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by SUSAN ADGER


Preface

by Ernie Hewitt
Head Deacon at the Church of Everlasting Liability

It was back in 1971, the 100th anniversary of Toad Springs, Florida, when some workmen found a trunk up in the attic of the old house where the Church of Everlasting Liability held their services years and years before. Inside were a bunch of stories written by folks who were livin’ in Toad Springs, probably around the 1930s, but they didn’t all have dates on ’em.

The workmen took the trunk to the new church building, and one of the deacons found a note inside sayin’ the Toad Springs folks had decided to write their own history book about their little town, and everybody who was around and wanted to could put a story in the trunk. Well, after reading some of the stories, the deacons decided to publish some of ’em in a book. It took lots of talking and arguing, but they finally picked some stories and put them in a book called Seashells, Gator Bones, and the Church of Everlasting Liability and it helped bring some money into the church. It’s a few years later now, and it seems that lots of the people who bought it want to hear more of the stories from the trunk, so here they are.

This book is called Moonshine, Muffins, and a Boat Named Helen, and if enough folks like these stories, we could probably print one more.


Feather and Two

by Spurley Narrows

It all started that day when Willeva Pipkin come all the way out here in the woods to see me. I hadn’t laid eyes on that woman since she broke my heart all them years ago after she promised to marry me, then changed her mind. Decided I wasn’t good enough, I reckon. Anyhow, in all that time I’d managed to stay out of her path. When she turned up here she didn’t look much like the cute little redhead with freckles I remembered, but even with her grey hair and extra thirty pounds I could tell it was her.

I was in the garden pickin’ them big fat green hornworms off the tomato plants when this old junkheap of a car pulled up out front and the dogs started barkin’ their heads off. Willeva got out and started walkin’ my way, smilin’ and wavin’ her hand at me like she’s my oldest friend. I holler for her to get the hell off my property, that I don’t want nothin’ to do with her. She looks surprised, then sad, and her shoulders droop as she turns around and leaves. But then after she’s gone I did some thinkin’—recallin’ back the way she’d liked me to take her hand when we was walkin’ along and how good she smelled and how happy she’d looked when I’d brought her flowers.

A few weeks later she comes back and heads up to where I’m sittin’ on the porch. For some reason—I couldn’t tell you why—I don’t run her off. Maybe it’s ’cause she’s carryin’ somethin’ out in front of her. It looks like a dish that’s covered up with a piece of cloth. And as she gets close, I can smell it. A rhubarb pie. A hot, sweet rhubarb pie. My mouth starts waterin’, and in a split second it takes me back to when she used to make me pies when we was courtin’.

She lifts up the cloth to show me. “Right out of the oven, and I made it just for you. I want to talk to you for a minute, Spurley. Then, if you want me to leave, I will.”

I just look at her.

“So,” she says, puttin’ the pie on a table I had sittin’ out there, “nice day, ain’t it? It’s good to see you after all this time. How you been?”

“I’m fine.”

She sits down in the other chair and plops her hands in her lap. “Well, I come to see you today ’cause we got us this real good idea up at the church and we need your help. We’re gonna put down the history of Toad Springs, one person tellin’ their story at a time. Everybody’s gonna write their own account of what it’s like to live here, then we’ll lock all them papers away for a generation or two. Whoever’s around when they take ’em out can read ’em and see what it was like way back when.” She cocks her head to one side and smiles. “Now, don’t that seem like a good idea?”

“I don’t care what you do. Why you tellin’ me?”

“We want you to write your story. You got a good one.”

“Ain’t interested.” I look at the dish over on the table and take a deep breath. “You can take your pie and git.”

She gives me a sly smile, one that I remember from way back. “Why, Spurley Narrows,” she says real nice, uncoverin’ the pie. “Pull your horns in and don’t be so damned hard headed. Everybody around here’s gonna do it. We’re makin’ our own history book. It’ll be interestin’.”

“That’s a stupid idea. And a waste of time. I ain’t never done nothin’ worth talkin’ about. Ain’t nobody gonna want to read nothin’ about me.”

“Yes sir, they sure will.”

I give her a dirty look. “I ain’t interestin’.”

“Yes, you are. Everybody’s interestin’.”

“Yeah. Just like you to say that. You still gettin' your nose into everybody’s business?”

“Come on now,” she says in this wheedlin’ voice. “You got to let bygones be bygones. All that weddin’ stuff happened a long time ago now. It’s water under the bridge.”

“Listen, Willeva, I don’t even live in Toad Springs.”

“But you grew up there. And you’re the only fella in the whole town who come home from the Great War with a Purple Heart. Matter of fact, you’re the only one who come up with a medal at all, and we want the whole world to know we did our part. We sent our boys over there just like the big cities did. That’s why we need you to help us out.”

“I ain’t talkin’ about the war. You can just forget about that. And I don’t need nobody to be proud of me. All I want is for everybody to leave me alone.”

