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Introduction

As World War II draws to a close, two twelve-year old boys, Skeets McLendon and his best friend Will Davis, fall in love with Lydia Powell, an orphaned girl their same age.  This leads to tragic consequences in this coming-of-age story about love and loss, a story set in the Deep South.  
In the two excerpts that follow, the first, a prologue entitled “Today,” introduces the narrator Luke “Skeets” McLendon and provides the setting for the story as he returns many years later to his childhood home in Baldwin Crossroads and recalls an event that occurred one spring afternoon in 1945.  In the second excerpt, we see Skeets as a twelve-year-old while he enjoys an afternoon fishing with Delaware Huggins, his uncle, and talks to him about being in love.
TODAY

Little is left of the cool groves of pecan trees that once stood alongside Dawkins Ferry Road, a highway I’ve known since I was a boy.  Gone, too, are the sweltering fields of peanuts and cotton I grew up with. 

In recent years, shopping centers, motels, and fast-food restaurants have swarmed in and taken their places. Many of these newcomers are already showing signs of abandoning their sites and moving on, leaving nothing behind except a scarred, ravaged landscape. 
As I drive through Baldwin Crossroads, I pass by what had been the home of my best childhood friend, Will Davis.  I look toward the old house, half expecting him to come bursting through the front door, racing down the steps with a baseball glove belted to his side, and leaping onto his blue and white bicycle to meet me, as he so often did, by the side of the road. 
A mile or so from Will’s place, I sit in my car, gazing at the house that sheltered me as a boy, the home that once belonged to the aunt who raised me as her own.  

Like me, the house looks different now, as though it, too, had grown up. A roof of black shingles has replaced one of rusting metal.  Wooden siding has given way to a veneer of old brick. The new owners have even added on a screened-in front porch. 

The barn, the chicken coop, the hog pen, the tool shed, and the smoke house are all gone. A two-car garage, a greenhouse, a lighted tennis court, and a swimming pool sit where those buildings used to be.  Green grass and gray concrete cover the once bare ground I so often swept clean. A one-hole golf course now occupies most of the cow pasture that lay behind the barn.    

Today, the home reflects extravagance and easy leisure where once it mirrored frugality and strenuous labor, especially during the war years. The majestic, towering pecan trees in front of the house and the long, wide shadows they cast on everything below are all that remain unchanged.  I stare at these familiar shadows, straining to remember the sights and sounds of my childhood, a time that passed so quickly it now seems but a dream. 
When I close my eyes I hear again the roar of World War II fighter planes and bombers as they fly overhead in training flights and the rumble of jeeps and trucks as they drive past our home in military convoys.  I see myself donating metal toys to scrap drives; joining the Junior Red Cross; buying Savings Stamps and War Bonds; peeling coupons from War Ration Books; engaging in air raid drills at school; attending special prayer services at church; and waving to German prisoners of war—and feeling like a traitor for doing so. 


But the images I want most to recall involve the experiences Will and I shared that had nothing to do with the war. Back then, he and I did almost everything together, whether it was pitching a baseball back and forth or gorging ourselves on the sweet, wild plums that grew in abundance down by the railroad tracks or going to the Saturday movie matinee downtown to watch our favorite cowboy hero vanquish the worst of villains. 

One thing truly out of the ordinary stands out from that time. On a spring afternoon in April 1945 Will and I came face to face with a fortuneteller. I didn’t know it then, but my life—and Will’s—was about to change in a way the fortuneteller didn’t explain.
CHAPTER 20

The Nickel Jamboree gave Uncle Delaware every Wednesday afternoon off.  The Wednesday after I saved Noodie Jerideau’s life found Uncle Delaware and me at the river, fishing for anything we could catch.  Count had gone with us but he’d disappeared into the woods, chasing a rabbit or, as was more probable, a rabbit chasing him—he was such a yellow-belly.  The weather, as it had been most of the summer, was hot and sticky.  But at the river, the weather seemed several degrees cooler.  A slight wind lapped against the water before it reached us on the riverbank.  


We’d been fishing for over an hour and caught nothing but the rays of the sun.  Although the sun didn’t bother me, Uncle Delaware’s fair skin took a beating.  If Aunt Tweeve had told him once, she’d told him a thousand times to wear a long-sleeve shirt when he ventured outside.  He seldom did, and his arms paid the price.  Despite his working inside at the Nickel Jamboree during the daylight hours, freckles blanketed Uncle Delaware’s arms—so much so that even his freckles appeared to have freckles.  “Me and the sun,” Uncle Delaware would say, while lifting an arm for show, “we ain’t too good a friends, don’t you know.”  


