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There are many truths in this book, though most of them are not real. Dodging Prayers and Bullets is a novel, meaning it is fictional—created from my imagination. Of course when you write fiction you must borrow and interpret ideas from people, stories, and life experiences familiar to you; otherwise the novel would not ring true. And to make the various contexts, timelines, and locales show up as real, much of the material in this novel has been researched. I sincerely hope that you enjoy and, better yet, resonate to this work of fiction.
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  Part One

	Kentucky

	
1

	My earliest memories go back to 1949, when I was four years old and living in Collier, a tiny mountain town in Eastern Kentucky. Inevitably, when I invite myself to remember, I become Skyla Fay Jenkins again, almost physically present in the moment, with, of course, the benefit and the distortion of an adult perspective.

	The sharpest memory is when I’m six years old, the day “the disgrace” happens. That day, I’m not with my cousin and best friend Del Ray Minix, nor am I looking to be rescued. My older brother is at school and, despite Mama’s admonitions, little brother Gary is about to follow Del Ray off to the swimming hole again.

	To my usual dismay, my beloved playmate Del turns to me and insists, “You cain’t go, Skyla Fay. Some of them big boys will be swimmin’ bare-ass and they don’t want us bringing no girls around.” He lowers his head and looks away, so I know he’s delivering this more as an apology than a command.

	It makes me less inclined to argue; nonetheless I’m miffed. I want to make Del feel guilty, so I mold my face into a pout and indulge in a piteous sulk until the boys are well out of view. Not even six years old, I’m already resenting what I will come to know as gender exclusion.

	With Mama at work, I know not to count on anything from Cousin Alma Sue, who is supposed to be watching us, so I scoop up two handfuls of black walnuts from the bushel basket on the porch. Sitting contentedly on the ground near the well, between the back of the Free Will Baptist Church and my house, I’m cracking the walnuts with a rock.

	On the embankment above, I see a big truck with an attached trailer pull over to the side of the road. While there are not many vehicles of this size on our back roads in the 1950s, it’s not unusual for drivers to pull over to a well to replenish their water. It’s the kind of truck my daddy drives, so at first I think maybe he’s come back from staying up North with his brother Floyd. But then two strange men drop from the truck and scoot down the embankment. The shorter man is dressed in green work pants and a plaid shirt—the kind that Daddy usually wears—while the taller man has on overalls and an old brown cap.

	I’m pretending not to pay the two men much mind, though you bet I have them locked in real tight at the edge of my sight. I tuck the folds of my lop-sided sundress between my legs so my underpants won’t show. The men look over at me and the short one grins and calls out, “Howdy, little gal! D’ya mind if we git us some water?”

	Startled, my body locks up, while my brain races in review of Mama’s endless warnings about talking to strangers. Finally, I simply reply, “OK,” as I look toward the men, but not at their faces, then quickly put my head down and go back to the pretense of seriously tending to those walnuts. I’m acting all nonchalant outwardly, but inside I’m a hyper-alert beast, attuned to every move they’re making.

	At the well, the tall man pumps longer than necessary to clear the initial stream of rusty water. He cups some in his left hand and wipes his face, slapping the leg of his overalls to dry his arm. He is pale-skinned and glummer than the short fellow. The two men appear to be having words—obviously there’s a contention between them. The short one keeps peering over at me, but I act like I’m not noticing. The taller man fills his water container, takes a swig, and quickly heads back to the truck without giving me a.glance. The short man lingers a bit, downs some big gulps of water straight from the spigot, peers about, and then saunters in my direction. I look toward the house, hoping Cousin Alma Sue will appear at the door. Inside, I feel like one of Uncle Earl’s jittery old mules, but I stay put.

	I’m surprised when, in a really sweet voice, the short man inquires, “Do I know you, child? You look mighty familiar.” I take a quick peek at him and notice that his hair is slicked back like Daddy’s, but some long strands of hair from the top of his head have flopped over his forehead, almost covering one eye. The sharp jagged edge of a black walnut shell pressed hard against my palm rouses me.

	I shrug, but then consider: these men probably know Daddy. Mama will surely be mad if I’m not polite to them. “My daddy’s Lonnie Lee Jenkins,” I offer tentatively. Then, pointing at the rig for authority, I add, “He drives a big truck jist like that one.”

	Smiling broadly and bobbing his head, the man reaches up and brushes the loose strands of hair away from his face as he responds, “Oh, yeah! My buddy over there knows Lonnie Lee real good. And I heard-tell of him myself. So, you’re Lonnie’s child! Let’s go over there and ask my buddy about yer daddy. What’s yer name, honey?”

	I hesitate, but then consider: the man is nice, and he knows my daddy. I also think about how happy Mama will be to get word of Daddy, and I will be the one who gets to deliver the news! I smile and announce, “Skyla Fay Jenkins!”

	Scampering atop the embankment ahead of the short man, and by now more curious than apprehensive, I cross the forbidden road and approach the truck. From behind, I hear the short man call out to his partner, “This here little girl got a question for ya.”

