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To my son, Matthew Thurman Schumaker,
 with love and gratitude,
 and
 to my brother, Derrick Anthony Johnson, M.D., who shared
 with me many stories of our fathers life as a surgeon








A reporter once asked Eudora Welty why she felt there were
 so many writers coming out of Mississippi.
 To which Miss Welty replied,
 I imagine its because we have so much explaining to do.
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Chapter 1



THE BATTERED 1952 FORD PICKUP jolted against the curb, bouncing the driver just high enough so you could see the tip of his head, making him look for all the world like a teeny ghost, a low-riding specter. The sight froze the two menCharlie Symonds and Butter Bob Latham, standing at the coloreds-only emergency-room entrance to Doctors Hospitalstock-still. They watched a cloud of dust cover the truck as it started bumping its way onto the gravel-rock parking lot. Amazed, the men continued to stare as the pickup emerged from the gritty fog and honed in on the door right behind them. The head did not bob into view again, and for an instant each man thought hed imagined it. This false comfort did not last long. The truck was there, and it was coming straight for them. Their minds told them to dive for cover and quickly, but their bodies were locked in place, like the gears of a car. Both men thought they were dead for sure.

The truck jerked to a haltthree feet from my kneecap, as Charlie would spend his winter down at Carters One-Stop Barber Shop telling anybody who cared to listenand that truck must have been coming fifty miles an hour if it was comin at all. You can bet I saw them Pearly Gates.

Thus this first of many strange events that were to occur that autumn in the town of Revere, Mississippipopulation twenty thousand and diminishing rapidlynaturally became famous. With each telling, the trucks speed increased and the distance to Charlies kneecap decreased until one was up to sixty and the other down to no more than two inchesone, if Charlie had spent time in some juke joint the night before. Within a matter of days, most everybody in Revere had heard the tale at least once. No one questioned if that old rattle-trap truck could even have reached sixty miles an hour, which it could not have. Instead the Reverites all nodded, impressed and sobered by Charlies choice of biblical allusion. This was later, after all, and right then he wasnt thinking about any implications whatsoever, other than those that had to do with protecting his life from destruction.

The truck stopped so thoroughly that a puff of dust-following billowed around it. Ghostlike. It was seriously dawning on Charlies mind that he should be hightailing it on out of there and right now. The man remembered that quick glance of bobbing head, and he remembered how thoroughly it had disappeared again. Beside him, Butter Bob had already started a slow turn toward the driveway. Then, through the haze, both men heard the drivers door crank open, heard a thud and the paddle of small, bare feet running toward them along the packed earth. Stirring up the dust.

The owner of the feet pulled up short. Coughed. Tried to speak, coughed again. The men couldnt tell if it was the excitement or the dust. Both black menstrikingly dark in their white, emergency-room uniformsrushed forward, one to the truck, the other to the child. Charlie Symonds, the older of the two, bent down eye to eye with the youngster. The kid looked to him to be about ten. No wonder they hadnt seen him over the wheel. Charlie shook his head.

Boy, what you doing driving this

Before he could finish, he heard Butter Bobs whistle and then his carefully articulated, Shit.

Charlie Symonds was an elder deacon at the Mount Union Missionary Baptist Church and did not normally feel at liberty to use such language; but in the context of telling a real story, like being in court, you felt called upon to present only the unvarnished truth. And the unvarnished truth was that he took a certain naughty pleasure in shocking and eliciting gasps from whatever womenfolk happened to be hearing him. Pardon me, ladies, he would say as an aside when he retold his tale again and again, but you all know what kind of man Butter Bob Latham is, as well as I doone of them Latham men from over Brooksvilleand you know he really is capable of using such language.

Everybody could agree with him on that.

Now, however, in this run-down driveway, Charlie stared at the boy jiggling around in front of him, then glanced over at Butter sidling away from the truck. Charlie got up very, very slowly. He sure did not like the sound of that one word, Shit. This part, of course, would be left out of the eventual tale telling at Carters, but this was 1966 and this was Mississippi, and no God-fearing, right-thinking, common-sense-having black man wanted to be dealing with any kind of shit after sundown.

Its Mr. Billy Ray. He done shot himself!

The boy had finally recovered his breath, and his words got Charlies immediate attention. He hurtled over to the truck, pushing burly Butter Bob aside like a feather.

Oh, my God.

Blood was everywhere: seeping from a pale white man slumped over in the cut-up passenger seat, dripping down onto the running board, soaking into the dirt.

I got him here as quick as I could. His hunt stand done fall down, and the gun went off. Shot a hole right through him. I tried to tell him he was doing it all wrong. He dont read, you know. None of them Pucketts do, except maybe Miss Ruth Ann. A little. I tried to tell him, but he saidWell, I dont want to tell you what he said, but now hes bleeding himself to death. The boy was babbling. Charlie could not have shut him up if hed wanted to.

Blood or no blood, he cant come in here. No way. No, sir. Charlie Symonds stepped back so smartly that he almost trampled the boy, whod come up close behind him. You gotta get this man on over to the other side of the building. This is the entrance to the coloreds-only emergency roomcaint you read?and aint no white folks can come in this way. We caint touch em. Im not gonna do it.

Of course I can read, said the boy, offended.

Butter Bob now took it on himself to step up between the child and the truck hed driven in on.

Get on around to the other side, he said, and pointed. Go on, now, get. They made the rules, and they got to be followed. I for one aint losing my job over some white man. Hes not dying in here on my time.

They heard a moan from inside the truck. Charlie couldnt tell if the bleeding man had heard them or not. It didnt matter. Rules were rules. White folks had to abide by segregation just as much as black folks did.

