg crushed by a wildly thrown hammer (a shot put swung at the end of a chain) at a police department track meet. Ohree and, later, Brown also welcomed their brother.

			Stuart’s son spent a few days in his company when he was twelve and, not yet having been told the story, asked his father why he had left Manchester and his family. His father told the boy to ask his mother.
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			You will have no doubt guessed by now that Stuart Chevalier Lee is the author himself, so I will hereafter speak for him in the first person.

			The country was now poised on one of history’s great cusps, that brief period at the end of the Great Depression and just before the start of World War II. The depression was not over, exactly, but the country was on the move again, and there was reason for optimism; Franklin Roosevelt had not tired of telling us so. In our county, the president was the next best thing to a local boy. If his election had given the country a boost, it had made Meriwether County very nearly ecstatic. He came to Warm Springs often, to what was now called the Little White House, and he could be seen driving his Ford convertible along country roads, doing his best to lose his Secret Service tail. Sometimes he did.

			Roosevelt formed the habit of pulling up in front of the City Drug Company in Manchester and honking his horn. A soda jerk would rush out with a chocolate ice cream soda for him and would then be dispatched across the street to the bank to fetch James S. Peters, known to all as Mr. Jim. The two would spend an hour in the president’s car, chatting about the county and the country and waving to passers-by.

			Just down Main Street, Mr. Denham’s eponymous men’s and ladies’ store was doing well, providing a middle-class income to himself, Herman, and Dot, and affording me an indoor playground. I loved burrowing under the stacks of work clothes in the back of the store, popping up to fire my cap pistol at unsuspecting customers. The place smelled of oiled wood floors and new cotton, and on rainy days the schoolroom lamps that lighted the place barely kept up with the gloom. It was the best store in town, and everybody came there for better-quality goods. You had to go to Atlanta to do better.

			Henry Washington Denham and Carrie Fowler Callaway were married in 1935; the Denhams’ brick house on Third Street, which they built shortly after their marriage at a cost of ten thousand dollars, provided a comfortable base for the family. Dot and I had moved into the spare bedroom after Stuart Lee’s departure, and Herman and Jewel came for Sunday dinners. The house consisted of a large, rather formal living room, used only when company came or on special occasions; a comfortable family den; a good-sized kitchen; two bedrooms; two baths; a breakfast room; a dining room that seated up to ten; and a one-car garage out back. The furniture was all good reproductions by Baker, bought from Carrie Denham’s first cousin Calvin Fowler, who had a large furniture store in Chattanooga, Tennessee. In the dining room the china was Wedgwood, the crystal and the chandelier were Waterford, and there was a Buick in the garage; it was the very picture of middle-class respectability and growing prosperity at the beginning of the 1940s.

			At the very center of the family lay the First Baptist Church, not only a house of worship but a meeting place and a social institution, centered on a small, handsome Greek Revival sanctuary, with Sunday school rooms in the basement. Mr. Denham was a deacon and an important financial supporter; Dot played the organ; Carrie taught Sunday school; and Herman sang in the choir. The family took its religion seriously, in the certain knowledge of heaven and hell, and Jesus Christ as the only path to the former. Christianity was not simply a Sunday-morning activity but a way of life, a regulator of personal conduct and a fortress against liquor, gambling, and other forms of sin too embarrassing to mention here.

			We went to church often. On Sunday mornings there was Sunday school and the main service; on Sunday evenings the B.Y.P.U. (the Baptist Young People’s Union, later to become the B.T.U., the Baptist Training Union) and a nighttime service. On Wednesday evenings there was Prayer Meeting. A couple of times a year there was a revival, which featured a charismatic preacher from some distant church, and services every night for a week. Many souls were saved, crowding around the pulpit for their Public Profession of Faith.

			At church we sang. The Broadman Hymnal provided us with dozens of familiar hymns, which were performed with gusto. At Easter and Christmas the choir gave us Handel’s Messiah or some other elaborate piece; and before each service Dot soothed us with organ preludes by Schubert or Bach. Her playing was always lovely and brought many compliments from the worshippers. It was the only live classical music that many of them would ever hear except, perhaps, on the radio.