	Now, it’s hard for me to recollect the details of exactly what happens next. We’re deep into May, so the windows of the rig are rolled down and the passenger door, closest to me, is half open. I’m peering up toward the cab of the truck, when, from behind, I get the breath knocked right out of me as I’m hoisted upward by the short man. My left shoulder and right leg bang against hard edges as I’m practically folded up and shoved into the truck. The door slams shut and I’m held down while something like heavy coats or blankets that smell like dirt and oil are piled on top of me. It’s near impossible to move or even breathe. I feel like I’m disappearing into a dark tunnel, where I hear gasping and sobs that I recognize, vaguely, as my own.

	Someone, probably the short man, pummels the coverings on top of me, and hisses, “You shut up now, or I’ll sure enough kill you.” Terrified of the man, and of suffocating, I struggle to quiet the heaving of my chest and silence the pounding of my heart.

	I’m familiar with my daddy’s truck, so I know I’m in the sleeping bunk above and behind the driver’s seat. After jolting into motion, the big rig starts speeding and bumping along the curving mountain road.

	Concentrating on stifling my sobs and conserving the air under the blankets, I begin praying to God like I’ve never done before. I want my mama. If only I can get back home again, I won’t even consider following Del Ray to the swimming hole. My heart surges in my blood like a timber log jammed in rushing floodwaters, and my entire body begins to tremble as the truck rumbles along, now in a smoother way.

	After a while, my insides quiet down, so I try to make myself as small as possible, finally drifting off to sleep. The truck swerves suddenly, comes to a halt, and then starts up again. Luckily the coverings on top of me have shifted to one side and a little more air is circulating. I clap my hand over my mouth to stifle a whimper and paralyze myself in this position so the short man won’t notice. In shock and suspended in a dream-like state in the sweltering heat, I pick up some snippets of the conversation between the two men. They seem to be quarreling, like at the well, only even more fervently. I catch the drift, but not nearly enough to understand the intent: “Yer big idee …” “Crazy bastard …” “Shut up.” “Ain’t got the mind for it.” “Yer driving” “little late” “… crossing a State line …” “… penitentiary.”

	The truck then stops completely and the voices get louder and more contentious. Abruptly, the short man yanks the covers off me and shouts, “Git up, you hear!” He begins yanking me out of the truck, which the driver has pulled off to the side of the roadway.

	Now wearing sunglasses and with a cigarette dangling from his mouth, the short man is red-faced, highly agitated and gruff, his head glaring from sweat and heat like the tip of a flare. The other man, the driver, stays in the truck and says nothing; his cap is pulled down and forward. He’s facing straight toward the road, like he’s intent on keeping his back to me.

	Lifting and shoving me forward, the short man has plenty to say. “We didn’t do nothin’ to you, and you better say as much. You asked for a ride in the truck, and then you made us stop and let you out to pee. Then you run off. You unnerstan?” I can barely breathe, let alone answer. The man shakes me roughly and continues, “If you say anythang different, we’re gonna come back and git you and yer mama. I’ll run your whole damn family down with this here truck. You unnerstan?”

	“OK,” I manage to whimper, and then reflexively clutch onto his arm, as I imagine he’s about to dump me on the roadway.

	He slaps at me and pries my fingers loose, and then pulls me toward some bushes just a short ways off the road, but on the side of the truck where no one can see. Shoving me down onto my back and pressing his left hand hard against my chest and chin, he pins me to the ground and starts tugging at my clothes with his other hand. I’m so scared it feels like I’m not connected to my body, so that’s how I come upon the notion of separating myself out. It’s like the real-me just up and leaves, so whatever is happening doesn’t matter because I’m not there.

	Suddenly, like a foghorn sounding from within a murky sea, the air horn blares from the truck. The short man startles, looks toward the road, then down at me, and shouts, “You stay right here, and don’t move a-tall if you know what’s good for you.” He roughly flips me over unto my stomach, yanks at my dress to smooth it in front and back, and then runs for the truck. I hear the door open and slam shut and the truck roaring away.

	Feeling like an old rag doll that’s been tossed out, I stay put in the stillness for a long, long time until I finally manage to return to my body.

	Shivering, I curl up in a ball behind the bushes. I figure I will surely die here or—worse yet—those men will come back to hurt me again, and maybe even put me back in the truck under the stinky blankets. I begin sobbing and gasping like a baby trying to catch its breath after a bad fall. I’m stiff as a two by four, yet my whole body is shaking, almost as if I’m having one of them fits, like Ephraim Whitt takes. A car whizzes past on the nearby road and cool air rushes over me.

	I don’t know how much time goes by but somehow I manage to roll away from the bushes a bit and raise my arms to bury my head against the ground. I don’t even think about standing up or running. I’m not sobbing any more, though—just kind of whimpering like a baby that’s giving up on being fed. I know I’m gonna die right here and Mama will never even know.

	Then I see what at first I figure is some kind of vision. A dusty green sedan seems to almost drift off the road. It slowly rolls to a stop and a man, then a woman, gets out. The man, dressed in baggy overalls, quickly steps behind a tree, to relieve himself most likely, while the woman wanders about picking wildflowers. She lets out a little yelp when she spots me, then calls out, “Look here what I done found!” She kneels down and touches my shoulder gently. “Are you lost, honey? Or sick or somethin’?”

	I’m confused at first, then want to say yes, but I can’t find my own voice. I start crying and shaking again.