She leans over and pats my arm. And for some reason, I don’t pull away. “And we do leave you alone.”

“You ain’t gonna read my story, ’cause I ain’t gonna write it.”

“Well then, how about tellin’ it to me and I’ll set it down for you.”

Now I’m gettin’ mad. “I don’t need nobody to write nothin’ for me. I been to school.”

“Why, Spurley. I know that. Why, I even recall this one time in the third grade, the teacher’d worked an arithmetic problem wrong. And you showed her how to do it right.”

Damn, I think. I’d forgot that. “Oh, yeah. Reckon I did.”

“Now, just ’cause we don’t see much of you, that don’t mean that we ain’t thinkin’ about you,” she says. “I even brought you this rhubarb pie.” She glances over at it and smiles. “That shows you we care. So . . . let’s have some while it’s still warm.”

I give her a look out of the corner of my eye, take a deep breath, then go inside. I have to rinse off a couple of dirty plates and forks. Then I grab a knife to cut the pie with and come back out. And after eatin’ three pieces, I tell her I’ll think about it.

Now, it’s true that I was born and raised in Toad Springs, but I didn’t have a lot of friends there. When I was comin’ up, I never played softball or threw horseshoes with the other young’uns. It ain’t that I didn’t like ’em, I just liked bein’ all by my ownself. Still do. I don’t need nobody orderin’ me around. I had enough of that in the army. Had enough of fightin’ and arguin’ too. After I come home from the war, I decided I wanted to live outside of town all by my lonesome and do as I please. I got me this little piece of property out here in the woods by a little lake, and that’s where I live to this very day. And I’m just fine with this old shack I got. I grow my own food in the side yard and sell some to the grocery in Turkey Creek for what money I need, shoot me a rabbit or squirrel once in a while, go fishin’ in the lake, and I got chickens for eggs and meat. I eat when I’m hungry, sleep when I’m tired, and don’t take a bath unless I feel like it.

To this day, I still ain’t sure how I got talked into writin’ a story for the town’s history book, but here it is.

Now, my old dogs, Feather and Two, they was all the company I ever wanted. They didn’t ever argue with me, didn’t try to order me around, and they left me alone when I didn’t want to be messin’ with ’em without gettin' their feelins hurt like people do. They kicked up a big fuss when anybody come nosin’ around my property and helped me find squirrels and possums and such when I was huntin’. They even went out fishin’ in the rowboat with me. They were damn good company, them two.

Now, Feather was black, and he got his name from a white spot on his side that looked just like a feather. And he was Two’s daddy. The mama, called Mama Dog, got caught by a panther after she had pups, and Two’s the only pup that lived. Two’s real name was “Feather Number Two,” and even though he was grey instead of black like his daddy, I named him that ’cause he had the same feather mark on his side. I just called him Two for short.

Me and the dogs, we was doin’ just fine ’til one day this raggedy kid showed up lookin’ like death warmed over, nothin’ but a bag of bones. It’s the only time I ever remember Feather and Two lettin’ anybody come up here without barkin’ their fool heads off.

I hear the kid callin’ from the porch. “Mister?”

I jump, real surprised, ’cause the dogs hadn’t made a peep. I walk to the door, and standin’ there between Feather and Two is this skinny, dirty kid with long, stringy, brown hair, wearin’ torn-up overalls. Looks to be maybe twelve, thirteen years old.

“You got a piece of bread or somethin’ I could eat? I ain’t had nothin’ in a while.”

“Sit in one of them chairs out there,” I say, pointin’ to the porch, thinkin’ I’ll give him somethin’ and then get rid of him. “I’ll see what I got.”

He sits down, and a few minutes later when I hand him a piece of cornbread, he crams it all in his mouth like he’s starvin’. I get him another piece while I’m heatin’ up some squirrel and potato stew, and when it’s done I hand him a bowlful and say, “What’s your name?”

“Sam Smith,” he says. His mouth is so full that some cornbread spews out, but he keeps on eatin’.

I wait ’til he’s finished and wipes his mouth on his sleeve, then say, “How old are you?”

“Fifteen.”

“Fifteen, eh? You don’t look that old.”

“I know. But I’m fifteen.”

I sit down in the other chair and say, “What you doin’ way out here, boy? You lost?”

“No, sir. Just passin’ through.”

“Where’s your folks?”

He shakes his head. “Don’t know. I reckon they’re still in Georgia.”

“They know where you are?”

“No, sir.”

“And why’s that?”

He don’t answer my question, just says, “Thank you for the dinner, sir. That was real good.”

I go inside to get a smoke and when I come out he’s leanin’ back in the chair with his eyes closed, sound asleep. When I get him inside to lie down on the couch, it feels like he don’t weigh no more than one of the dogs. He doesn’t even wake up, and right off, Feather and Two come over and lie down beside him. Damnedest thing I ever seen, them two dogs.