			At home, for entertainment, we played Parcheesi or checkers and watched the radio, which gave us Fibber McGee and Molly, The Great Gildersleeve, Mr. District Attorney, The Edgar Bergen and Charlie McCarthy Show, The Bob Hope Show, The Bing Crosby Show, The Fred Allen Show, and Gabriel Heatter and H. V. Kaltenborn with the news. My favorite was Fanny Brice, playing Baby Snooks; I was astonished to be told that she was actually a grown woman, just as I was startled to learn that Charlie McCarthy was not a real little boy. I envied his wardrobe.

			On our block I played with Jackie Smith and Ralph Green and endured Scott Haney’s bullying; we went barefoot in the summer and caught lightning bugs in jars; we played in the creek next to the telephone company and tiptoed up the storm sewer until we got scared of the dark. Once it snowed enough to stick—a historic event in Manchester—and I made a snowman, the last I would see until I was a teenager. Our parents sat on their front porches after supper and fanned themselves during the warm summer evenings, calling us home at bedtime.

			I had a succession of Black ladies for nurses, who took care of me when everyone was at work. My grandmother’s work was in her garden and incessant. Another Black lady named Lizzie was our cook, and when we wanted chicken for dinner (the noon meal) she would buy a live one and ring its neck in the backyard before plucking it. I would laugh aloud at the headless bird’s acrobatics. Lizzie’s husband, Jasper, was the iceman. On hot days we would climb into the back of his truck and, covered by an insulating tarpaulin, suck on slivers of ice as he made his way down the block from house to house, making deliveries. Jasper had only one eye and wore an eye patch, giving him a piratical visage. He had lost the eye in a knife fight, I was told by a friend, and sometimes he would frighten us by lifting his patch, revealing where the missing orb had been.

			On one occasion my grandmother heard me call Lizzie a “Nigger.” She took a stout switch from a peach tree and wore it out on my legs; when I had recovered myself she explained the evil nature of that word, and I never, ever used it again, except to tell this story. The proper word was “Negro,” not “Nigra,” as the rednecks pronounced it—and “Colored” was considered a polite term by both races. “Black” was pejorative and not used at all. There was a kind of racial peace at the time, at least from the point of view of White people. I was taught as a Christian that everybody was as good as everybody else, and that I was to treat them accordingly. I was to refer to elderly Black men as “Uncle,” a term of respect. Uncle Otis cut our grass once a week, pushing the lawnmower slowly up and down the rows. Mr. Denham treated his Black customers respectfully and opened charge accounts for them, something not all the White merchants did, thus earning their loyalty.

			My best friend among Black people was John Pustelle, who did odd jobs for us and our neighbors. He was charming and funny, and on one occasion, he got my mother’s permission to take me with him in his one-mule wagon to Chalybeate Springs, down the road apiece. This was an all-day trip, since we stopped at nearly every so-called Colored house for a drink of water from the well or a slab of cornbread or so that John could flirt with the ladies, whose husbands were in the fields. It was nearly dark when I got home, sunburned and happy. I was astonished to learn later that Chalybeate Springs was only three miles away.

			The town of Manchester was, by design, one mile square and divided by the railroad tracks into town and the Mill Village. The Mill Village contained the Callaway cotton mill and several hundred modest frame houses that the mill rented, and later sold, to its workers. Callaway also provided for its employees’ families a grammar school and a community center with a gymnasium, pool, and playground. I had to be invited by a friend from that side of town to use the Callaway pool; it would be many years before the City of Manchester provided a place for us to swim.

			My playground was our block—Third Street between Broad Street and Second Avenue, at first only our side of the street. Later, I was allowed to cross unaccompanied, and still later my playground was expanded to include downtown. I would walk to our family store, Denham’s, and visit most of the other stores on the block; my favorite was Maddox Hardware, which smelled of steel and had an amazing assortment of pocketknives, none of which could I afford on my allowance of ten cents a week. This was enough to take me to the picture show at the President Theatre, which charged nine cents, with a penny left over for candy. I felt quite prosperous. I could cut through Maddox’s back door to the alley beyond and my favorite place in the whole town: the livery stable, owned by Uncle Ben Winslow; Uncle Ben was not Colored, but everybody called him “Uncle” anyway. He lived across the street from us and he always owned horses and buggies, driving one to work. For a while he even owned a stagecoach, and he would hitch up the horses for parades. The livery stable catered mostly to farmers’ mules, and there were mule auctions every Saturday morning. I liked watching the blacksmith, who worked in an open-sided shed, as he shaped the red-hot shoes, then plunged them into a barrel of water, making a loud hissing noise. Most of all I loved the hayloft, which allowed my friends and me to throw ourselves about with abandon without being hurt, and we could glean tiny raw peanuts from the peanut hay.