	The man approaches and encircles the woman and me, his eyes inspecting me from head to toe. He proclaims, “Don’t see no noticeable injuries. Do ya reckon she run off?” Then he answers himself, “Or, more-’n likely, fell off one of them trucks from up the holler. Them mountain people is always a-loading a slew of kids onto an old pickup and drivin’ into town for supplies and treats. She gots to be lost.”

	The woman replies, “I reckon.” Then, giving a little more consideration, she shakes her head. “This one’s too little to run away, bless her heart. Her people must be lookin’ all over for her.” She seeks to catch my eyes. “What’s your name child? Kin you tell me?”

	The woman is nice; she strokes my head and face and helps me sit up. I can see she has soft white skin, wavy brown hair held in place with clips, and smudges of pink lipstick around her mouth. She’s wearing a flowery dress and she smells like coffee and lilacs. I wish I could talk to her—tell her about the meanness of the two men.

	I hear the couple speculating about me, until the man determines, “We gots to deliver her to the sheriff. They’s surely looking for her.”

	At that, I recoil from the woman, who is lifting me to my feet. Suddenly I find my body and my voice. “NO!” I protest. “I wanna go home. I want my mama!” The woman holds me close against her soft, flowery dress as I struggle againstin her grasp, screeching, “No po-lice!” Then I begin swallowing great gulps of air and sobbing, “You … you take me … on … home. NOW!”

	All the kicking and hollering that I should have mustered when the short man grabbed me are now deployed against the nice lady in the flowery dress who smells like coffee and lilacs. But the lady holds on and talks real soft until I quiet some. The man has the good sense to be still and stand back away. Finally, the woman gets it out of me that I’m Skyla Fay from Collier, which she says is some 15 miles away. They convince me to get in the car and assure me they will drive in that direction. The man tries to engage me further, declaring me “a right feisty young-un.” But I just sit stiffly between them and won’t say a thing except, “Y’all take me home. I wanna go home.”

	I’m still wary, but as we leave the straightway and roll along the more familiar winding back roads of the hills, I relax a little and try to describe my house, near the Jackson Bridge, just up behind the Freewill Baptist Church and down the embankment. I tell them Mama’s name is Flo-Anna Jenkins but folks call her Flona.

	But the man and nice woman are having no part of simply dropping me off. I notice them whispering and exchanging glances, and sure enough the Sheriff’s Office at Collier, Kentucky comes into view. I want to protest, but I start crying again as soon as Deputy Sheriff Jeb Bailey steps out and peers into the car.

	Jeb was the high school basketball star just a few years back, and he’s real handsome. I know he’s some kin to me but I don’t exactly know how. He calls out to me, “Why, Skyla Fay Jenkins, I declare! What’s got into you, chile? I bet you need some pop!” The nice woman starts explaining, but Jeb stops her, helps me out of the car, and carries me into the Sheriff’s Office with the woman and man following. He calls to Sheriff Collier, and thumbs toward the couple.

	Jeb takes me into the back room, closes the door, and talks to me calmly while the man and nice woman stay up front with Sheriff Collier. At one point the Sheriff ducks his head in and, without glancing at me, inquires of Jeb, “They found her with all her clothes on, but do you reckon we need Doc Wilson?”

	I’m embarrassed and most grateful to Jeb, who declines the suggestion with, “No, we’re having us a good talk here, and I’m pretty sure ever thing’ll be OK.”

	I finish telling Jeb, and then have to repeat to Sheriff Collier, what little I can recall about the truck and the two men. I feel so tired, and they keep on asking me the same question: Did them fellows do anything else to hurt you?

	I can only report in a quivering voice, “They banged my head, and I couldn’t hardly breathe underneath them blankets. And that one feller slapped at me, but it didn’t hurt, really.” I don’t tell about the man touching me all over and holding me down or saying he’s gonna come back to run over my family. I figure I’ve caused enough of a ruckus already.

	It’s odd; I have trouble verbally describing the men and the truck, yet I can picture, so clearly in my mind’s eye, the short man whose face transformed from sweet to spiteful. And, lingering in my mind forever, like a faded photograph, is a vague image of the pale man wearing overalls and the old brown cap. Had he deliberately saved me from the other man, or just got scared off? I would never know for certain, but later on I like to imagine that, in the instance when he blew the air horn, there was an essential human goodness that prevailed upon him.

	My ordeal, on the day “the disgrace” happens, isn’t quite over. Jeb stays with me in the back room of the Sheriff’s Office, and I’m pretty much calmed down, drinking a Royal Crown Cola and nibbling on soda crackers, when I hear Mama’s voice in with the Sheriff and the nice couple. Mama sounds like she’s in a state, half crying and half singing, “Oh, Lord, oh, Lordy, Lordy.” I’m a little taken aback, because Mama, a very proud woman, is not one to show that much fervor in public.

	As she enters the back room, I see she’s got a wild-eyed look. I start to throw myself into her arms and say, “I’m real sorry I caused you all this trouble, Mama.” But what happens next hurts me more than being snatched by those ornery truckers. When I jump up and run toward Mama, she reaches out and smacks me hard across the face and head, while she lets loose a diatribe of accusations.

