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If Mama Ain’t Happy

Fifteen year old Johnny Marsden walked along the dirt road, his fishing pole carried loosely in his left hand, the rod back up over his shoulder. The road was dark brown and damp, except where white chunks of limestone rock protruded. It was only muddy where the water was still standing in small puddles, some with tire-tread tracks still leading from them. 

To the left, a thick piney wood marched off up the side of the hill. To the right a fairly flat meadow sloped away to the lip of an eighty foot drop to the river. Try as he might, he couldn’t recall the name of the river, but it was big enough that he could hear it roaring even from the road.

He had fished from the bank for the past two hours. Well, more correctly, he’d washed bait for the past two hours. Fifteen minutes and a half-mile ago, he’d walked up a gentle, sloping path that brought him to the road from the spot his grandpap had shown him last week. The old man said it was the best fishing in three states. 

For some, maybe, but not for Johnny. He’d gotten plenty of nibbles, and more than once the wily catfish tugged hard enough to steal his bait. Johnny was lightning fast and an expert at setting a hook. His dad had taught him that. But the catfish were experts at nibbling around the edge, where the hook couldn’t get them. 

He shrugged as he walked. Whatever. It wasn’t like he had to catch supper. He wasn’t overly fond of fishing anyway, but anything beat the boredom of sitting around the old folks’ house waiting for whatever was going to happen next. 

Which was usually nothing. They might as well not even have a television. Grandpap wouldn’t allow a satellite dish, and even if the cable company would string lines this far up in the hills, he probably wouldn’t allow that either.

The old man had hinted pretty hard that he could use some help in the fields. But Johnny wasn’t about to work the fields like a common hand. He practically shivered when he remembered some of the stories his dad had told him about working in the fields with his father. 

He knew his own worth, and it was considerably more than that. Back in Des Moines, he’d already held down two jobs. One was at The Burger Strip. The other was as a junior guard out at the mall. 

No sir. He’d skip right over that working-in-the-fields part. He didn’t need an aching back and sore hands and shoulders to feel good about himself, thank you very much.

As he walked, he sang an old Johnny Horton tune. It was upbeat and it made him feel good. Plus it blended in with the sound of the river. And with the sense of the river. 

“In eighteen-fourteen we took a little trip along with Colonel Jackson down the mighty Mississip’.”

He’d never seen the Mississippi River, but he imagined it probably wasn’t much different than this one. Bigger, maybe. But this one had the briars and brambles they talked about in the song, so it must be similar. 

“Well, we took a little bacon and we took a little beans, an’ we met the bloody British in a town called New Or—”

“Hey there!”

Startled, Johnny sidestepped, then looked around so fast the end of his fishing pole snagged a low-hanging sweet-gum branch overhanging the edge of the road. “Huh?” 

A stranger was standing near the brush at the base of the hill. He was a grown man, mostly. A little taller than Johnny, but no more filled out and still skinny as a rail. About the same age, maybe. 

His worn, broad straw hat was tipped back a bit, revealing a shock of copper-colored hair. He was wearing the same kind of coveralls Johnny’s grandpap made him wear, only the stranger’s were draped over a sweat-stained long-john top. And at the bottom they were rolled up a time or two above his  bare feet. 

Johnny eyed him for a moment, then turned away slightly and pulled down with his left hand. It was still clamped around the fishing rod just below the reel. The sweet-gum branch came with it. When it came within reach, he stretched up with his right hand to unsnag his fishing line. 

The line ran through all the eyelets on the rod and was doubled back. The hook was hooked through the middle eyelet from the outside. His grandpap showed him that too. He said it would keep the hook from getting snagged. He hadn’t said anything about how to keep the whole rig from getting snagged.

Probably he’d never gotten one snagged. To hear him talk he was pretty much perfect.

The stranger shoved his hands into the pockets of his coveralls. “Whur y’headed? Goin’ fishin’?”

“Comin’ back.” Johnny finagled a particularly troublesome leaf that seemed to not want to let go. “If I can get this unsnagged.”

“You ain’t from around here, are ya?”

His neck still craned upward, Johnny concentrated on his own fingers working the line free of the sweet-gum branch. He shook his head. “Nah. Just visitin’.”

“Uh huh. Up from the city?”

“Yeah.” The man probably meant Jackson, the nearest city to these hills. But it wasn’t like they were going to become fast friends. No need to tell the guy he was from Des Moines, halfway across the country. That he was here because his parents were killed in a car wreck a couple weeks ago. That he hated it here. That he would be around only long enough to devise an escape plan.

The stranger nodded as he started toward Johnny. “I reckon you need some he’p.”

“Nah. I think I about got it.” He was about to work the line free of the final sticky leaf stem. “But I appreciate the th—”

Something connected hard with the back of Johnny’s head and he crumpled.