That kid sleeps right through ’til the next afternoon, and while he’s snorin’ away, I make some chicken soup and biscuits. When he wakes up, he eats two big bowls full, keeps glancin’ at me out of the corner of his eye, then back to the food like I might be gonna snatch it away or hit him. When he’s finished, he just sits there, starin’ straight ahead.

“Well, Sam,” I say, “where you plannin’ to go next?”

Two puts his head in the boy’s lap, and Sam scratches him behind the ears. “I . . . I don’t know, sir. Ain’t got no plans.”

“How’d you get here all the way from Georgia?”

“Hitched rides. And walked.”

“You wasn’t headed no place in particular?”

“No, sir. I knew where I didn’t want to be, and just figured the good Lord would find me to a better place.”

“And in all this way from Georgia, the good Lord didn’t find you nothin’?”

“No, sir.”

“Well, this ain’t gonna be no good place to stay neither. Just so’s you know.”

He looks down at the floor. “Yes, sir. But thanks for the food. And the rest.” He stands up. “I’ll be going now, I reckon.”

When he starts down the front steps with Feather right beside him, I call out, “Well, you don’t have to go right now. I could use a little help around here for a few days. Just a few days, now. If you want to stay on, that is.”

He turns around and looks up with a little hope in his eyes. “Yes, sir.”

“The back garden needs weedin’ real bad. And I let them damned tomatoes get ahead of me. I figure if you work hard on it for a few days, you might could get it done by Saturday.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you. I will, sir.”

“Long as you see you can’t stay here.”

“No, sir. I mean yes, sir. I know.”

I can tell on the first day that Sam’s a hard worker. Knows what’s weeds and what ain’t, and he pulls ’em out by the roots, don’t just break ’em off at the ground. He even knows which tomato suckers to pinch off, and he don’t hardly talk at all, which makes me cotton to him right away. Feather and Two are always hangin’ out around him, even more than they do me, as a matter of fact.

After supper the next night, I pull out a book I been readin’ called Treasure Island. When I start tellin’ him about findin’ buried treasure, his eyes get wide.

“Oh, lands,” he says. “I want to know the whole story.”

“It’s too long to tell,” I say. “But you can read it yourself when I’m done.”

“But . . . ” he says, “it’d be better if you’d just tell it to me. It would take too long to read.”

I hold the book out to him. “It’s all right. You can have it.”

He don’t take it. Just looks away.

“What’s the matter? Can’t you read?”

“Well . . . sir . . . I can write my name. And read a little bit.”

“How much?”

He looks at the floor. “Well, not much.”

“Maybe that’s somethin’ I could teach you. I’m pretty good at readin’.”

His face lights up, and he gives me the first real smile I’ve seen out of him. “Oh, yes, sir,” he says. “That’s real good of you . . . I ain’t never got to go to school, you see.”

“Never been to school?”

“No, sir. Wasn’t none close to where I was livin’ . . . up in Georgia, you know.”

“Well, I reckon I might could teach you. At least get you started on it, since you won’t be stayin’ here long. It ain’t hard, once you get the hang of it. You’re a smart boy. You can do it.”

“But . . . how long will it take?”

“I don’t know. Depends, I reckon, on how good I am at teachin’ and how good you are at learnin’.”

We start sittin’ on the front porch every day after the chores are done and work on it. He knows how to do some of his letters, but I teach him the rest and how to put ’em together into words. He catches on fast, and before I know it, a few weeks have gone by. By that time, I’ve got him writin’ down somethin’ he’s done that day, like pullin’ weeds or feedin’ the dogs or walkin’ in the woods.

Time passes right quick, and I have to say that I’m surprised at how much he don’t bother me. Sometimes, I even remind myself there’s somethin’ I want to tell him later on, and I hadn’t thought like that in many a year. The only thing that bothers me is that I don’t like him knowin’ I have bad sweatin’ dreams at night. Give me the willies. I know he must have heard me hollerin’ when I wake up from one, but he never says nothin’.

One day, maybe a year later while he’s off somewhere with the dogs, it crosses my mind that for the first time since I was a kid, I’m livin’ with somebody and don’t mind too much havin’ another person around. Some days, we’d start out fishin’ early in the mornin’, then come back and fry up our catch for breakfast. He wasn’t much for huntin’ though, said he wouldn’t want nobody huntin’ him and didn’t like doin’ that to other creatures, so he’d work the garden while I went with one of the dogs.

Sometimes, I’d catch him sittin’ on the front porch, starin’ way off in the distance with a sad look on his face. If I made a noise, he’d jump, then get up and start doin’ somethin’. I never said nothin’ to him, but it made me wonder what was goin’ on in his head. Sounded like he hadn’t had no easy life before he got here. ’Course, he never said nothin’ about it. Kind of like me and the army, I reckon. He was lookin’ better, not so hangdog all the time, and he’d put on a few pounds. He worked hard and kept to himself, and I liked that.