			During these years from age two to six, any memories I had of my father faded. He simply became a distant and nearly mythical figure, referred to always as Stuart Lee, never as “your father.” When I asked where he was, I was told he had run away to California; I was never told why. It still amazes me that, although the whole town knew what had happened, not one person—adult or child—ever spoke to me about the events surrounding his departure, until I finally brought it up.

			Since the father figure in our house was Mr. Denham, I called him “Daddy.” Since Dot called Carrie Denham “Mama,” I did, too. And since both of my grandparents called my mother “Dot,” so did I—and for the remainder of her life, which was a long one.

			I have many memories of these years, but the first memory to which I can put a date occurred on a mild winter Sunday afternoon. We had been to church and had our Sunday dinner and were sitting out on the front porch—it is not unusual in Georgia to have a warm spell or two in the middle of winter—when Mrs. Irby Cook, who lived next door, came to the screen door and told us to turn on the radio; something was happening.

			The Japanese had attacked Pearl Harbor, and I had difficulty understanding why everyone was so upset. I was almost four years old, and it had to be explained to me what war was and that Herman, being of draft age and childless, would have to go into the Army. Everybody was very worried.
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			The war swiftly changed all our lives; the nation was galvanized into the war effort, and we with it. There were scrap metal and rubber drives, and during these, free admission to the movies was available to those who brought a bit of scrap. I filched a skillet from the kitchen and happily went to the movies, returning home to a stern lecture on the difficulty of replacing metal pans in wartime. “But it was for the war,” I explained. There were shortages of all sorts, but the one that cut me most deeply was the scarcity of bubble gum. I had a lot of trouble understanding why the war effort needed Bazooka’s product more than I did, and I accepted this shortage with ill grace. Every few months word would travel like wildfire that the A&P had gotten in a small supply, and my friends and I would line up to get our single, rationed piece, which didn’t last long. Once, in extremis, I paid Morris Allen twenty-five cents for a piece of bubble gum that had been chewed for only fifteen minutes. Times were hard.

			Herman enlisted in the Army Air Corps and was sent to basic training in Biloxi, Mississippi, a resort town on the Gulf of Mexico, where we visited him. It was in Biloxi that a seminal event in my life occurred. One afternoon, Dot, Mama, and I paid our money and took a fifteen-minute ride in a sailboat of about thirty-five feet. I was enchanted with the idea that we could move along, powered only by the wind, and I remain so.

			Listening to the evening news now became not just a habit, but an imperative. Gabriel Heatter and H. V. Kaltenborn told us each night, in ponderous tones, how the war was going, and it wasn’t going well. When the firehouse siren went off at night, we rigged for the blackout; it seemed perfectly reasonable to me that the Germans might wish to bomb a small Georgia town, and I thrilled to the danger. On Monday nights we sometimes went down to the firehouse and watched the newly formed Home Guard drilling on the vacant lot next door. I was amused to see grown men I knew from their shops and businesses marching up and down in their civilian clothes; later they got uniforms and rifles. Once, I was escorted down into a room in the basement of the community building, where an arsenal was maintained, and allowed to hold a Thompson submachine gun, a great honor. When Herman came home on leave from officers’ candidate school he was invited to drill with the Home Guard, and I was very proud of him.

			Everything about the war was thrilling to a small boy. We had the Nazis and the Japanese to hate, an emotion reinforced weekly by the movies we saw. One of the dirty enemy snipers had the temerity to kill John Wayne at the end of Sands of Iwo Jima, an event that shocked me to my core. Most exciting of all was the proximity of Fort Benning, the world’s largest infantry training facility, thirty-five miles down the road at Columbus. Convoys of military equipment passed regularly through our town, on the way to the war. On one occasion I went on a shopping trip to Atlanta with Mama and Dot. When I returned I was appalled to learn that, in my absence, a tank had broken down at the corner of Third and Broad and that, while the soldiers were repairing it, the neighborhood boys were allowed to go inside it for a look. I was irked about this for days.