The child stood still for a moment, looking from one tall black man to the other, but even at tena country boy dressed in overalls and a checkered shirthe was smart enough not to waste any more of his time arguing here. Without another word he scooted back into his truck and turned the key in the ignition. Naturally, the motor sputtered and refused to start. The boy released the key, kicked the damn floorboard, then tried once again to fire the truck. This time the motor whined, but still it didnt hold. Charlie saw the boy slide a glance over at the white man and see what the hospital attendants had already dutifully notedthat the blood oozing from Billy Ray Pucketts chest had hardened and turned black. This was not a good sign. They all knew dying when they saw it. The boy, like just about everybody else down in some poor backwoods, had probably been killing to eat since he was five. Probably he wasnt superstitious and didnt believe in haints and coming-back people and all, but under no circumstances would he want to be stuck with a dead man, especially a dead white man, in his daddys truck. He was starting to suspect there might be a whipping lurking in all this for him. Charlie could read this recognition in his eyes.

Shit, the boy said under his breath. He tried the key again, and this timethank goodnessthe engine flared. The attendants jumped back as the boy jerked the truck around the side of the building toward a new-looking entrance that reigned at the end of a paved parking lot. It sat less than fifty yards from the door hed first pulled up to, but to the boy its lights and its calm brightness had taken on all the luster of the New Jerusalem.

The boys name was Willie B. Tate Jr., although he was known as Critter by everybody but himself. He was exactly ten years old and would have to give his name, his given address, and his ageand worse, his daddys name, his given address, and his ageeight more times before his ordeal was ended. And while he was still a little ways away from comprehending the true meaning of that old expression No good deed goes unpunished, comprehension was coming, and it was coming fast.

Critter stopped his daddys truck for the second time, got out, and ran up to yet another emergency-room entrance. This door was wide and modern, built to hustle people efficiently inside. Looking up, Critter read the little sign that said Whites Only. He knew that a Whites Only sign meant exactly what it saidit was serious businessand he paused, but this was no time to fiddle around and get literal. Too late for that now. There was a man leaking blood all on the inside of his daddys truck, his daddys source of livelihood. Critter picked up his courage and thrust forward. He headed straight to the two women who were staring at him bubble-eyed from behind the nurses station.

Maam, Im sorry, but I need some help. Mr. Puckett done shot himself, and I drove him here. Critter was proud to hear that his voice did not shake. It was the only part of him that didnt.

One of the women inched a beady gaze down him. The look was meant to browbeat far stronger souls than the dark little one she had currently before her, and she had it down pat.

Boy, she said, caint you read? This part of the hospital is for white folks onlyand that means only white folks. Get on back around the corner where you belong.

She was a heavyset woman, and shed been cooling herself off on this hot night with a palm fan. She motioned Critter away with this as the other nurse looked on, smirked, and shook her white-capped head. My goodness! These people! Must be all that civil rights nonsense in the air.

Pointedly they turned away and started talking to each other again, as though by ignoring him they might get this pesky colored child to remember his place and get on gone.

But Critter had no intention of going anyplace anymore. He had his daddys anger to think about, and there was nobody, black or white, who could intimidate Willie Tate Jr. more than his daddy. Willie Tate Sr. was a big black man whose hand tended to get a little heavy when he was teaching his son a lesson. Critter had to get Billy Ray Puckett out of that Ford truck before he up and died in it. The boy did not even want to think what would happen to him then. There was not good blood between the Tates and the Pucketts.

Stupid dumb-ass. I told him he was doing it all wrong.

Aloud he said, Yes, maam, I can read. Thats why I brought Mr. Billy Ray on around over here. Hes a white man. Critter added, Maam, again for good measure.

This got their attention, if just barely. Critter watched as one of the nurses, the skinnier one, shrugged, eased slowly across the lobby, then strolled on out the door and over to the truck. Three attendants had come up to see this little no-account colored boy get just what his uppity behavior deserved, and one of them followed her, taking his time. Critter waited patiently until he heard the nurse shriek out, Yall move your lazy butts on over here and get this man out this truck! Get on, now. Make it lickety-split. This here is a white man over here.

The mood in the hospital changed dramatically, and suddenly activity sluiced all around Critter. He gaped wide-eyed as white uniforms appeared out of nowhere, bearing stretchers, everybody acting like they had to be the first one on the scene. Commotion everywhere. Even the telephone started suddenly ringing off the hook. To Critter the whole place had changed into something right off television, one of those shows like Ben Casey or Dr. Kildare, and he was amazed by it.

The nurse dropped her smart-alecky ways and started sounding urgent. Better send somebody over to get Dr. Connellytheres a party at his house tonight, Senator Connellys up from the legislature. And, Luanne, you probably better go on and put through a call to the sheriff. Looks like this mans been rifle-shot, and the bullet darn near tore him up. Probably made it here in a nick of time.

And Im the one brung him in.

Critter puffed upa ten-year-old, well aware of his starring role in this unfolding drama and eager to get himself put on the credit line. But rescuing could be thirsty work; little Critter Tate was finding this out as well. People would surely soon want to know what had happened, how hed got here, and hed need a wet mouth to get out his tale. He snuck a quick glance around, saw everybody was still rushing, and then angled over to the drinking fountainWhites Onlywhere he took himself a man-size swig.

Youd have thought the earth had ruptured. Hero or no hero, this infraction of rule and tradition was not going to pass without notice in Revere, Mississippi. From behind him rang out a sharp, Child, have you lost your mind? No need to say more than that.