One day we went to the grocery in Turkey Creek to get some flour and coffee and such, and he sat down on a bench out front while I went inside. I look to say a few words to the grocery man—the only person in town I ever bother to talk to—but there’s a new guy workin’ there so I just go on in. I’m lookin’ at a can of baked beans when Sam comes runnin’ inside, lookin’ scared. “What’s the matter?” I ask.

“Nothin’,” he says, tryin’ to act like he ain’t nervous. But he ain’t foolin’ me. “I just come to see where you was.”

Then I notice this great big ole fella in dirty overalls with long stringy black hair who comes strollin’ in, frownin’—got a mean look to him. After lookin’ around the place, he goes over to the fella at the counter. I’m standin’ between Sam and the man so the fella can’t see him, and Sam’s lookin’ pale and scared.

“What’s wrong?” I ask in a whisper. “You know that guy?”

He tries to answer, but no words come out.

“That feller after you?”

“I don’t know. I hope not.”

“That your daddy?”

He shakes his head no.

“You know him?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Think he’s huntin’ you?”

“Could be,” he whispers.

“Well, you listen to me now,” I say. “You don’t want to go with him, I ain’t gonna let him take you. Don’t you worry about that.”

He looks at me and wipes his eyes.

The big man talks to the new fella at the counter for a few minutes, then leaves.

I pay for our stuff and before we walk out Sam looks up and down the road real careful. All the way back to the house he don’t say a word, and I don’t ask him nothin’, ’cause I can see he ain’t in no mood to talk. But at supper that night I look over at him and say, “Wonder why that fella would show up here of all places . . . I mean, Turkey Creek ain’t exactly a place you’d think to go lookin’ for a young’un from Georgia, is it?”

“I don’t know,” he says.

“Who is that fella, Sam?”

“Just somebody I used to know.”

“From up in Georgia?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You sure you’re from Georgia, Sam?”

“I ain’t lyin’ that I’m from Georgia. But . . . but my folks moved down here a few years back.”

“Down here where?”

“Kissimmee.”

“So that fella we just seen, he’s from Kissimmee?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, that’s a lot closer than Georgia, now, ain’t it?” I take a bite of stew. “And who is he?”

“Stanley. He’s married to my mama.”

“So, why’d you run off?”

He’s quiet for a long minute. “’Cause he said he was gonna kill me.”

“Kill you! What you done to deserve that?”

“Nothin’. He just don’t like me. I don’t know why, for sure. He didn’t ever want Mama puttin’ her arm around me or fixin’ me somethin’ special to eat. She says it’s ’cause I look like my daddy. Stanley wanted Mama to marry him, but she married Daddy instead, so I guess he was all jealous of Daddy.”

“You got any other kin around here?”

“No, sir.”

“Tell me, son. Is Sam Smith your real name? It sounds made up to me.”

He looks surprised. “Yes, sir! It sure is. Samuel Steven Smith.”

“All right,” I say. “If you say so.” But I ain’t sure I believe it. “Don’t you think your mama worries about you?”

“Yes, sir . . . she probably does. She’d told him to quit beatin’ me and bein’ so mean, but he wouldn’t stop. He ain’t like that with the other kids, maybe ’cause they’re all his. And he’s only mean to Mama once in a while. But before I left home, I’d told her I was gonna run off. She cried and told me not to, but I told her I was too scared to stay there.”

Don’t know why, but all that afternoon, the dogs hung around close to Sam, so close they kept trippin’ him up when he’s walkin’ around the place. He’d sit down and pet ’em for a while, and they’d settle in, but when he got up, they went right with him. It was like they was thinkin’, same as him, that somebody was after him, but they wasn’t gonna let nothin’ bad happen to him. And I was thinkin’ the same as the dogs.

I’d never said nothin’ to him about leavin’, and along the way, I started feelin’ like he was my own kin. Maybe like a son, and I liked that idea. Every evenin’ we’d sit out on the porch after supper and talk about everything that’s goin’ on in the world.

One night, he says to me, “Mr. Narrows, how come you have them bad dreams all the time? Like somebody’s after you?”

Now, like I said, them dreams is somethin’ I’ve always been ashamed of. It’s the sign of a coward, it is, gettin’ so scared when I’m just sleepin’ in my own bed. “You know, boy, that ain’t really none of your business.”

“Oh, sorry. Didn’t mean no harm. I was just askin’ ’cause my uncle Pete up in Georgia had them same kinds of dreams. Mama said he never had ’em growin’ up, just after he come home from the war. And he’s the bravest, best man we ever knew. A real hero. So I was just thinking maybe you’d been in the war too.”

I look at him, then out to the woods. “Well, come to mention it, I did go to the war.”

“You was in the Great War?”

“That’s right.”

“You got to go overseas, did you? On a boat?”

I look at him. “On a ship.”

“Where? What country?”

“France. We was in France.”

“Did you kill anybody?”

I should have figured he’d ask me about that—seemed like everybody did when I first got back—but it caught me off guard. “I don’t talk about the fightin’. I ain’t never said a word to a soul, and I ain’t never gonna, neither. I’ll tell you about growin’ up in Toad Springs and livin’ out here, but I ain’t talkin’ about the war.”