			All the young men in the town were in the services, and their return home on leave was always exciting for me. Herman brought me a model B-24 and, rarity of rarities, some Roman candles. We had great fun shooting them off in the front yard. Hardy Pilkington, who lived three blocks down the street, came home and, in his Navy uniform, tossed a football with me in our front yard, exciting the envy of my neighborhood friends. Herman wore glasses and was in his early thirties, so he was ineligible to fly and became the adjutant of a large training command in Kansas, but other Manchester boys flew fighters and bombers. There was hardly any theater of the war in which a Manchester serviceman was not involved. It was all wonderful, like a giant, worldwide football game, which I never doubted the home team would win.

			Then Hardy Pilkington came home in a metal casket, and I began to understand better what war was. Hardy lay in state, in his mother’s living room, and I visited him, laying my hand on the cold, sealed box.

			Manchester supported a USO for the entertainment of soldiers from Fort Benning, and Dot, being single, went down and danced and played cards with them. Once she took me along, and I was delighted to be among so many men in uniform. Occasionally, she brought home a serviceman date to meet the family; for a while, she was engaged to a soldier named Jack Jackson, from nearby LaGrange. These fellows were always good for a dime or a pack of gum, and I was always eager to meet them.

			Then Dot began seeing a traveling lingerie salesman named A. D. Woods, who came to the store while making his rounds. Every time he came through Manchester they got together, and he came to Manchester a lot. One day, she took me into our bedroom, sat me down on the bed, and said, “Did you know that if I married A.D. he would be your daddy?” She could not have put it to me better, since I missed a father figure badly. Mr. Denham, although I loved him dearly, was in his fifties, which seemed terribly old at the time, and he was not much interested in ball games or going hunting; he was happier staying home reading the Christian Index or listening to Gabriel Heatter.

			Dot and A.D. were married in December of 1944, and because of the wartime housing shortage, the three of us moved into two rooms of the Manchester Hotel. I loved having my own room for the first time, and I liked the hotel and its permanent residents, who, like us, were unable to find other housing. There was a continual parade of salesmen and other travelers passing through the little hotel, and we took our meals in the dining room, where the food, although not as good at Lizzie’s back at my grandparents’ house, wasn’t bad. The dining room was ruled by a stern Black headwaiter named Will, who seemed to like me. There was another waiter, also named Will, who was younger and my particular favorite. He would eventually finish college and become a physician, which must have been rare for a Black man from Georgia in the 1940s.

			All sorts of goods were in short supply during the war, but A.D., in his travels, seemed to be able to get nearly anything from one source or another. He was able to get percale sheets, I recall, and other goods for Mr. Denham to sell at the store. A.D. owned two cars, a Studebaker sedan, which he drove on his rounds, and a Ford station wagon, which he rarely drove. The station wagon counted as a truck, and with the combined gasoline rationing stamps from both cars, he was able to buy enough gas to travel his route. He was also able to get a tiny bicycle for me that first Christmas. It was not new, but it had been well reconditioned, and I was out of my mind with happiness.

			In August of 1945, we were driving to A.D.’s mother’s home in Durham, North Carolina, and he and Dot decided to stop in Charleston, South Carolina, for the night. It wasn’t really on the way, but it was a beautiful town and had lots of antique shops, which my mother loved. Two atomic bombs had already been dropped on Japan, and we were sure that the end of the war was near, but who could tell about the fanatical Japanese? They might well fight to the last man. As we pulled up in front of our Charleston hotel the radio told us to stand by for an important announcement. We sat in the car and waited. Finally word came that the Japanese had surrendered; World War II was over.

			The city was home to a large naval base, and suddenly, thousands of sailors learned simultaneously that they were not going to die. All hell broke loose in Charleston, South Carolina. Gangs of deliriously happy, wildly drunk sailors roamed the town, dancing in the streets and kissing any available girl. There was an orphanage next door to the hotel; A.D. got a roll of dimes from the hotel cashier and passed them out to the children lined up on their garden wall. As we stood in front of the hotel, watching the continuing celebration, a dog walked up to A.D. and peed on his leg. This presaged some of the opinions I would, in time, come to hold of my new stepfather.
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			School now loomed ahead. Having spent a year in kindergarten with my contemporaries, I was looking forward to it. Then a serious problem arose having to do with the date of my birth, which was January 9. A state law decreed that any child entering the first grade must be six years old by January 1; I was nine days short, and there was nothing to be done about it. I would have to repeat kindergarten and watch all my friends get promoted to the neverland of The First Grade.