To Critter the womans sharp voice sounded eerily like the retort from Billy Ray Pucketts Carcano, and he jumped at the sound of it, just as he had jumped back there in the field. Death coming, and he knew it. He started to shake. Tears welled up in his eyes. Then he focused once again, saw bright lights around him and the Whites Only sign. Things that were familiar to him. He turned, very slowly, and faced the burly night-shift nurse, who had looked straight at him, talked to him, even, then pretended not to see him when hed first come in. She was all eyes now, though, and they were both staring straight at him, looking at him hard as BB-gun bullets.

Night crews just been through cleaning, but Ill have to call down and get them back up here to disinfect that spigot, and they are not going to appreciate that one bit. Whats your name, boy?

Willie B. Tate Jr., maam.

Critter was way into trouble once again, and he knew it. He tried smiling at this huge white woman, while he squinted at the name tag she wore pinned to a lacy white hankie at her impressive bosoms. Miss Lucille M. Bobo, it said. Critters smile broadened. He showed some teeth, and tried once again. My name is Willie B. Tate Jr., Miss Lucille.

The woman softened a bit at this show of respect. Obviously, somebody had taught this child some manners. For a moment the two of them, Critter Tate and Miss Lucille Bobo, were an island of civility in the midst of the hustle and the bustle that was Billy Ray Pucketts slow dying. She nodded at him. Well, just dont you be doing it again.

Lucille Bobo had already made up her mind about what had happened and had made sure the police were dutifully notified, but, like Charlie Symonds, she wanted to have something to say at her own weekly social gathering, in this case a Thursday-evening bridge group held at the house of neighbora Presbyterianout off Highway 69, on Holly Hocks Lane.

I was standing right there with that little black child. I was the first one heard his whole story.

Tate? I didnt know there were any of your people named Tate in Revere?

By your people Miss Lucille meant colored people, and they both knew this.

Im not from Revere, said Critter, lighting his most winsome smile directly on her. Billy Ray Puckett and us lives down in Macon, over near Short Cut Road. I brought him on up from there.

You mean you drove that rattletrap thing all the way from Macon, Mississippi? The woman cocked her head, looked out the door. Why, Macons close to thirty miles south of here. How old are you, boy?

Ten years old, said Critter, yet again.

Ten years old! echoed Miss Lucille, brows arching. And you drive? The word came out du-raaah-ve, slow and trisyllabic. Miss Lucille was making her point.

Critter, now the incarnation of misery, nodded. Tractor mostly. I been doing it since I was seven. But when I saw Billy RayI mean, maam, when I saw Mr. Puckett laying there and knowd that hed shot himself, the only thing came to hand was my daddys truck.

A colored child able to drive thirty miles, said Miss Lucille, shaking her permanent wave and obviously not believing a word of it. I never heard such a notion in my life. She layered every vowel she uttered with a strong Alabama-accented aaah. She was revving herself up to put this lying Nigra child in his place.

And as if that werent bad enough, at that very and precise moment the hospitals revolving door started flapping once again, and in walked the sheriff. Critter felt himself starting to really shake. The sheriff could not possibly have anything good to say to anybody named Willie B.Tate Jr., and Critter knew this. The boy had been in Revere barely twenty-five minutes, and already hed got kicked out of a coloreds-only place by colored folk, ventured into a whites-only place and just about got himself booted out of there, then got caught swigging water from a whites-only water fountain with his coloreds-only lips. Critter watched enough news on WLBN to know what complicated troubles a black boy could get himself into, performing even the most simple of acts. Especially simple, defiant acts. They brought out the cattle prods and the dogs on you for lessat least thats what his folks said about goings-on over in Alabama. When his big sister, Rayette Louise, wanted him to behave, she only had to threaten to call out old Bull Connor, the police chief over in Birmingham, and Critter invariably knuckled down and did what she wanted. After all, Birmingham was just barely over the state line, a mere hop, skip, and a jump away for Bull Conner should his ser vices be needed.

And, on top of everything else, Willie Tate Jr. now needed to get to the bathroom. Bad.

The sheriffa huge guy, healthy-looking, as Big Mama politely put itwas aiming right for him. Critter couldnt tell about his face, because he was too scared to look up into it, although he knew hed probably have to once the interrogation began. He just hoped they wouldnt torture him too hard. He didnt want to start crying and disgrace his daddy and his family. Critters bladder really started to serenade him now, and with a depth of feeling he was not again to fathom until, fifteen years later, he held his first son in his arms, Willie Tate Jr. found himself thinking, I wish Id left that damn, stupid, silly-ass, no-reading, Negro-hating peckerwood for dead. Them Pucketts mean nothing but trouble for us black folks, just like my daddy always told me. Why didnt I listen to my daddy when God gave me the chance?

But it was no good going over that kind of stuff now. Not with Billy Ray Pucketts blood all up in his daddys truck and Billy Ray himself laid out flat on a stretcher and the night growing long and the sheriff involved.

Hey, boy, come on over here. I got to ask you a few questions.

I tried to tell him he was doing it all wrong. Critter started babbling out his side of things before he even got near the sheriff. I tried to tell him that stand wouldnt hold together if he did it like that.

Critter was still too scared to raise his eyes, but even from his low vantage point he could see that the sheriff was wearing both a gun and a billy club. The boy imagined he must have left the cattle prod and the raging German shepherd in the car. Theyd be close to hand, though. Hed want them nearby so he could get to them when they were needed.

It was a toss-up now whether Critters bladder would go before or after the torture began whenBlessed Assurance!there was another ruckus at the door, and it opened up and everybody, including the sheriff, stopped what they were doing and looked that direction once again.

Its Dr. Connelly! whooped out Miss Lucille. In her excitement she forgot the little colored boy beside her, which was certainly fine with Mr. Willie Tate Jr., who hoped the sheriff would soon do the same. Dr. Connelly. Hell take care of all this mess.