	“Ain’t you got no sense, chile? Getting into a truck with strangers! And them lowlifes, to boot! Whadda you mean, acting like I ain’t taught you no better’n that!” The other adults look away. The nice lady who smells like coffee and lilacs gives out a little gasp and lifts the fingers of one hand to her lips.

	The room is awkwardly silent, until Sheriff Collier announces to Mama and me, “I reckon Jeb can take y’all on home for now. The child can use some rest.” He nods and whispers to the grownups in that enigmatic way adults have of intimating they know things kids will never, or at least should never, understand. He concludes loudly, “I’ll take care of the situation on this end.” Turning to Mama he adds, “Don’t you fret now, Flona; I’ll be in touch.”

	I can feel my face is red-hot now, and not just from the slap. It’s stinging with a sensation previously unknown to me and different from embarrassment: it’s shame. Embarrassment is a warm pink liquid that wells up to tinge your face, rendering you all squirmy, self-conscious and vulnerable to others. Shame is more of a piercing shaft, rendering you rigid and blind, completely shutting you down against comfort and reason.

	Today I shamed Mama, and now I’m ashamed of myself. I did worse than run off to the creek with Del Ray, and there’s no protesting that I didn’t have a choice in the matter. It doesn’t count that I thought there might be news about Daddy. Theat blow from Mama likewise plunged me to a new depth of rage, an emotion with which I’m generally more acquainted. I’m never going to forgive Mama for this humiliation, even though she is now holding me tight and thanking the Lord for my deliverance. Given the circumstances I know I should lie and say, “I’m sorry, Mama,” but I’m barely able to breathe and my throat is a constricted knot, impenetrable to words or sound.

	As Deputy Sheriff Jeb Bailey drives us home, Mama is quiet and I pretend to sleep. I’m totally bewildered. What could I have done? Mama is always expecting me to know things that have never been explained.

	Jeb carries me into the house, and then he and Mama whisper a bit. (I’m to hear a lot of grown-up whispering around me from now on.) I give rise to the shame again and turn my face away when I hear Jeb repeat, “It’s a good sign she had her clothes on.”

	Mama allows the young Deputy Sheriff to put me in the big bed where she herself sleeps. After he leaves, she brings a cool wet rag for my head, which is now feverish. Mama is gentle and easy now, finally enveloping me in her softness. The knot has moved from my throat into my belly, so Mama secures me to the edge of the bed, where I hang my head over and begin gagging and retching violently into the slop jar and even on the floor. “It’s all right, baby,” Mama consoles, “you jist git it all out now and you’ll be all right. You been spared, child. I reckon the Lord has plans for you.”

	Inhaling Mama’s scent from the old feather pillow, I fall into a deep sleep, from that afternoon all through the night, right in Mama’s bed. I don’t even hear my brothers Gary and Billy Dee come in.

	The next day, Mama takes Gary and me to work with her at the County Court House. Everybody is really nice, but nobody talks to me about the low-life truckers or the nice lady who smells like coffee and lilacs.
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	Mama’s reticence regarding that awful day does not mean that the town hushes up about “the disgrace” that happened to Skyla Fay Jenkins. (Back then, the only secret kept in Collier, a tiny mountain town, is the location of the moonshine stills.)

	According to Mama, Deputy Sheriff Jeb Bailey, a second cousin once removed from Daddy, is the grandson of Jebediah Bailey and the son of Joshua Bailey, who married a Jenkins from Stony, about twenty miles outside of Collier. So there’s considerable chatter all over Crockett County, though not much in the way of resolution..

	Jeb and some of the local fellows were fixing to form a posse, but they soon lose interest, after a few comforting slugs of shine plus the reassurance from Sheriff Collier that, “Them truckers is more ‘n’ likely from outta state with no res-to-posty, so there ain’t much percentage in pursuing the situation.” He further assures folks, “Them fellers ain’t likely to show they faces ‘round these parts again, but if’n they do, we’re ready.”

	That halts any pursuit of the trespassers, but not the speculation over me. I know that I have disgraced Mama, and that she, as much as I, will bear the enduring humiliation.

	As time passes, I continue to wince whenever “the disgrace” is referred to, or, worse yet, whispered about. In my presence, people have a way of cutting their eyes and quite obviously switching the conversation. Or, when I look toward them, they suddenly start talking loudly about something completely inane. Of course I notice, and endlessly revisit my shame.

	In later years, when Mama takes to obsessing over the past to while away the present, with regard to the sheriff’s negligence in authority and morality, she presses the lamentation, “It woulda been different if yer daddy was around.”

	Besides all that, there must be something about the ordeal of being snatched and dumped on the road that affected my breathing. When I try to fall asleep, I feel like I can’t catch my breath. In panic, I sometimes cry out, “I cain’t breathe! It feels like I ain’t got no breath, Mama.” I am also plagued by a recurring nightmare that causes me to sweat and gasp for air: A huge bird hovers above me, casting a dark, menacing shadow. In its sharp beak, the terrifying bird carries a load of hard round marble-like objects that it commences to hurl at me. Some of the marbles become embedded in my skull. I awake from this nightmare sucking desperately for air, my breathing totally out of sync with my body.