“But why?”

“’Cause there ain’t nothin’ good to say about it. And don’t let nobody tell you different. You don’t ever want to go fight if you don’t have to.”

He sits quiet for a minute. Then I say, “Why don’t you tell me what it was like up in Georgia? What town did y’all live in?”

“Brunswick.”

“What did your daddy do for a living?”

“He was a fisherman. I don’t recall a lot about him, but Mama always told me how kind and gentle he was and that he was real proud of me. He was gonna teach me how to fish when I got big enough. She said we was always safe with him.

“The only thing I remember about him was that when I was maybe three or four years old, he took me ridin’ with him on a horse. When we passed this tree I heard baby birds cheepin’ and wanted to see ’em, so he stopped. When he held me up to the nest I could see three little babies in there, all with their mouths wide open, and the mama was flyin’ around us, tryin’ to chase us off. She finally did too.”

“He sounds like a good daddy.”

“Yep, but it wasn’t too long after that he went out fishin’ and never come back. Nobody ever found a trace of him. His boat, neither. Figured he must have drowned.”

I shake my head. “That’s too bad. A real shame.”

He looks at the floor and says, “Then Mama married Stanley.”

“The fella we seen in the store?”

“Yes, sir.”

He looks away to where I can’t see his face. I don’t say nothin’.

“Stanley ain’t nothin’ like my daddy.” He goes quiet again, but finally, he says, “How come you live way out here all by yourself?”

“I like bein’ alone. Ain’t got no use for people. Most people, anyways.”

“How come is that?”

“Folks are more interested in tellin’ lies and stirrin’ up sand than gettin’ along. That’s why. I got no use for troublemakers.”

“But don’t you get lonesome out here?”

“Nah. I’m used to it.”

“But don’t you like talkin’ to folks?”

“Nope.”

“But you talk to me.”

“That’s different.”

“Don’t see how . . . ”

I had enough of this, so I get up and go inside. My business is my business.

A few years after he come, when Sam turned eighteen, he figured he was old enough to set out on his own, and I have to say, the day he left was a sad one. I’d got right used to havin’ him around, liked the company . . . as long as he didn’t ask too many questions. He lives over in Tampa now and has a good job with the railroad. Him and his wife and two young’uns come out to see me every month or so. He did finally get ahold of somebody in Kissimmee who told him his mama had died and Stanley took his kids back to Georgia. Sam was real sad about his mama and he prays for her every night. Says it’s almost like talkin’ to her.

Me, I’m still livin’ out here on my own, but I find myself goin’ to town more than I used to and even sayin’ howdy to folks when I bring vegetables in to sell at the grocery. I miss old Feather and Two, them bein’ the best friends I ever had in this world. Feather died when he was sixteen, and Two died at seventeen. Went through some hard times when I lost them fellers. It was like losin’ my family. That’s just what it was. Losin’ my family. I trusted them two and they never let me down. Not once.

Sometimes I think about how different my life would have been if them two had chased Sam away that day he turned up here, like they did every other person who ever came on the property. Instead, they brought him up to the porch.

These days, I have to say that the folks in town are nicer to me than they used to be. Some of the old fellas even asked me to come over to Smitty’s Hardware and play checkers with ’em on the porch, and I’ve gone a few times. I got invited to church and maybe I’ll go someday, maybe on Christmas or Easter. That young’un kinda changed the way I see a few things, if you see what I mean. And writin’ down my story for the Toad Springs history book made me see things a little different than I did before. Maybe a lot different.

Guess it’s turned out to be a good thing I let old Willeva bring me that rhubarb pie when she come over that day. Kind of makes up, just a little bit, for breakin’ my heart all them years ago.


Heavenly Days

by Midge Mallet

My husband, Smitty, grew up thinkin’ the grass was always greener across the road, or however that sayin’ goes. He was always wantin’ to do somethin’ different from whatever he was doin’. Somethin’ more interestin’. That was his favorite word, and that’s how we ended up in Florida in 1920. But it ain’t no pretty story.

Smitty’s daddy owned the Corner Hardware store on the outskirts of Nashville, Tennessee, and Smitty had to work there when he was a kid. And he sure didn’t want to do that for the rest of his life. Right out of high school he went to work at one of them Lion’s filling stations, but havin’ to smell gas all day made him sick to his stomach. So then he got a job at the Princess Movie Theater, thinkin’ he could earn money and get to watch every movie for free, but it didn’t pay enough. He was fixin’ to try workin’ on a cotton farm when his daddy’s heart started giving out. Somebody had to take over at the hardware store, and Smitty got the job.

He thought they oughta sell the place, but since his daddy had built it up from nothin’, he said it had to stay in the family whether Smitty wanted it or not. We got married while all that hoopla was goin’ on, and to tell the truth, I liked the idea of him runnin’ the store. I figured then he’d have to settle down.