Critter was glad that somebody would. He looked over and saw Billy Ray still stretched out on his hospital gurney; in all the commotion nobody had thought to move him out of the hallway. Thats strange, thought Critter. They shouldnt just leave him. Even Mr. Billy Raythey ought to see to him, give him some dignity. The doctor must have thought so, too.

Whats this man still doing here? Dr. Connellys voice was quiet, but there was enough authority in it to bring immediate hush to the hallway. After all, thanks to his daddy, Cooper Connelly owned Doctors Hospital, and everybody knew it.

A young nurse cleared her throat. Were waiting for his next of kin to come up and sign him into the hospital. This boya curt nod in Critters directionsays his name is Billy Ray Puckett, that he comes from round Macon, but theres no name like that in the Noxubee County book. You know how folks are down there. Were lucky if they got six phones among them. And thats talking about white folks. The sheriff sent one of the deputies to scout out his people. Cant do a thing without their permission. Cant start to work on him. Its the law.

Dont matter about the law, said the doctor, who knew what he was talking about. Look at all the blood. This man should have already been prepped for surgery. Please get him on into the examining room. Cut his clothes off. Call my team while I take a look at him. I want my OR ready, stat.

Miss Lucille shrugged her shoulders and said real low, Well, you own the hospital, and its your daddys town.

If the doctor heard this, he gave no notice. He strode straight over to Billy Ray Puckett, his newest patient. As he did, the waters, so to speak, parted around him, and when they flowed together again, Critter had managed to edge up close. He watched as Cooper Connelly bent over Billy Ray. The doctors handsome brow furrowed, but he didnt touch his patient, not yet; instead he talked to the young nurse, one Critter had not seen until then, who hovered at his side. He asked her questions. Scissors, antiseptic, gauze, other attendants arrived at the doctors side as though by magic; the doctor asked for none of them. Billy Ray was unconscious now; he did not say a word. Neither did the doctor. Cooper Connelly motioned, and Billy Ray Puckett was whisked efficiently out of sight. His doctor did not immediately follow.

Critter was glad about that. He tugged at him.

Im the one brought Mr. Billy Ray in, he said. I was there. I know all what happened.

Connelly hunkered down, just like Charlie Symonds had done before him, until he and Critter were looking at each other eye to eye. He did not seem at all amazed at what this little colored child was telling him.

Brought him in, repeated Critter. All by myself.

Well, that was a mighty fine thing you did, then, said Dr. Cooper Connelly. You probably saved this mans life.

Saved this mans life. Critter beamed at that, ear to ear. He gave this wise man his full attention.

Growing up in the country, living there, Critter Tate had never seen anything resembling Cooper Connelly before in his life. Tall and strong-looking, without being muscular, dressed in a black jacket made out of some shiny-dull material, with a bow tie and a wide burgundy belt stretched over a starched white shirt. And that smell! It was heavenly and reminded Critter of the way his mama smelled on Sunday mornings as she got herself ready to spend the day over at Holiness Chapel. Critter was used to men coming in from a hard day in the fields, men who went into the washroom stinking sweat and emerged humanized again by nothing fancier than Dial soap. Anything else would have been considered sissified to them and caused a great deal of gentle, and not-so-gentle, speculation among the neighbors. But Cooper Connelly didnt look like a sissy to Critter Tate. With his crisp blond hair and blue eyes, he looked almost godlike, like something or someone you read about in a bookthough Critter would be smart enough never to say this out loud at home. Opinions as to white people might vary according to time and occasion within the Tate household, but any hint of blasphemy was always speedily punished. Critter didnt care. Cooper Connellys was the only friendly face hed seen all night, black or white, and he thought Dr. Connelly might be the first one to finally ask him what had really happened, and Critter needed to tell it. He needed to sort through things. He needed to talk to somebody about Billy Rays shooting, because there was something that troubled him, something that wasnt quite right. The boy thought he could get this man to listen, make him understand that all this had happened because Billy Ray couldnt read. Critter, taught by his father to be responsible, swallowed hard and opened his mouth.

But Miss Lucille turned out to be quicker than he was.

I cannot believe my own eyes! Boy, what you still doing here! She whirled indignantly to the sheriff, who had been hovering at a respectful distance. Mr. Trotter, remove this child from these premises right now! Caint yall see we have an emergency going on? We cannot have random children underfoot! Dr. Connelly needs to get in and examine his patient!

And indeed Dr. Connelly did get up and move off, leaving Nurse Lucilles as the voice of command.

Without further ado, Critter found himself once againand definitively this time, as it happenedthrust out into the dark night air. Brought face-to-face with his daddys truck.

If anything, it appeared even more beat-up-looking than it had been when he started out. Was that possible? Unfortunately, yes, it was. A new, deep dent on the left front fender radiated trouble. Critter knew it would not be missed, would not blend into the general misshapen landscape. Worse yet, it had been the sheriffs car that had done this terrible deed. Critter knew this because it was still sitting there, bright as daya shiny black-and-white sentinel blocking the truck in. And there was something else. A slip of official-looking paper waved back and forth against the cracked windshield, beckoning him. Critter squinted closer. A ticket! He had brought his daddys truck to rest in the hospitals emergency no-parking zone!

He wobbled down until his butt touched the cold flagstones of the entrance portico. He would have sunk on into the ground if he could have, not stopping until he came through in China, but he knew he didnt dare move that far away, because pretty soon now hed have to go on back into that shitty hospital, find the shitty sheriff, and get him to move his shitty car out of the way so that Critter could get on home and face the whupping that surely waited for him there. He had ruined the familys only means of livelihood, and not even his mama, sweet as she was, would be able to save him. Willy Tate Sr. would surely feel it his duty to kill his only son.