	After “the disgrace,” sleep, even without the frightening dream, is not always a respite. I am mortified that I began to wet the bed at night. It is truly awful when it happens, because at first I feel all warm and relaxed; then, too late, I realize the warmth is wetness. A deep dread sets in, shortly followed by a stringent smell and icy cold sheets. I try wrapping the covers under me, but there is no escaping the odor or the stain left by the permeation of urine unto a mattress. The mattress is stained, and so am I.

	There is a slop jar (actually, a chipped old enamel bucket) at my bedside, so Mama complains that it is not like I have to troop to the outhouse in the dark. For some reason, I just can’t seem to either hold back my pee or get up to release it. I am as intensely perplexed as Mama is annoyingly confounded by this shameful development. Since we children all share one bed, Billy Dee, in disgust, takes to sleeping on the floor. Gary, bless him, never complains; the little guy pretends not to notice the wetness to help me avert humiliation. When I get out of bed, I try gamely to hide the wet spot by strategically rearranging the covers. I even attempt to fan away the dampness—of course to no avail. The bed is marked, and so am I.

	As time goes by, Mama attributes my bed wetting to laziness, but the whining and gasping, so uncharacteristic of her free-spirited child, worries her. She doesn’t, however, figure there is much to be done for me. Mama knows plenty of home remedies (including the multifarious uses for a half pint of whiskey), and she has four ointments for assorted ailments: iodine for punctures; castor oil for bellyaches; Vicks Vapo-Rub salve for colds and coughs, and Witch Hazel for aches and pains. My difficulty with breathing best fits the cold and cough category, so Mama gently rubs the Vicks on my chest and throat, and sometimes brings me into her bed to soothe me, until my breathing eases and I fall off to sleep. Of course, it is the soothing attention, not the Vicks, which actually “cures” me. As I continue to learn over the years, there are many paths to restoration in life.

	Though I can’t hide the wet clothing and bedding, and I own up to the breathlessness, I never tell Mama about my bad dream of the terrifying bird. Shucks, I figure, Mama’s singular cure for non-injury related outbursts is simply a dismissive admonishment to, “Hush that foolishness.” So instead, I attempt to counter the disconcerting “bad dream” by repeatedly conjuring up a good dream: I’m drifting about the heavens amidst puffy white clouds of soft foam. I can jump and soar to my heart’s content and never hit any hard edges, and I never have to worry about falling into a well or pit. The imagery is simple, but deeply comforting.

	Cousin Del Ray Minix, almost exactly my age, is the only one who talks straight to me about the confusion (and lingering guilt) of my ordeal with the truckers. Endlessly defending my dignity, he also tries to protect me from the “wagging tongues” and “pointing fingers” of Collier. Del Ray reassures me, “Don’t you make no never-mind, Skyla Fay. You didn’t do nothin’ wrong a-tall. If you ever see them ornery fellers again, you jist holler for me, and I’ll take my daddy’s shotgun to ‘em.” That prospect does not afford me particular solace, but at least I feel like Del understands what really happened that day. He persists, “You know I could take a shotgun to them fellers.”

	But I insist I never want to see or hear about those fellows again. Neither do I want to talk more about “the disgrace,” nor even think about it. And I don’t, for years to come.
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	1983

	I’m stretched out on one of the blankets we have strategically placed at the far edge of the Washington Mall. The heat is punishing, but we’ve chosen a spot under the protective shade of a big locust tree, up front enough to hear the speakers and musicians, but peripheral enough for a quick escape from the crowd, or for a cooling dash into the air-conditioned Air and Space Museum.

	It’s 1983, and science never feels so welcoming as when you need to escape from being scorched, frozen or drenched while demonstrating on the Mall in D.C. For me, and for my friends Caitlyn and Josie, protest rallies in DC are like family reunions—we have gathered in this way since the mid-sixties for anti-war activities and in support of civil rights.

	I smile at the wisps of premature gray in Josie’s long frizzy hair; my hair is still long, dark and straight, but far too fine to hold a style. Caitlyn, my good-haired friend, frames her face with flowing sand-colored curls. Attired in long skirts, weathered leather sandals and dangling jewelry, our faces barely dabbed with makeup, the three of us maintain that well-preserved hippie look.

	The “Woodstock Generation” is what we are labeled, but Woodstock was just one small component of what we deem a genuine cultural revolution in the United States. At counterculture gatherings, we understand that the music and camaraderie are tantamount to the political message. Earnest organizers of contemporary rallies sometimes lose sight of that. But not on this day: it’s the twentieth anniversary of Martin Luther King’s historic march on Washington, so this is an assemblage of uplifting speakers, diversely adorned demonstrators, and damn good music.

	Jesse Jackson roused the crowd a few speakers ago, and just after Audre Lorde finishes an inspiring address, the moderator announces a speaker from an organization called the Gay and Lesbian Christian Alliance. Though I’m not paying attention to the exact words, I smile to recognize a tell-tale southern mountain twang in the speaker’s delivery. My ear is attuned to that intrusive r consonant in words like washed, the dropped w in words like flower and the vowel substitution of i for e in words like get. The dialect reminds me of the speech patterns of my mother, Flo-Anna, who, despite decades of living outside Eastern Kentucky, has never lost her Appalachian verbal lilt, nor her propensity for letter substitutions. “Ya kin take the gal outta the hills, but ya cain’t take the hills outta the gal,” I chuckle to myself.