Every Sunday, when we had dinner at his folks’ house, him and his daddy would get in an argument ’cause Smitty was changin’ things from the way his daddy did ’em, like buyin’ supplies different places and gettin’ in new, different lines of stuff. One Sunday, Smitty made the mistake of sayin’, “We got to keep up with the times.”

“Keep up with the times?” his daddy says, lookin’ up with a mouthful of fried chicken, all red in the face. “Keep up with the times?” He slams the drumstick down on his plate, and when he starts yellin’, he spits out little bits of chicken all over the table. “What in hell you think I been doin’ all this time! I’ve been runnin’ that store just fine for almost thirty years.” He wipes his mouth with his hand. “Hrummph. Keepin’ up with the times.”

“Well, Pop,” Smitty says, “I found this new place to get fertilizer for half what we’re payin’, and besides—”

“Might be cheaper, but it ain’t no good. You listen to me, boy. I learned the hard way, and I know what I’m talkin’ about.”

“All’s I’m sayin’ is that there’s some new suppliers out there.”

His daddy slaps his hand on the table. “I don’t give a goddamn, Smitty! You got to stick with what you know or in the end you’ll be sorry. Just take my word for it.”

“You ain’t listened to a word I’ve said!” Smitty hollers back at him.

Then his daddy clutches his heart like he’s havin’ a heart attack.

“You okay?” Smitty says, reachin’ over to touch his arm.

His daddy jerks away. “I’m fine. Just fine. But you’re gonna kill me with all this aggravation, Smitty Mallet. You just do what I tell you and I don’t want to hear no more about it.”

Later I told Smitty not to argue with his daddy. He should just listen to him, then go on and do what he wanted in the first place. But no, he wouldn’t do that. So our Sunday dinners always upset my stomach.

After we’d been married about five years and Lillie and Travis had been born, both Smitty’s folks died within a month of each other. His mama caught the flu and wouldn’t go to the doctor ’til it was too late, and then his daddy had a heart attack in the middle of the night and passed on over to greener pastures. Smitty thought his daddy really died ’cause he couldn’t live without his mama.

’Course, Smitty was real sad and all, but before long he starts talkin’ about findin’ another kind of work. And at the same time, we’re havin’ money troubles, what with some new fella puttin’ in another hardware store just a block away from ours and stealin’ all our customers.

Just so happened that DuPont had a great big factory in Nashville and Smitty thought about getting on there. Problem was that his cousin, Ellis, was doin’ all the hirin’ and him and Smitty hadn’t never seen eye-to-eye on nothin’, especially after the Thanksgiving just past. Smitty’s people all go to his Aunt Katie’s for a big fancy dinner, and that year him and Ellis got in a big set-to over a hog Smitty’d sold him just before it died.

Now, Smitty’d taken it in trade for some lumber and he said it was good and healthy last time he saw it, but Ellis said Smitty’d sold him a sick hog on purpose, and things got real ugly. Nasty temper, that Ellis. We had to leave early before we got any of Aunt Katie’s blueberry glop dessert she always makes. I sure wasn’t happy about that. It was so good that she wouldn’t give out the recipe even to her own grandma. Anyway, that’s when Smitty started talkin’ about leavin’ town.

“Midge, honey,” he says one night. “Listen to this. They’re sellin’ property down in Florida real cheap!”

“Florida?” I say.

“This fella called Duke, he told me about this big real estate boom goin’ on down there. Says we could be livin’ practically on the beach. And for next to nothin’. They need business people like us to move in. It’s the chance of a lifetime!”

My heart sinks. “But we ain’t got enough money to live on now. We can’t—”

“Just listen! We can sell the house and the store here in Nashville. The way things been goin’, we’re gonna have to sell the store anyway. And we could move to Florida and set up a new business with what we make on the sale and have somethin’ other than a hardware store.”

“Are you crazy?”

“But Midgie, after we sell everything here, we’ll have money to buy down there. And anyways, these folks’ll help me get a loan. They got them fellas at the banks eatin’ outta their hands, Duke says.”

I feel sick to my stomach.

“And he says it looks just like Eden. Like in the Bible. Now, damn if that don’t sound like a good deal . . . ”

“Smitty, come on. We ain’t got—”

“Duke’s one of them binder boys I’ve heard about. That means he can sell Florida property cheap, and we don’t even have to go down there to see it. Can just pay for it all here, and they’ll have it ready for us whenever we want to move in. And the property’s close to Miami, in a little town called Heavenly Days. Don’t you like the sound of that?”

I roll my eyes, but he acts like he don’t notice.

Duke comes over to the house the next afternoon and when I tell him I can’t find Heavenly Days on a road map, he says it’s just so new that the map companies hadn’t added it yet, but he’d been there himself, in person, and it was the purtiest piece of property he’d ever laid eyes on, just a few blocks off the beach. He even showed us pictures somebody drew of nice two-story houses along a stream, with lots of palm trees and rolling hills, and he said there was freshwater wells already dug on each lot and electric ready to hook up. And the best part’s that everything’s on sale, but we have to hurry if we want to get one of the best spots. The regular price is five thousand dollars for the lot and three thousand for the house, but just for the next few weeks, the lots and the houses together are sellin’ for five thousand.