As his bowels started to twitch, Willie Tate Jr. felt exactly like Job.

Right then Critter thought he heard someone say low, Everythings going to be just fine, just fine. Nothing at all to worry about. But he was too concentrated on his own misery, on his impending death and on his daddy, to pay much attention.

Critter, boy, what in Gods earth are you doing up here in Revere? Your folks must be worried sick. Your daddys gonna beat your butt.

Critter hadnt heard the man come up behind him, couldnt see him, but he knew who this man was, and he jumped up, instantly full of hope. At last there was somebody who knew him, somebody who could handle things. All his life Critter had been watching this manthis particular manwork miracles. If anyone could save him, this man could. The boy turned around, his face now wreathed in its first genuine smile of the night.

Reese Jackson was coming down the whites-only entrance of Doctors Hospital toward him, and for just a second Critter thought he saw the other man, the one they called Dr. Connelly, watching them. But Critter was through thinking about Dr. Connelly. It was Reese Jackson who could actually save him, and he knew it.

I said what are you doing here? Dr. Jackson was not used to having to say the same thing twice.

His voice had grown irritated, as it always did when he had to repeat anything. Spencer Reese Jackson was venerated in this part of Mississippiits only black doctor. But he was not known for his patience. Critter started talking fast. I was out in the fields, and I was just about to go out and hunt me down some squirrel when I saw Mr. Billy Ray putting up his deer stand on some of my daddys land. You know that meant trouble. I went on over and wanted to talk to him and I saw

What was it he saw?

Memory bubbled up again, forcefully this time, almost making it to the surface of his mind. Critter stopped. He frowned. One little thing niggled at him, had niggled at him off and on since that terrible, slow-motion moment when hed run across to the collapsed deer stand and discovered white-trash Billy Ray Puckett, stinking of cheap stillwhiskey, fallen out over his own damn gun. Bleeding. Dying.

Dr. Reese, Critter began, I think theres something wrong.

But, like everybody else at Doctors Hospital in Revere, Mississippi, Reese Jackson was in no mood to listen to a little black childs speculations. He reached a strong, firm hand under the strap of Critters bib overalls, almost dragging him down the last few steps into the glow of the hospitals brightly lit parking lot.

You run on over to my house and have Miss Lyle Dean give you something to eat. Shell let your people know where you are. Tell her I said to send Rufus on down to do it. Tell her I said you should probably sleep on up with Skip tonight. The two of you havent played together all summer. Tell her to tell your daddy Ill take care of getting you and this truck back down to Macon first thing in the morning. Tell her to tell your folks that.

Critter nodded and kept on nodding, much relieved. Dr. Reese was in charge now, and everything would finally be set right. The child let go of everything else except this sure knowledge. Besides, hed get to spend the night with his best friend, Skippy, and there was always good food waiting for him at Miss Lyle Deans house. Shed fix up something strange, something Critter had never eaten before, with recipes shed brought with her from up north. Hed finally get to go to the bathroom, too, without having to mess on himself like a baby. And at this moment those were the only two things that really mattered. Critter straightened himself up, brushed off his overalls. He started to feel like a hero once again.

To his credit, before he rushed off into the safe night, he did look back one last time for Cooper Connelly, who might need Critters help to set his patient, Billy Ray Puckett, straight. Hed been the only one to seem really interested in what Critter had to say. But Dr. Connelly had disappeared, and his hospital now seemed de serted. Besides, Dr. Reese, visibly impatient by this point, was pushing him on. In the end Critter put his hand in the hand of the man who had brought him into the world, as Big Mama phrased it, forgot all about Billy Ray Puckett, and ran on over to Reese Jacksons house. Just like hed been told to do, because now that Dr. Reese was here, Critter knew that everything was going to be just fine.










Chapter 2



REESE JACKSON HEARD ABOUT Billy Ray Pucketts death on the morning news two days later. Just about everybody else in Revere, black or white, had already known about it for hours by the time Dr. Jackson found out. Folks got up early, and the gossip circuit had been wearing out the telephone lines since dawn. My goodness! Well, anybody could have seen it coming. Trash like that! Living out in the woods, in a trailer! Wife and kids and all! I bet he never stepped into a church in his life! Reese wasnt much of a churchgoing man himself, and he could certainly sympathize, at least with this last.

The official report went out on the five-minute, early-morning television news. Reese Jackson heard it therebut just barely. Nobody had bothered to call him up and tell him. Dr. Spencer Reese Jackson was a god to the people around him, and everybody just assumed that somebody else had gotten to him first. Or that he already knew. Been told by the Spirit. This last was more than a conjecture, considering who his next-door neighbor was.

But the fact is, Reese almost missed it. As usual, he was too busy keeping an eye on his wife, Lyle Deanknown as Deanie to everybody but himas she snuck a quick glance out the breakfast-room window and on over toward Madame Melba, busy out with her roses. Melba waved back fingers that had been freshly tipped in Revlons Cherries in the Snow, as they were every morning, transmitting the unspoken message that, within the next hour, once Reese was safely out of the house and about his business, the two of them would get together.

They did this each and every day and, like blind fools, hoped that Deanies husband would not notice. But Reese Jackson had a very precise sense of his surroundings. He rarely missed a thing, especially if that thing was going on in his own house and involved his own family and its acquaintance with Miss Melba next door.

Deanie knew this, but she couldnt help herself, and Reese knew this; she was enticed by Melba and her gossipy ways with the gluttonous self-destruction of a june bug drawn to a fig tree. When she turned back and caught his warning head shake, Lyle Dean Jackson had the good sense to blush. But they bothhusband and wifeknew that red cheeks did not mean reformation, not as far as Madame Melba was concerned. Still, Reese was bound to lecture and Deanie to spar back.