			This immutable fact annoyed my mother no end. Like any mother, she could not understand why an exception could not be made in her child’s case. In a fit of pique, she borrowed some first-grade books from a schoolteacher friend and began to teach me to read. She taught me the old-fashioned way, phonetically, and we read together daily. I remember well the moment at which I learned to read for myself: she was reading me the classic Lassie Come-Home, and I was rapt. About halfway through, as the dog was dragging herself through a swamp with a broken leg, or something, my mother closed the book and handed it to me. “You finish it,” she said, and she could not be moved to do it for me. I had to find out what happened to that dog. I struggled through the book, syllable by syllable, right to the end, and when I had finished, I was astonished to learn that I could read. I could read billboards, magazines, and the funnies! This is a teaching method I commend to all parents; Lassie Come-Home is still in print. I credit that book, along with my mother’s teaching skills, for the career as a writer I have today.

			In full possession of this new skill, I read voraciously. I was enrolled in the Junior Library Guild and sent a horse and/or dog story every month, which I devoured on the day it arrived. I looked forward to the arrival of these books as another child might look forward to Christmas. I was given other books—Mark Twain, Charles Dickens, and others—and I read them all. When short of something new I dipped into my mother’s Book-of-the-Month Club volumes. Dot also taught me to add, subtract, multiply, and divide. And, given my lack of talent with numbers, that was about as far as I got in mathematics, no matter how far I got in school.

			Finally, September rolled around again, and I was entered in the first grade. I was terribly excited about this, because I had been given to believe I would have new books to read. On the first day I demanded books and was told to be quiet and work on drawing the letter A. For two long weeks we labored over the alphabet, until finally the books were passed out: they were the same books I had been taught with a year before. A tantrum ensued.

			Faced with a child who was demanding more education than they were providing, my teacher and principal huddled and decided that it would be a lot less trouble just to promote me to the second grade; after all, there was no state law against that. As it turned out, I could read a lot better than anyone else in the second grade, but that was as far as the school was going to go, although I was occasionally paraded before fourth- and fifth-grade classes to demonstrate my reading skills, presumably to shame the older students into doing better. I made all A’s until about the fifth grade, when I discovered the considerable charms of laziness.

			

			—

			With the end of the war, building materials became less scarce. A.D. and Dot bought two adjoining lots on Third Street, four blocks down from the Denhams, razed an old house on one of them, and began planning to build a new one. They engaged an architect from Columbus who designed a comfortable, spacious (thirty-six hundred square feet) three-bedroom ranch house with a carport, and Dot became the general contractor. She knew nothing about building, but she was smart and organized. She hired subcontractors, inspected their work, and paid them in cash weekly. While the house was being built, we moved into a rented house next door, but when the new house was not ready for occupancy at the end of our lease, we moved into a small apartment a few blocks away.

			Finally, on August 8, 1948 (I know this because I wrote the date in wet concrete just outside the carport), we moved into our new home, which was not quite finished. I spent the first night there on the living room sofa, next to a table saw in the middle of the floor, the smell of wet plaster in the house. The house cost thirty thousand dollars to build, the interest on the twenty-year FHA mortgage was four percent, and the payments were a hundred and fifty dollars a month.

			Soon, with the cooperation of Cousin Calvin from Chattanooga, the house was filled with Baker furniture, Wedgwood china, and all the other nice things that had occupied my grandmother’s house. Dot wanted a grand piano, but that was stretching the budget. Instead, she found a new Chickering upright, which remains the best-sounding small piano I have ever heard.

			Meanwhile, I had to learn to get along with my stepfather. Angier David Woods was born in Raleigh, North Carolina, in 1900, the son of a sawmill operator. He was eight years old when his father died, and after the eighth grade of school he left and went to work supporting his mother, augmenting her widow’s pension from the Spanish-American War by selling newspapers, something he never let me forget. He later became a salesman of ladies’ lingerie and hosiery and married a buyer for a Miami, Florida, department store who bore him two sons, Dave and Bill; the youngest, Bill, was a good twelve years older than I. A.D. was usually an affable man, if a bit pompous, but he had a temper, which was regularly unleashed on me. I never received any corporal punishment from A.D. or anyone else that I did not richly deserve, but A.D.’s anger was sudden and continuing. When I committed some infraction of life’s rules, he couldn’t let it go—he would rant about it for days, a personal quality that, ever since, I have detested in other people. Looking back over the time I knew him, I think his greatest accomplishment was to persuade two attractive and intelligent women to marry him, although I never understood how he did it. I don’t think I actively hated A.D., but the best thing about him, as far as I was concerned, was that he traveled for half the year, leaving me in peace. I was glad to see him go when he left on a trip, and I dreaded his return.