	Sitting up and stretching forward to get a look at the speaker, I’m stunned that he seems familiar, as in, a face morphed from a long-gone past. The straight reddish hair is longer and receding in the front, but the height, the pale complexion, and the slight build would be about right. The man is attired in belted jeans and a conservative blue dress shirt, open slightly at the collar. A line from Sam Shepard’s play Buried Child pops into my head: I thought I saw a face in his face.

	Is it possible? Could Wally ‘Preacherboy’ Perkins of Collier, Kentucky be here, in this place, thirty years later?

	“Sky, hey! Are you OK?” probes Caitlyn, who has noticed me staring at the podium with an odd expression on my face.

	She, Josie, and my sister Dory are perched on the adjacent blankets, along with several of Dory’s shorthaired women friends who flaunt unshaven armpits in tank tops and loose jeans—emblems of emerging young feminists and activist Lesbians. Caitlyn’s husband and son are in the Air and Space Museum.

	“Mmm … not sure,” I hesitantly begin. “This sounds crazy, but I think I know that guy, from way back. Anybody have a copy of the program?”

	When the speaker was introduced, I did not catch his name, and neither the organization nor the speaker is noted on the flyer Dory passes over. She’s convinced his identification and affiliation are omitted from the program because he’s gay. “Black Power’s not ready to formally acknowledge Gay Power,” she concludes, and then relents. “Oh well, at least they let him get up there and speak. Even that surprises me.”

	“I’ll be right back,” I announce, standing up and moving toward the elevated speakers’ dais. I slither expertly around the bodies packed close together on the Mall and hop over blankets and mounted signs scribbled with messages of hope and denunciation.

	Preacherboy Perkins. I grin to myself. Could that little creep have morphed into a partially balding senior leader for gay civil rights? Gay, I believe, but a liberal political activist? Not possible. Anticipating the speaker will exit the platform from the left after the applause, I maneuver through the crowd to intercept him. I want to approach him, but not startle the guy with a shrill accost. That proves ironic, because when I get up close enough to speak, I can barely find my voice. “Preach? Is that you?” I struggle to project.

	The man turns toward me, looks straight in my face and bellows, “Why, Skyla Fay Jenkins, I declare!”

	We fall into each other’s arms, hugging and laughing as we never would have done in Kentucky. Our last encounter, almost 30 years ago, had been at the funeral of Wally’s mother, Maudie June Perkins, in the tiny mountain town of Collier.

	“It’s Sky now,” I tell him. “Geez, I haven’t been called Skyla Fay for longer than I even dare to recall!”

	“Well,” counters Wally, “Preacherboy is a handle I sure put to rest more than a couple of decade ago.” He smiles. “It’s Walter, now.”

	I blush, put my hand to my mouth, and mumble, “Sorry.” I notice him checking out my ring-free left hand. Feeling the need to explain myself, I disclose awkwardly.“I’m living with a guy and I'm here for the King commemoration, and for lending support to gay rights of course. Especially for my sister Dory and her friends. You never met Dory; she was born in New Jersey.”

	Walter smiles and nods kindly. “Right. The last child of Flo-Anna’s I recall was your brother Lucas Wesley. But Skyla Fay, I mean, Sky, I’m real sorry about Gary. I actually thought of contacting your family when I heard, but I wasn’t sure how you’d all take to hearing from me—you know, after all this time.”

	“I appreciate that. Mother probably would have loved hearing from you. I don’t think she ever recovered from that whole thing; it was pretty much the end of her. Though Dad actually did some healing afterwards. He’s not doing so well right now—physically, I mean. But Mother … I won’t say she hadn’t slipped before, especially after she left Kentucky, but she never really came back after Gary. It was hard to be around her for years, because he was all she talked about.” I think to myself, it’s still hard to be around my mother, but for different reasons, but I say to Walter, “I bet she’d get a kick out of seeing you. She always defended you, you know. I just couldn’t take it when she tried to find God’s great purpose in …” Remembering that Walter is religious, I trail off and tack on, “Sorry, I don’t mean to offend you.”

	Walter shakes his head and waves an uplifted hand. “I guess you don’t know me. But then, how could you? I have to admit I was a hideous child.” Seeing me shrug, he insists, “No, no, don’t deny it. I’m the first to own up to it. I always tell people it took some pretty Amazing Grace to save a wretch like me! However, I do believe I’ve made up for it. These days, I aim to see that God’s great purpose is not distorted to sanction killing and prejudice in this country—or abroad, for that matter. Of course, that’s why we’re all here today.”

	“Right,” I quickly concur, relieved to get off the topic of Mother and Gary. “This country has a long way to go in civil rights and gay rights, especially homophobia. But I feel like we’ve come far enough that we’re not going to get entangled in another mess like Vietnam, at least not in our life time.”

	Walter nods in agreement. I wonder if he’s as stunned as I that the two of us, after 30 years, are having this conversation. Feeling awkward and non-tethered, I still want to convey enthusiasm, like at a high school reunion when you meet up with someone you used to know but not really.

