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Dedication

Dedicated to my husband’s grandmother
(Nanny), for without her story-telling, the precious memories of a
time long ago would be lost.
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Introduction

“Cousin Elk” is based on a true story that my
husband's grandmother told us during a recent family reunion. The
concept of the "family reunion" is new to me as my family didn't
have large family gatherings of this sort when I was growing up.
This recent family reunion of my husband's family (on his mother's
side) was only my second family reunion ever, and my first as an
official part of his family. It was a Saturday and we made the hour
and a half trek up from Tallahassee, Florida to Colquitt, Georgia,
where his parents and grandmother live. A small group of family
members, including us, were gathered together at his grandmother's
house and we were all sitting around a circle in the living room.
The conversation had already begun before we arrived but we managed
to fit right in. We learned of the happenings in the lives of
distant family members and talked about everything from cures for
the common cold to home treatments for cancer. We all made small
talk about this and that and finally the conversation made the
gradual turn to story-telling. All of us turned our attention to
the matriarch of the family (my husband's grandmother) and listened
intently to her fascinating stories. One story in particular stood
out to just about everyone there, including me. She told the story
of cousin "Elk", the man with a vicious temper who drove trains for
a living and married a twelve-year-old. I don't want to give too
much of the story away for fear of spoiling the ending but let's
just say the story ends with a "bang".
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Cousin Elk

It took all I had to make the pilgrimage back to my
home town, my childhood home. I traveled across the country, from
the west coast to the east, to return here. Though the world has
changed quite a bit since I was a young girl, this place has
remained constant. It holds so many memories of summers spent in
the unbearable heat, of homemade jelly and peanuts picked from the
fields next door, and of a time that was more innocent and kind. My
grandchildren were kind enough to help me make this journey, and
they were sweet enough to listen to an old lady’s tall tales. My
childhood was filled with many memories, some good, others not so
good. As I look out of the window at the old house next door, a
white dove flies past. I know that must be Mrs. Eva, keeping watch
over all of us. She always was an angelic spirit. Her son, Charlie,
and I were as close as two kids could be when we were young. It was
tragic what happened to her, simply tragic. Though my memory fails
me at times now, I will never forget that summer.

“Ida! It’s time for lunch!” Mama yelled out
of the screen door.

“Coming, Mama!” I replied.

During the hot summers, Mama always made
lunch at noon—on the dot. I think it was her way of making us come
in out of the heat. We would come in, sweat dripping off of our
faces and gnats swarming around our ears and eyes. Mama wiped our
faces with a cool wet cloth before we were allowed to eat. She had
made homemade peanut butter and strawberry jelly sandwiches with a
glass of fresh milk to wash it down. Charlie and I spent almost
every day together like this. He was my neighbor and we were
practically inseparable. He had troubles at home which kept him
coming over as much as Mama would allow. His Ma and Pa were
fighting a lot when his Pa would come around. Mama said they had
been separated for a while and it was for the better that they
were. I knew it bothered Charlie to see them fighting so I believed
what she said.

“Y’all eat up, now,” said Mama, as we ate our
sandwiches.

“We will,” we replied in unison.

Charlie was itching to get back outside and
continue our game. We played a game during the summers that would
last for months. We didn’t have a name for it but we knew how to
play it. We’d run around and pretend like we were all sorts of
different things. Sometimes we were pirates on the search for
hidden treasure. Other times we were explorers discovering a new
land for the very first time. We would change up our characters
every few weeks but the game always flowed seamlessly. I could see
Charlie begin to tap his foot on the floor beneath the table and
look out of the screen door. We hurried up and finished our
sandwiches and started for the door.

“Wait, now,” Mama stopped us before we could
break free. “You didn’t drink your milk. Milk will help you grow
into strong boys and girls. You want that, don’t you?”

“Yes, Mama,” I responded,
unenthusiastically.

We came back to the table and sat down to
drink our milk. We couldn’t drink it too fast or it would make our
stomachs hurt so we took sip after sip until we could both see the
table through the bottom of the glass. I looked to Mama for her
approval and she nodded once, indicating that we could return to
our outside adventures. We bolted through the screen door and down
the front porch steps out into our imaginary world of treasures and
sword fights. Today was different and Charlie seemed a bit off. I
didn’t want to push him to talk about it but I was too curious to
let it go. We played for about an hour more and then I couldn’t
hold my tongue any longer.

“You having problems at home again?” I asked
Charlie, bluntly.

“Yeah, I guess you could say that,” he said
in reply.

“Your Pa come back home?” I pried a little
more.

“Yeah, he’s home,” he replied, flatly.

I knew I wasn’t going to get any more out of
him today. Charlie didn’t like to talk about his home life much. He
would much rather play games in which he could pretend to be
someone else, somewhere else. I usually got my information from
Mama who would hear gossip about Charlie’s family at her weekly
ladies meeting at the church house. She would fill me in on all of
the juicy details about the separation and the fighting. I’m sure
it wasn’t my place to know any of the information she told me but I
always wanted to know more.

~~~~~~~~

Charlie’s Ma and Pa were from two families
that had lived in the area for ages—the Woodward family and the
Young family. His Pa’s name was Elk (which was short for something
like Elkhorn or Elkton) and his Ma’s name was Eva. The Young family
was known in the area for producing some of the best moonshine
around. Elk was a wealthy heir to the moonshine business and had a
nasty habit of drinking his days away. He had a terrible temper and
not even his own mother could reason with him when he was angry. He
was a railroad conductor by day and a drunk (as Mama called him) by
night. Sometimes, he would get his days and nights confused and he
would be drunk all day as well. He was known to do terrible things
when he was drunk and angry. Mama told me that, one time when he
was drunk, he ran over
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