			A.D., possibly because of his father, had sawdust in his veins. He always had some sort of woodworking business on the side—a cabinet shop, a children’s playpen factory (two employees)—and there were always serious power tools in the basement, though I never saw him actually make anything. I exhibited the same lack of skill at woodworking as I did with virtually everything else except reading, and my native sloth, which persists to this day, annoyed A.D., making our relationship even more difficult.

			I went to grammar school in two handsome, purpose-built buildings that were well designed, airy, and featured a very fine auditorium. But they had been built forty years before and had not been particularly well maintained. Instead of being renovated, they would soon be condemned and replaced by a tacky contemporary building nearer to the high school and, for some years, war-surplus barrack buildings.

			I suppose I learned a lot in grammar school, but my chief memory is of making a bet with Buddy McClain on the 1951 pennant race. Given my Southern heritage, I could not bring myself to support a team called the Yankees, so I bet on the Dodgers, who were doing great until Bobby Thomson knocked one out of the park and cost me two and a half weeks of allowance. This experience, though, had a salutary effect, putting me off gambling for life and, no doubt, saving me millions of dollars.

			

			—

			Then, one afternoon when I was in the fourth grade, my mother appeared at a school assembly and, with no immediate explanation, took me home. I thought somebody had died. In the car I insisted on knowing what was going on.

			“Stuart Lee is here,” Dot said.

			I was stunned. For the whole of my childhood, I had had visions of my distant father, whose only communication was to send me ten dollars with a card at Christmas. In my mind he was a romantic figure who would come to save me if I ever got into real trouble, and now he was here. I was nine years old.

			Dot drove me to my grandmother’s house and, sure enough, he was there. He had brought along a new wife, Sallie, and his parents, a grandmother and grandfather I never knew I had, Annie Lee Jones Lee and Arthur Lee. My father and I went outside and he talked quietly with me for perhaps half an hour, asking me questions about school and what sports I played. I had been eyeing a baseball glove in a local store window, and I sensed an opportunity to score enough serious adult bucks to buy it, so I started dropping hints. He came through, and I loved him for it, the first emotion I was ever to feel for my father. My impression was of a kindly man with a sense of humor, who looked just like the only photograph I had of him. The photo was never displayed, it was tucked away in a bureau drawer. But after that, I took it out and looked at it often.

			All too soon, he was gone. I would meet him again only once.
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			When I was ten or eleven, I spent a couple of weeks in the summer at my grandmother’s house, in Clayton, Alabama. At some point after I met her when I was nine, she had divorced the hapless Arthur Lee and returned to her hometown of Clayton. There, she was eventually remarried to a man named Jim Martin.

			Uncle Jim, as I would come to call him, was a prosperous small-town figure who owned a number of businesses, including the local cotton gin. He had a large family—four sons and their progeny, so I had a number of by-marriage cousins in Clayton. It was a nice little town, not unlike Manchester, and it had a county judge named George Wallace, who later became governor and made an impassioned run for president and an ass of himself. He was stopped only by the bullet of an attempted assassin and spent the remainder of his life in a wheelchair.

			As summer approached, when I was twelve, Nannie, as her grandchildren called her, called my mother to ask if she could take me to California, to meet my father’s side of the family, and not incidentally, my father. My mother agreed, so in June of that year, 1950, five of us—Nannie, Uncle Jim, and two of his grandchildren, girls of fourteen and sixteen, and myself—set out from Clayton for Los Angeles in her 1949 Nash Ambassador. I was very excited.

			We didn’t exactly take a direct route: we went north to Chicago, which I saw as a passing scene, since Nannie rarely stopped, except for food, gas, or some overwhelming view of the country, then we were on our way again at sixty, often seventy miles an hour. Nannie had a heavy foot, and there were no interstates, so you can imagine. She drove every mile of it herself; she was seventy, and Uncle Jim was eighty-five, and the rest of us were too young to drive and too scared to complain.

			From Chicago we drove into Canada, for reasons I never understood, and then west through provinces and towns with strange names, that looked like an alternative-reality United States. I remember, particularly, Moose Jaw, Saskatchewan, which I thought a very funny name. I sent home lots of postcards from there. On the long drives between towns, my two cousins, in whispers, explained to me the why, where, and how of sex, for which I was both amazed and grateful. There were, however, no demonstrations. Nannie didn’t hear all that well, and Uncle Jim was deaf as a post without his hearing aid, and it was just as well.