	I lift my arms, palms outstretched toward Walter. “So, like, where are you living?”

	“Hold on,” he says, reaching for his wallet and taking out a business card, and then awkwardly extricating a pen from his shirt pocket. “I want to give you my home number.” He jots the number on the back of the card and hands it over.

	I quickly glance at the front of the card: The Reverend Walter P. Jennings, Executive Director, Gay and Lesbian Christian Alliance. Jennings? That was not his name in Kentucky. This is going to be good, I decide, barely containing a guffaw.

	Walter immediately addresses the surprised look on my face. “The name Jennings is a long story. But you might have guessed I’d be gay. And a minister—a preacher if you will, right here in D.C.” He grins. “Of course, my politics and beliefs are a little different these days. I hope you can get to meet my partner, Reuben. He works at the National Archives—actually, he’s here in the crowd somewhere.” Walter momentarily surveys the crowd, and then turns back to me. “Skyla, I surely hope you’ll call me. Are you still up there in New Jersey?”

	“No, but William—well, you knew him as Billy Dee—and Luke are. They—and their wives, of course—do most of the care taking of Mother and Daddy. I’ll have to catch you up on everyone—a few surprises there—though, maybe not—seems like you’ve lived it all. I’m a college professor, by the way. I live in the City—New York.”

	“I’ve heard of it,” Walter teases. “So, it seems we’ve both come a long way from Crockett County, Kentucky!”

	I nod and smile in relief. “Are you in touch with any of the folks back home? Maybe y’all heard that my cousin Del Ray Minix is not doin’ too well.” I give myself a metaphysical slap for continuously slipping into mountain dialect. I hope Walter hasn’t noticed, or doesn’t think I’m making fun of him.

	“Not really,” he responds to my inquiry about Del Ray. “Your Aunt Eula is the only one I ever kept up with. I owe my life to her and Earl for getting me out of Collier after Mama died. That’s part of the long story, of course. Anyway, she told me your Papaw Reece had died, and then about Gary. And that was just awful about her boy Petey. But I haven’t been in touch with Eula for quite a few years now, which I actually feel pretty bad about. You know how it’s even harder to pick up the conversation again, when you’ve let it go so long.”

	“Yep, I know exactly what you mean,” I honestly concur, finally feeling somewhat less like an awkward adolescent having to explain herself. “It seems like we have lots to talk about, Walter. Can you come and meet my sister? She’s with some friends over there by the Air and Space Museum.”

	He shakes his head, seeming genuinely disappointed. “Unfortunately, I’ve got to run to another engagement, and I’m already late. I hope you’ll give me a call, tonight or tomorrow if you can, or as soon as you get back to New York.” He pauses and looks me in the eyes. “You know God had a hand in our meeting here!”

	Still resisting any possible God ploys, I parlay that remark into something more secular with, “Oh, I’m a believer in destiny! Definitely.” I promise to call, adding, “There’s so much we have to catch up on, past and present.”

	I’m simultaneously elated and dazed, like a lottery winner who is yet to turn in the ticket. Drifting somewhat aimlessly in the direction of our blankets, I meander past the spot for a considerable distance before catching myself and turning back. Now it seems fortuitous that I opted to take a hotel room near the train station tonight, rather than to “crash” with Dory and her friends, or take up the offer of a ride back through Baltimore with Caitlyn’s family and Josie. My original intent was to use the single room at the hotel for some needed meditation and “down time.” I have a new agenda in DC now, because I definitely plan to give Walter P. (for Perkins) Jennings a call.

	Realizing that the Reverend will likely be at church on Sunday morning (I intend to pass on that), I force myself to call him from the hotel that very Saturday evening and make arrangements to see him on Sunday afternoon, before I head back to New York. Caitlyn and Josie have departed, and my sister Dory, who is not feeling the urgency of the Kentucky connection, has made Sunday plans with her friends.

	So, the Saturday night after the 20th anniversary celebration of Martin Luther King’s famous “I Have a Dream” speech, with my adrenaline in over-drive, I lay in a hotel bed in Washington, DC flipping through the back pages of my life. It feels like much of it was spent dodging prayers and bullets. Meeting up with “Preacherboy” Perkins has kicked up a dust storm of memories; I have no choice now but to peer into the obscurity to see what the light turns up and where the dirt settles. I force myself to return to that little child and contemplate the things that happened to me before and beyond “the disgrace.”
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	Our shack in collier is built at the bottom of the embankment beneath Stella Adams’ Second Hand Store. The store occupies the top floor of the building, which is situated on top of the embankment, the front porch level with the road. The embankment drops off to the abandoned back lot of the Free Will Baptist Church. The lot and embankment are parallel to Churning River, but because the river bends and widens just after this point, the front of the church also faces a deeper section of the river with more undergrowth.

	At the far end of the weed and trash strewn back lot, in the lower level of the building, is where Mama and we three children live. We are just a few yards from the banks of a more shallow section of the capricious Churning River, which is handy for baptisms and summer splashes, but treacherous during periods of heavy rain and flooding. In the middle of the abandoned lot is a working well, which our family shares with the Freewill Baptist Church. Whenever Stella Adams takes a notion to open the store above us, Mama feels a little safer in the shack below, and if Mama is at work at the Court House, she always rests easier knowing Stella can back up our babysitter, the derelict Cousin Alma Sue.