They had opened their respective mouths to do just that when, luckily, their ten-year-old son, Skip, called out through a mouthful of Trix cereal, Hey, isnt that Critter?drawing everybodys attention, including his daddys, to the television screen. Much to his mothers relief.

The television was housed in its own glass-fronted cabinet, just beneath Reeses basketball trophies from high school and college and the everyday dishes, which were by Noritake. Their small pink flowers exactly matched the wallpaper, the plastic seats, and the frilly curtains at the window of the Jacksons sunny breakfast room. Reese Jackson had grown up on a dusty road down in the Delta, and he sure did want some brightness around him now, and some color. Only one thing seemed out of place in this lovely, perfect room, and that was Skippys crutch. His mother kept it propped against the wall in case he might need it. He never had. His daddy did not like him using his crutches.

This suite was the most exclusive, expensive, out-of-this-world thing in the whole of the Furniture Mart down in Jackson. True provincial French, Deanie had proudly announced to her family, before she learned better. With all the brightness surrounding it, they still had an old black-and-white in the breakfast room. Deanie had brought up the subject of color television once, maybe twice, but hadnt really gotten around to pushing for it yet. You had to be careful with Reese. He could be a generous man, and he was devoted to his family, but you had to catch him just right. This was something she repeated to Melba all the time. Hed worked hard for what he had and didnt want to overspend it. Part of him still lived in the Delta, and the rest of him was determined not to go back. At breakfast, which was usually the only meal he shared with his family, his medical bag held pride of place on the chair right beside him. The medical bag had served as a passport, and Reese was known for being good to what had been good to him.

Deanie could tell that black-and-white wasnt going to make a bit of difference today, not with this story. She looked over at Reese.

Turn the sound up for me, son. His deep, rich voice demanded obedience, and he generally got it. Skip jumped to attention but, as usual, just a tad too late. Poor Skippy. Before he could reach over, his best friend, Critter Tate, had disappeared.

Floyd Sobczakpronounced Subjectwas WLBNs all-around newscaster. He took his position in town seriously, took pride in getting the news out to folks. And you could tell he had a case on his hands today. A real tearjerker. Six peopleall ages, all sizes, all eyes swollen, all so white they looked like snow about to melt, and all huddled together within his protective shadow. Probably some underpaid photographer had called himself arranging a scene of Southern misfortune. A grieving family. Struck down, as it would turn out, by fate. Reese, paying close attention now, first picked out a mama and a daddy, then what looked like an older daughter and four scrawny little children. The unblinking eyes staring straight out at the wealthy Dr. Jackson were that pale, milky color that always seemed to bring poverty to mind. Actually, this picture was deceiving, the truth not quite what it appeared to be. And Reese Jackson knew it.

Peckerwoods, whispered Deanie.

That is ignorant prejudice! cried out Brendan, their daughter, right on cue. She was sixteen years old and not willing to let a single word Lyle Dean said go unchallenged. Her proud parents took this as part of the expensive boarding-school education they were paying for and accepted it, even reveled in it. Still, it could be disconcerting.

If a white person said that about a Negro, Brendan continued, up on her high horse now, you and Daddyd be beatin it on up Highway 45, making straight for the NAACP.

Brendan was a lovely girl; she took after her mother, and so she was very pretty. But she was still young enough that her parents, her school, her position protected her. She would learn how things really were soon enough. Of this Lyle Dean was certain.

Not if they said it within the privacy of their own home, perked out her mother. Anybody can say anything they want to, as long as they say it in private.

Hush, yall! shouted Reese. I want to hear this.

The Jackson children and their mother, their mouths dropped open, swiveled as one toward the head of their household. Alarmed. Reese Jackson could be stern and stiff, but he rarely ever raised his voice to any one of them, and certainly not at breakfast. He didnt need to. Normally Reese paid no attention to morning television; he was devoted to the sacred, silent reading of the days Times Commercial. Pages of it lapped all over the table; his wife and children had to continually move them off the dishes so they could eat. Any change in Daddy Reeses behavior did not bode well, especially if he were frowning, as he was surely frowning today. Something must be up. They followed his lead, as they did in so many things, and fixed their attention on the television. Skip reached with stealthy, pudgy fingers for yet another piece of toast. Brendan left off eating. Both children studied the barometer of their daddys face and decided that storms were brewing. Maybe big ones.

But over what? They stared, confused, at the television set. These were poor people, poor white people, and there usually wasnt a lot of interest in or sympathy for them within the Jackson household, especially from Reese, who had suffered quite a bit at white hands and still did. That he was paying so much attention to this story was a puzzle to his family. Now they all followed his lead yet again and frowned.

One thing about being poor and black was that you wore your excuse right out there for everybody to see. All you had to do was look in the mirror, and there it wasa reason for all lifes problems staring back as you, big as you please. The same thing didnt work if you were white. If you were poor and white, you didnt have any excuse for failure in this world, and everybody knew it, even other poor white people.

I said turn up the sound.

But what are people like this doing on TV? asked Skippy of his daddy, but looking at his mama.

Shut up, said Reese Jacksonanother firstand well all find out.

It took a minute for his family to realize what Reese already knew: that the oldest girl was really the mama. She sat side by side with another womanher mother-in-law, as it turned outin front of the studios cheap-looking silver-colored curtain. Each held a quiet baby. In fact, nobody fidgeted a bit. They all stared into the camera with the intensity you normally saw in faded daguerreotype prints. The lone man wore pressed trousers and a matching khaki shirt. A workingmans clothes; you could see the script of a name on his pocket. Beside him were two older children, one boy and one very skinny girl, who clutched at whatever piece of their mama or their granny came to hand. They had obviously been carefully dressed. No little girl, even in Mississippi, wore an enormous ribbon threaded through her hair on a school day; no little boy sported a bow tie. The womenbless their heartshad on light cotton dresses, which, like white, were not the kinds of things one put on after Labor Day weekend. Reese, married to the Vogue-reading, Memphis-shopping Lyle Dean Jackson, knew this.