			We reentered the States in Washington and drove through Crater Lake National Park. It was July, and there were snowdrifts six feet high on the sides of the road, which I found enchanting; I had never seen more than four inches of snow before. We hung a left somewhere near the Pacific and, eventually, fetched up in Los Angeles, which then was a sprawling low-rise city. We were received at a family home in a neighborhood called, oddly, Manchester. I never quite understood whose house it was, but it was teeming with Lees and Noahs and lots of first cousins; Deanna, Ohree’s daughter, who was about my age and very pretty, was my favorite. I slept in a sleeping bag on the living room sofa.

			The day after we arrived, I was taken to Whittier, where my father and his second wife, Sallie (whom I had met when he visited Manchester when I was nine), lived with their recently born daughter, Sharon, whom I would get to know better later in life.

			He was not there when we arrived, and my cousin Stuart Noah and I were playing on the living room floor when in walked Stuart Lee himself. “Who’s this?” he asked, laughing, as he walked up to me. He looked very tall from my perspective on the floor.

			We spent a week in Los Angeles, and I saw a lot of him. He took me horseback riding at a stable near a movie studio, where they supplied livestock for filmmaking. He also took me to his business, a small bar and grill that featured steaks. The bartender made me a sweet drink with a cherry on top, and I sat on a stool while he did business. It was a dark place, open only in the evenings. There was a small bandstand and a dance floor, and I imagined what it would be like on weekends—packed with diners and dancers.

			After a few nights on the sofa, we moved to the Noah residence in yet another neighborhood, where Stuart and I slept on cots in the garage, which had been turned into sort of a rec room. Stuart and I got along very well, and he and his mother both looked a lot like Nannie.

			Once, I asked my father why he and Dot had parted company, and why we had not joined him in Los Angeles. He told me to ask my mother.

			When our week ended and we departed for Alabama, we took the direct route, across the Mojave Desert. Cars traveled with canvas bags of water slung across their grilles. The wind blowing across the damp canvas cooled the water for drinking and there was plenty for the radiator, which was important in the desert.

			Our last day out was rainy, and about forty miles from home Nannie let the Nash wander over the road’s edge, where the tires encounter soft mud. We completely overturned, ending right side up with the rear wheels in a ditch. Nobody was hurt, and there was only superficial damage to the car. A farmer pulled us out of the ditch with his tractor and sent us on our way.

			Dot drove over from Manchester to collect me the next day. I had loved Los Angeles and talked of little else for weeks. I decided that, when I was out of college and had some money, I would go back there for a longer visit and talk to my father a lot, man to man.
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			Once, when I was in my twenties, a friend from Atlanta, Henri Jova, the architect and painter, visited me in Manchester. As I drove him down Third Street, with its neat houses shaded by old oaks and elms, Henri remarked, “Isn’t this the town where Andy Hardy used to live?”

			It was, and Manchester High School was where Andy went to school, too. After two years of junior high spent in World War II surplus barracks, heated by potbellied stoves, the ninth grade finally arrived, and we moved into the main high school building. Manchester High looked the way an American school should, a solid-looking brick building trimmed in limestone. It had an air of permanence about it, something I can’t say for the awful cracker box that replaced it a few years after I graduated. Like the old grammar school buildings, it had been built soon after the town’s founding. It was apparent earlier generations had been educated there because, on my first day, I sat at a desk upon which some lovesick youth had carved my mother’s name inside a heart.

			Those of us from the town side of Manchester were now joined by the kids who had spent their grammar school years in the Callaway Mills school across town, so there were lots of new friends to make. There were sixty in my class and 350 in the school, all white. The Black kids went to school in a dilapidated building not far away

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			—

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				THE COUP DE GRASS

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
		

	


OEBPS/images/9780593190340_title_page.jpg
AN
EXTRAVAGANT
LIFE

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA

NNNNNNN







OEBPS/images/9780593190340_cover.jpg
#1 NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

AN
B LXTRAVAGANT
’ LIFE

AN AUTOBIOGRAPHY
INCORPORATING BLUE WATER,
GREEN SKIPPER





OEBPS/images/penguin-logo-for-copyright_copy.jpg






OEBPS/images/Putnam1838_Logo_HC_CR.jpg
PUTNAM

—— EST. 1838 —