	Stella Adams, known as a right-smart God-fearing lady with a happy face, always wears the best of the seconds in Collier. As the proprietor of Stella Adams’ Second Hand Store, she gets first pickings on all the clothes left behind by the dearly departed, or those not immediately claimed from the clothing drop at the Freewill Baptist Church.

	Since our impoverished little town is Stella’s main source for merchandising, she maintains a tiny store with irregular hours. Compared to my mama, Stella Adams is shorter, with a darker complexion and more curves, but the two women dress as fine and proud as anyone in Collier. They are long-time friends and gossip swappers. Unlike Mama, Stella is big-bosomed, so that when she lifts me up or bends down to give me a trifle of some sort, I feel shielded, and I get to handle and admire whichever beautiful brooch adorns her shelf-like chest that day. Even though Mama won’t accept charity, from time to time Stella drops off a few special items at our shack, like my favorite off-white sundress.

	I live in the shack with Mama and my brothers, Billy Dee and Gary Cooper -- and eventually Luke, who will make his presence known shortly. In the Appalachian Mountains of Eastern Kentucky during the late 1940s, my family doesn’t require that much, which is a good thing. There’s no kindergarten in Collier, so only Billy Dee is old enough to need school clothes to attend Miss Tackett’s class in the one-room school.

	If I were to describe my brother Billy Dee (short for William Dean) in simple nautical terms, he would be a rudder. Not a flowing sail or a power-charged motor, but the instrument that guides the craft and keeps it on course. He taught himself to read before he attended a day of school. With close-cropped wren-brown hair, he dresses modestly in muted colors, and his pale freckled face is neither handsome nor odd. Different from most of our cousins and me, Billy Dee insists on wearing shoes and socks. My big brother is taking no chances on stepping on a rusty nail or splinter or incurring a bloody slice on his foot from a sharp piece of glass or stone. Seven years old and tall for his age, Billy Dee is what people call “a team player,” meaning reliable, and neither a star nor a bungler.

	Of course my mama, Flo-Anna Reece Jenkins, has to have some work dresses that double as Sundy-go-ta-meetin’ clothes. She’s proud that she was once called “the prettiest girl with the prettiest dress” in Crockett County. But that was before she married Daddy. Nowadays, Daddy is not around, and Mama has seen “a heap o’ sorrow.” Still, she’s proud and won’t ever permit one of her own to pose for a photograph without our being dressed in our cleanest and best. In astonishment, I have beheld Mama scrutinizing a family snapshot and altering someone’s hair or eyes with a pen. Or, if Mama doesn’t in the least like the expression on a particular face, she’ll tear the head right off that photo.

	I’ve heard Stella Adams cluck her tongue and whisper to her friend Daisy Howard, “So pitiful; Flona (Mama’s nickname) living alone in that shack with all them children—and ya know another on the way—with no electricity or running water.” I’m stumped by the child on the way business, but I grin to myself when Stella adds, “But Lawd, Flona don’t never complain! And she keeps them young-uns clean!” I know her saying that proves Stella actually likes Mama.

	Mama also won’t allow any fun poked at us children or at her own self; we all have to be well scrubbed and dressed proper for church as well as photographs. Mama doesn’t insist on shoes, though, so I generally don’t wear any. On steamy dog-day afternoons my little brother, Gary Cooper, and I often play in nothing but white cotton underpants. Billy Dee is more self conscious, so in addition to shoes he keeps his shirt and pants on.

	The Christmas Eve just after Daddy abandoned us to the shack in Collier, Mama is explaining in a dispirited voice that, “Sometimes ole Santa cain’t make his way to ever’ house, so children got to make do with their stockings.” She’s trying to sound matter-of-fact, as if this is something ordinary, but I can tell she’s as hurt as we are. I don’t care so much about Santa not coming, but on Christmas Eve it’s awfully hard to bear the burden of Mama’s despair.

	I can tell Billy Dee is playing along with Mama, trying to be cheerful in the face of our obvious melancholy. Our stocking stuffers typically consist of a bit of fruit, some sweets, including molasses pull candy, and a trinket or two. This year on Christmas morning there are only the sweets. Billy Dee encourages Gary and me to make the best of our meager offerings, attempting to abate our disappointment by handing over to each of us a piece of his candy. I don’t want to take it, but I fear he will feel worse if I don’t. Forcing smiles, we wish each other Merry Christmas in quavering voices. And give hugs to Mama. Silently, willingly, my family weaves a protective web of pretense around each other.

	Spirits are mighty low this morning until we hear a boisterous, “Ho-ho-ho” at the door. Standing there is Stella Adams, with a bundle of the prettiest wrapped packages I‘ve ever seen, plus as good a story as is called for. “Merry Christmas, y’all, and Glory Be!! I reckon old Santa got mixed up and left these here bundles upstairs in my store. Surely they’re for y’all!” I wonder if what she is reporting can be true, but Billy Dee is enthusiastically backing the claim, and Gary is genuinely thrilled. I can tell Mama, her face ablaze with humiliation, is holding her tongue.

	Stella hands the
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