Floyd Sobczak was speaking. Tragedy struck two days ago in Macon, Mississippi, when Billie Ray Puckett, late of Wicket Mill Road, fell from a flawed deer tree-stand onto his 6.5 Carcano. The rifle discharged a single bullet into his side. Mr. Puckett was rushed to Doctors Hospital here in Revere and was immediately operated upon by our own eminent Cooper Livingston Connelly but passed on unexpectedly early this morning. Weve asked Mrs. Puckett here to tell us

What really and truly amazed Reeseand he would think over this again and againwas that none of these people seemed particularly surprised by what had happened to them. Stunned, maybe, but not surprised. He looked from one face to another, trying to find an emotion or reaction he could understand, and found neither. There was none of the crying and screaming and weeping that normally accompanied death, whether it was black or white, in rural Mississippi. Not even a trace of feeling from these childrens mother, who must surely be aware of the quagmire shed now be called upon to navigate, and without the aid of a supporting man.

Deanie must have seen exactly what Reese saw. Peckerwoods, she repeated, as though this explained everything to both him and herself. Different from us.

No fight left in them, commented her husband, a born scrapper.

They looked up at each other, shook their heads, and smiled briefly. Their disagreement was over; Madame Melba forgotten. Theyd been married a long time, and Reese Jackson loved his wife.

Floyd Sobczak turned with solicitation toward the young widow. Mrs. Puckett, could you please tell us what happened with your husband? Take it easy now. Just use your own words.

What own words? Reese wondered. The woman didnt look like the kind who really owned anything, not even the thoughts in her head.

It appeared as though Mrs. Puckett herself might share his opinion. She started, and then her shoulders hunched. The Jacksons watched gravity slump them down again. Next she tried edging a little away from the microphone, but this proved just as futile. Floyd Sobczak was right on her. This was his story of the day, and he would not be denied it.

Mrs. Puckett finally conceded. Well, I dont rightly know. Billy Ray didnt come home for supper, and I thoughtI mean, I just figuredhed gone straight on out deer hunting. He did that sometimes. At least lately he did it.

Ruth Ann Puckett had a sweet voice, but with an accent you had to have grown up a little farther south than Jefferson-Lee County to understand. Even Reese had a hard time with it. But she looked like a nice enough woman. As they leaned in closer, the Jacksons could see this. Of course, it was very important that she appear to be kind, sweet-spoken, and nicethe very picture of frail, defenseless southern womanhood. No one would donate to the upkeep of a whiner or a whoreand what was going on, on this broadcast, was most definitely about money. Reese Jackson knew this, his family knew it, and everybody else in the three-county area who didnt already would soon know it as well.

Not only had Billy Ray Puckett died last night, but hed taken their livelihood with him. Now this little Puckett family needed help, and they needed help bad. This was an integral part of Floyd Sobczaks story, the part that would give it appeal.

But you didnt know hed gone hunting, did you? Floyd said. He was angling shamelessly toward the pathetic. Sympathy always made for good television. Hunting at night being against the law and all. He didnt tell you he planned to sit on out there with his gun, with it loaded. He could still have been just working on his deer stand, for all you knew.

Yes, thats right. I didnt really know what he was doing. Again gravity responded to a faint lift in Ruth Anns shoulders. He didnt say he planned to stay out there once the stand was up. Maybe he decided during the day. He wanted to do things his own way. Didnt like a lot of questions. Didnt like what he called interference. Last time he lost his job was when we moved down from the hills and over outside Macon, near his folks. There werent that many people living near us, only a couple of colored families. He could do what he wanted out there.

Sobczak said, Your husband wasnt working at the time of his demise? He was milking this piece for all it was worth.

Hed been hauling pulpwood to the lumberyard, but yall know about the trouble been goin on with that. Striking and all. Not been much real work since they started up that new union. Things were supposed to get better though. In the end. Ruth Ann Puckett paused.

Beside him Reese felt his wife twitch. Lyle Dean could hardly contain her excitement. It was Madame Melba up between them again, and Deanie had to concentrate real hard to keep her eyes from wandering over to the window and on out the door. Obviously, she was itching anew to hightail it over to Melbas to get the inside scoop on this pulpwood workers mess. Because of her last boarder, a white boy down from Dartmouth College, who was running that volunteer school over in Macon, Miss Melbaas Reese called her to her faceknew all the inside scoop on Reveres latest unfolding civil-rights drama: poor whites and colored folk striking together. The mayor, the city council, the county board of supervisors, and all the white business leaders acted like they were up face-to-face with Armageddon. What else could he do? said Ruth Ann Puckett from the television screen. Reese thought the whole thing was a pathetic mess.

What else could he do? echoed Brendan, her tone entirely different from a few minutes before. Now that they had served as a means for her to put her mother in her place, Brendan Lenore Jackson was rapidly losing patience with these people. He could work, like the rest of us. Thats what he could do.

After college Brendan planned to go on to law school and then into practicebefore she settled down with a baby or twobut so far, at least according to her daddys recollection, shed never yet worked a day in her life.

Reese waved her to silence, wanting to hear more, but, as it turned out, Miss Ruth Ann had little else of interest to say about the sudden and totally unexpected death of her husband. She tried once or twice, stammering over words and phrases, making a mess of things, before a smooth Floyd Sobczak stepped in. His seconds were ticking.