Freed of his hand, the fishing pole swung left, then back to the right where it contacted the palm of the stranger’s right hand. He jerked hard and pulled it free of the sweet-gum branch.

He glanced down at the boy. “Don’t do to be walkin’ these back roads, gettin’ in people’s business.” He smirked, then turned and walked toward the precipice overlooking the river. 

Gripping the base of the rod, he drew his arm back as if about to hurl a javelin. He swung his right arm in a wide overhead arc. The line and the pearl-white rod caught sunlight and flashed at the top of the arc. The reel was stumpy and black. It might have been a rocket engine driving a failed launch. 

A long moment later there was a satisfying splash somewhere near the center of the river. 

He turned back just in time to see his older brother hefting his victim onto his broad shoulders. He pointed. “Hey now, Clem, that’n’s mine.”

His brother straightened, his left forearm across the back of his burden’s knees. He turned away and started toward a path that angled up the side of the hill. “Share an’ share alike, Mama says.”

“Dang it, you ain’t allowed to take what I found an’ fetched.”

Clem stopped and turned around. “Reckon who found what depends on who’s got what an’ all that. ‘Sides, you can always come take it if y’want it so bad.” He paused, staring at his younger brother. Then he arched his eyebrows. Beneath them, his dark eyes were mean. Quietly, he said, “Nothin’ twixt you an’ me but air, baby boy. You thinkin’ you can take me?”

The other looked at the ground, then up at Clem again. “Dang it. It just ain’t fair, that’s all.”

“That’s what I thought.” Clem turned away, Johnny’s head bobbing against the middle of his back. 
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Some two hundred feet above the road, Stanchion Crisp dodged past his brother as they exited a stand of white pine trees. He raced across the small clearing toward the house. 

Clem yelled after him, “Don’t you go tellin’ Mama no lies, Stanchion!” 

Stanchion took the wooden steps up to the porch two at a time and crossed the porch in another long step. He flung open the door and yelled, “Mama!”

The door rebounded on its hinges and slammed shut behind him.

The room was dank, shielded from direct sunlight by the pines. Still, it was easy enough to see the air was filled with dust.

He yelled again. “Mama, you here? I found us a good’n. Only Clem snatched it up while I was chunkin’ its ol’ fishin’ pole in the river.”

From the back room came, “Whut?” 

A moment later a small, pudgy hand and forearm sliced through the myriad strings of white plastic beads that formed a curtain where the door should be. Then the hand slapped hard to one side and the bottom two-thirds of the space filled with a woman.

She was dressed in a threadbare, stained white cotton shift. Mercifully, it hung to a few inches below her knees. The thin fabric strained at her hips, belly and breasts. Her thin, mousey brown hair looked as if it had never been washed. Short and rough-cut, it looked like a disorganized pin cushion.

At something under five feet tall and around three hundred pounds, she turned to one side and squeezed halfway through the beaded curtain. She raised her right hand to scratch her head. The dark patch of hair under her arm stuck to her side beneath and her triceps above. She wrinkled her brow. “That you, Stanchion?”

“Yes’m, it’s me. An’ Clem, he done snatched away this feller I found an’ fetched away home.”

The front door burst open again, and again it slapped against the wall. “Don’chu believe it, Mama! This thing was layin’ up’side the road when I found it. I grabbed it while junior there was pickin’ his nose an’ playin’ with hisself.”

Stanchion’s eyes grew wide. “I wasn’t neither playin’ with m’self, Mama! I wasn’t neither! You to’d us more’n once t’never—”

Again she raised her hand, this time with one palm facing out. “Hold it! Now, hold on!” She gestured toward the taller boy. “What’cha got there, Clem? Is it a it or is it a feller?”

“It’s a it, Mama. Stanchion done clubbed it so hard he knocked all the feller out of it. Won’t do fer marryin’ no more.”

Stanchion pointed. “See? See, Mama? I to’d you it was mine! I to’d you he stoled it from me while I was a’chunkin’ that ol’ fishin’ pole in the—”

But she turned away and squeezed back through the door. “Bring it in here where I can a’spect it. I’ll decide what’s gotta be done or not done. I’m the mama, I reckon.”

Clem grinned, then stuck out his tongue at Stanchion as he shoved past him.

Stanchion yelled, “Mama! Mama, it ain’t fair! Fer marryin’ or supper, I’m the one found the feller an’ I’m the one snatched him away home.”

But Clem was already through the beaded curtain. Then he was leaning forward all at once, lending his momentum to the weight on his shoulder. 

The lump flopped loose and landed flat on its back across the bed. The springs squeaked and groaned, then lay still.

The woman tugged at Clem’s coveralls, moving him backward a stuttering step.

“I gotta leave, Mama? But I brung him in. I wanna watch the process. I’m thinkin’ I’m old enough now.”

She
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