Soon as I hear that, I smell a rat. “Come on now, Duke,” I say. “If it’s so beautiful there, why are you folks sellin’ so cheap?”

“Well, ma’am,” he says, lookin’ at me like he thinks I’m some damn fool, “right now, they’re goin’ like hotcakes. Only a few of the best ones are left, and you’d better hurry if you’re gonna get one.”

I squint my eyes at him. “Now, that don’t answer my question, Duke. That ain’t what I asked you. I want to know why they lowered the price so far down. I could see lowerin’ it some, but that much? It don’t make sense. They’d just be throwin’ money away.”

Smitty clears his throat. “Come on now, Midge, honey. You don’t know nothin’ about buyin’ property and this young fella knows what he’s doin’. He wouldn’t lie to us.” He looks at Duke. “Would you, son?”

Duke shakes his head and glances from Smitty to me. “Well, just between us, ma’am, now, I don’t tell this to everybody, but I’ll tell you. They lower the prices on some just to get everybody knowin’ about the place. It’s a cheap way to spread the word.”

I sit back and cross my arms. “Don’t sound cheap to me. If it really looked like them drawin’s, you’d have a real picture to prove it. And you could get lots more money for ’em. No way they’d lower the price that much.”

Duke turns and starts talkin’ just to Smitty, and they both act like I’m not even here, so I go in the kitchen and start choppin’ carrots for supper.

After he leaves, I say, “Smitty, I don’t trust that fella.”

Smitty gives me a big smile. “But Midge, honey, Duke can fix it with the bank so we’ll have enough for a down payment. Then, with the money from what we sell here, we’ll have enough left to open up another business down there, dependin’ what we get for this one.”

“It just don’t sound right to me.”

His face turns serious. “We got to do somethin’, Midge. We’re gonna lose the store for sure.”

“And what about the new house? What if it’s not built when we get down there?”

“Well, then, I reckon we’d just live in a tent for a while. We’ll need one for the trip down anyways. It’s way too long a drive to pay for somewhere to sleep every night, so we can be like some of them folks, what do they call ’em . . . oh yeah, tin can tourists.

My stomach’s in a knot. “I’m tellin’ you, Smitty, this ain’t a good idea.”

“Oh, hogwash,” Smitty says. “I got my mind made up. We couldn’t be in worse shape down there than we are here. And we might can do a lot better.”

Well, after Smitty and Ellis have one more run-in, this time over who should be elected president, that was it. Three months later, near the end of July, with me draggin’ my feet the whole way, we sell our house and the store, pay off the property in Heavenly Days, buy us a tent, pack up the two kids, and head south.

Now, I won’t bore you by tellin’ you how Lillie, who was six by then, was carsick most of the way and what that did to the back seat, or how Travis, who was four, got an earache and screamed like a banshee day and night, and nothin’ I did helped, or that when either one of ’em started to feelin’ a little better, it was time for ’em to pick a fight. And I won’t tell you how many flat tires we had—well, yes I will. There was four. Or that we had to buy a new radiator, or that part of the Dixie Highway had gotten washed out, or that I found out I hate campin’, or that the further south we got, the bigger the skeeters got, and the hotter the weather got ’til by the time we was comin’ up on August, I was ready to strangle myself and everybody else in the car. I won’t bother you with all that. I’ll just say it wasn’t the best trip I ever took in my life.

Duke had give us a special map so we could find the place, and I was lookin’ for the big sign that said “Welcome to Heavenly Days” like I’d seen in the drawings. Duke said they were all done with the house and we could just move right in. I was sure in my heart it wasn’t never gonna happen, but just in case, I let myself daydream that we’d drive right up to our property at 500 Pearly Gates Avenue and the house would be all finished down to the rockin’ chairs on the front porch.

Well, come to find out that the Florida map Duke gave us didn’t even have the Dixie Highway on it, and that’s the main highway in the whole state, so we went to usin’ the Texaco map. There was a few hills after we got into Florida, with cattle ranches and orange trees everywhere, but the closer to Heavenly Days we got, the flatter it got. I tried to keep my mouth shut, ’cause by that time, there was no turnin’ back—nowhere to go home to. But it was gettin’ harder and harder to keep quiet. Finally, I couldn’t stand it another minute and said, “Smitty, you notice there ain’t no hills around here like was in the pictures?”

“We seen hills, Midge. What you talkin’ about?”

“Yeah, we seen hills three hundred miles ago. Ain’t been none lately.”

“Well, that don’t mean there won’t be more to come.”

“Smitty, I just hope—”

“You look right there,” he says, pointin’ off at a bunch of scrub land. “There’s palm trees right there. And palmettos. They was in the picture too.”