Butter wouldnt melt in that mans mouth when hes after an exclusive or hes got a good story, said cute Deanie, referring to Floyd Sobczak, but Melba told me hes the stingiest damn man in Revere.

And she should know, Reese replied, considering her main occupation.

His wife let that silver bullet slip right on past.

The drama continued, Floyd Sobczak looking newly aggrieved. At seven p.m. that night, a wounded Billy Ray Puckett was driven by ten-year-old Willie Tate Jr., the son of a Macon neighbor, to Doctors Hospital. Although he was admitted and operated upon immediately, Mr. Puckett never regained consciousness and died without saying good-bye to those he loved, the people who needed, and still need, his support the most. His family.

The newscaster paused as the camera moved in for a close-up of Ruth Ann Puckett. This proved to be a mistake. The new widow shook her head as her eyes flashed and narrowed. For an instant, Reese Jackson had the alarming sensation she was staring directly at him.

Just a shadow of rebellion, but even the cameraman caught it. He swiftly shifted the focus of his lens onto an always-reliable Floyd Sobczak. Your television station, WLBN, has started a community fund to help Mrs. Puckett and her family through this extremely difficult time. Yall know whats been going on down in Macon with the pulp haulers and their strike. If any of you would care to contribute in helping to better this poor young womans situation

A sponsoring bank and account number were mentioned, a mailing address given. WLBN would see that all donations were passed on.

The end of the segment was fast approaching. Floyd Sobczak gave a last bit of information about their pitiful plightthe eldest child barely ten years old!and twisted his face into even more of an appropriately sorrowful expression.

Thats when disaster struck. On some impulsemisguided, as it turned outhe reached down to pat the oldest girls head. It was just a gesture. She was scrawny, like her mother and her brother and her baby sisters. Reese did not expect much of a response. But when that hand and its unspoken condescension descended upon her, that little thing reached right up and slapped it away. The microphone picked the slap up loud and clear.

She shocked Floyd Sobczak silly. He remained stock-still, his fingers tangled in the rayon tiara of a bow that had crowned the girls hair. He tried to be civilafter all, hed just spent one minute and fifty-eight seconds painting these people as needy and helplessbut, desperate over airtime, he finally had to just go on and attempt to yank his hand away. This only made bad matters worse. The thick, pale ribbon must have been two feet long if it was an inch. Now that it was unraveled, it was much bigger than the girls little, peaked facedwarfed it, even. Until the only thing you could see glaring out were two mean-looking, spite-spitting, contempt-holding eyes. All the Jacksons gasped as one. Reese was staring right at the mother, curious as to what she would do. Reese knew he would have been very upset, somebody manhandling his child like that. Lyle Dean, too.

But Ruth Ann Puckett continued to look out straight into the camera. She even tried a little smile. She did not even glance at her daughter. Catastrophe again, her passivity seemed to be saying. Anything could happen. Nothing for it. Along with practically every other household in Revere, the Jacksons watched, mesmerized, as the skinny little white girl, who probably answered to some silly name like Scout or Ruby Rose, reached up and very slowly and very deliberately pulled the ribbon back from her face. She hated Floyd Sobczak. You could tell it.

WLBN rejoined the Today show immediately after that.

That girls going to cost them folks some money for sure, said Deanie. She was in awe of such bad manners.

Still, the Puckett familys plight, though briefly interesting, was not vital to the Jacksons and their plans for the day, and they were soon back at their orange juice, their newspaper, and their cold eggs. The Today show began to air a segment on plans for an upcoming walk on the moon.

Suicide, said Brendan as she reached across the breakfast table to turn the sound down again. I bet thats what he was up to.

What? Reeses voice sharpened up once more.

Skip plucked up his courage. Bren said that Puckett man probably tried to commit suicide, he repeated. He sure had reason enough to do it, with that wife and all those kids. No real help from his parents. No money.

And no education, chimed in Brendan. Education was the acme of Jackson achievement. When he fell off that deer stand, he was doomed before he hit the ground.

Dead before he hit it, corrected her daddy. Billy Ray Puckett was a walking disaster. Hed been brain-dead for years.

You knew him? Brendan was deep into a row of vitamin pills. She swallowed eight of them religiously every morningCs, Es, and every B type known to maneven though Reese kept telling her they didnt do her one bit of good. He was white, though. Couldnt have been one of your patients.

He wasnt my patient. But I might have seen him once or twice, maybe hanging around the hospital, answered her father as he reached across to snap his medical bag shut. You know how everybody knows everybody in Revere.

This was not quite the truth, but it was true enough so that nobody could really argue against it. Products of the South, though not all children of it, the three other Jacksons nodded their heads in complete agreement.

Poor white folks.

And yetonce again Deanie saw that little girl with her wide, crowning bow. Once again she saw that child reach up and snatch her head away from Floyd Sobczaks patronage. Deanie smiled, giggled almost, and then looked up to see her handsome, successful, Mississippi-bred husband staring over at her.

Nothing, she answered to his unasked question, then quickly amended this to, I wasnt thinking anything at all.

But of course she was thinking. That ones trouble. Reveres not heard the last from that child, and thats a damn fact.

Reese wiped his mouth with a folded cloth napkin, which he then precisely positioned back beside his plate. Skip, get your books, and Ill drive you up the hill. This is the first day of school, and I want you to be on time for it. Something he wouldnt be if he were left waiting for his mother.

Lyle Dean had never been on time for anything in her life. Two weeks late for her own birthing, Miss Hinkty, Reeses own dear, dead mother had once said. Been running to catch up ever since. While it was true that Miss
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