The further we drive, the more scared I get. When we do find a road that looks right, we end up on somebody’s farm or headed into a swamp—even see three different gators that could have eat us up alive. When Smitty finally gives up and starts askin’ folks where Heavenly Days is, they all act like they’ve never even heard of it, and the longer we look, the madder I get.

Finally, Smitty agrees to go to the police station in Miami to get directions, figured they’d know about every town around. When we go in I’m carryin’ Travis on my hip while he cries and holds onto his ear, and his face is all dirty. Smitty’s got Lillie’s hand and her bottom lip’s stuck out in a pout and she’s whinin’ that she’s hungry. But if we give her anything to eat and put her back in the car she’ll just throw up. I feel like we’re circlin’ the drain, but I take a deep breath, and we march inside. When the kids see the great big policeman standin’ at the desk, they hush up and watch. I put Travis down, and he sticks his thumb in his mouth while Smitty introduces himself and asks for directions.

The big old policeman says, “Hmmm. I’ve never heard of that place, let me see. Heavenly Days, huh?” He walks over to a doorway and hollers back into another room, “Anybody in there ever heard of a town called Heavenly Days?”

“Heavenly Days?” a man yells out. “You kiddin’ me?” He laughs, then says in a higher pitched voice, “Oh, my heavenly days! Ain’t never heard of that.” Then some more men laugh, and a couple of ’em peek at us around the edge of the doorway.

The officer comes back with a little smile on his face. “Don’t sound like it’s in this neck of the woods.” He kind of chuckles as he sits down. “Heavenly Days, huh?”

Smitty turns pale and I’m ready to wring his neck.

The policeman puts his elbows on his desk and leans toward us. “You by any chance buy some property there?”

Smitty nods.

“Then I’m real sorry to tell you that you’ve probably just been cheated outta your money. This kind of stuff happens all the time. First time I heard of Heavenly Days, though.”

“What you mean?” Smitty says. “What happens all the time?”

“Oh, these tourists from up north, they pack up their tents and canned goods and come down to see Florida. Some of ’em like it so much that when they get back up in the snow, they decide to move down here. They get mixed up with these flimflam men—binder boys, they call ’em—work for the real estate companies, runnin’ around cheatin’ folks outta every penny they’ve got.”

“What?” Smitty says, turnin’ pale. “What?”

I feel like I’m gonna faint. I knew it! I just knew it!

“Sorry, sir, but there ain’t no place around these parts called Heavenly Days.”

“But I’ve got it right here,” Smitty says, pullin’ out all the papers Duke had give us. He hands a paper to the policeman. “Here’s the deed provin’ we own it.” Then he shows him the map and points to a spot on it.

The policeman looks at the papers and hands them all back. “Sorry, bud, that’s Seminole land. Belongs to the Indians. Ain’t nothin’ out there but swamps and gators.” He shakes his head like he’s feelin’ sorry for us.

“But,” I say. “But . . . but we gave ’em all our money.”

“I know, ma’am. You ain’t the first folks this has happened to. There’s a whole passel of con men out there doin’ this to people.”

I’m breakin’ into a cold sweat. “But ain’t that against the law?”

“Yes, ma’am, it sure is. And I can take your complaint if you want, but the insurance companies got these big, fancy lawyers, and most all of ’em get off free as a bird and you end up with a big lawyer bill.”

Smitty goes to a chair and sits down hard, then leans over and puts his head in his hands.

I’m cryin’, and when Lillie and Travis notice, they start tuning up again, and we’re all in tears. I glare down at my husband. “Goddammit, Smitty. I told you that guy was lyin’.”

He don’t even look up.

“Oh, dear Lord,” I say. “Heaven help us. We’ve got nothin’. Down here with none of our people around. Nobody to help us.” I glare at him.

He looks confused. “Duke seemed like such an honest fella . . . ”

“I told you, Smitty Mallet. I told you.” I snatch Travis up and stomp to the door, and Smitty follows along with Lillie, who goes back to whinin’ soon as she steps outside.

When we get back in the car, I say, “We’re gonna have to head back home. Ain’t nowhere else to go. Cousin Ellis is gonna have a good laugh about all this, ain’t he?”

Smitty starts the car up and we head back the way we come. By now I’m so mad that even the kids are quiet. I know Smitty feels bad about the whole mess, but that don’t change a damn thing. We got nothin’ left. We’re gonna wind up in the poor house!

We open all the windows real wide but the air’s so hot and damp that it don’t help one bit. You could pull a baked potato right out of the ground. When we stop for gas, some folks give us directions and say it might be better drivin’ up the West Coast near the Gulf of Mexico, so we decide to head back that way. The roads are so full of potholes that we nearly get jounced to death, and I swear I see gators lyin’ everywhere up in the brush, waitin’ to run out and eat us up.

I get real sick of lookin’ at flat land covered with palmettos and cypress trees and listening to the kids fightin
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