In an effort to spare him a blessing out from Aunt Tweeve once we returned home, I suggested we stick our fishing poles into the riverbank and move into the shade of the trees.  I told Uncle Delaware I’d check on our corks every now and then.  He examined his arms and readily agreed.  He knew as well as I that Aunt Tweeve would be mad as all get out if he came home blistered.


After I planted the cane poles, baited the hooks, and strung the lines in the water, I joined Uncle Delaware beneath a canopy of trees.  He sat with his back against a pine tree, his legs crossed at the ankles, his arms in his lap, and his straw hat tilted over his eyes.  I removed a bottle of Royal Crown Cola from an ice-filled syrup bucket we’d brought along.  “You want your R.C. yet?” I said, holding up the ice bucket.  


He shook his head.  


“You might better go ahead and drink it.  The ice, it’s melting pretty fast.  You don’t wanna drink it hot,” I said.


He pushed back his hat and roused himself.  “Okay, then.”


I opened his drink and handed it to him.  He immediately took a swallow, going “Hiiiiiiii,” after it went down.  “There ain’t nothin’ like a good ol’ ice-cold R.O.C.,” he said, wiping his mouth.  Uncle Delaware always gave an R.C. a middle initial.


I opened me a drink and sat down beside by him.  “Well, how you like being a Baptist?” I said with a laugh.  Until then, I hadn’t had a real chance to talk to him about his experience at the river with Brother Hope.


“I don’t feel no different.  That baptism, it didn’t count none.  Like I tried to tell Tweeve, I already done been baptized when I was a little baby—there at the Methodist church Mama and Daddy went to.  Brother Medford, he done it.”


“Better not let Aunt Tweeve hear you say Brother Hope’s baptism didn’t count.”


Uncle Delaware grunted.  “I might be stupid, but I ain’t that stupid.”


We sat silent for a minute or so, enjoying our R.C.’s and listening to the sounds of the river.  I had something I needed to discuss with someone whom I felt I could trust.   I figured Uncle Delaware was that person.  


“Uncle Delaware,” I said, “could I ask you something private?”


He took another swallow.  “Hiiiiiiii.  Long’s it ain’t too private.”


“Have you ever been in love?” I asked.  “I mean, with somebody other than Aunt Tweeve?”


“Now, Skeets, you don’t really ’spect me to answer that, do you?  Why, the first thing you’d do you’d go tell her iffen I told you I had.  Then, ain’t no tellin’ what’d happen.  I bet you’ll tell her what I said ’bout that baptism.”


“No, I won’t.  You know I ain’t no tattletale.  I can keep a secret.”


“Not from Tweeve, you can’t.  Can’t nobody, iffen she’s a mind to find out.”


He was right, of course; but she’d have no reason to extract the information from me unless one of us gave her cause to suspect I knew something about Uncle Delaware she didn’t know.  “Why would she question me about something secret you told me if neither one of us says anything about it?”


“Huh?”


“I promise.  I wouldn’t ever say anything to her about this.  Please tell me.  It’s important.”


He stared at me a moment and leaned back against the tree, arms behind his neck.  He sat gazing up at the sky.  He seemed fascinated by the clouds and their changing shapes.  “That’un yonder,” he said, indicating, “it looks kinda like a haint, don’t it?”


 I said nothing.  Besides, I didn’t know what a haint was suppose to look like. 


Just when I’d decided he wasn’t going to tell me, he began to do it.  “Her name was Dee.  Dee Jane Scarborough.  She had two identical twin brothers, T. Wayne and Wayne T.  They was albinos, both of them.  And they was big and round, with long, dirty, white hair and pink little bitty eyes.  Couldn’t nobody tell them apart neither, they looked so much alike.  Their skin, it was paler’n mine, like a fresh sheet.  Hern wasn’t, though.  It was kinda brown, like her maw’s was.  They say they was part Injun.  Cherokee, maybe.  I don’t know anything ’bout that.  I just knowed she was kinda pretty.  She had long, black hair what reached way down her back almost to her little fanny.  I don’t think it’d ever been cut.  Iffen it had been, it wasn’t cut much.”


Uncle Delaware guzzled down the rest of his R.C., going “Hiiiiiiii” again before tossing the empty bottle aside.  He continued.  “I know T. Wayne and Wayne T., they couldn’t help bein’ albinos no more’n they could help lookin’ alike and bein’ so big and fat—although they did eat them a right smart amount of fried cornbread they’d dipped in sugarcane syrup and sprinkled all over with sugar—but they didn’t have to be so sorry, and they sure didn’t have to keep such mean ol’ dogs ’round them all the time.  All they done was sit ’round and eat and make fun of folks what’d come by their place and’d have to run from their dogs ’fore they got ate up alive. 


“They musta had eighteen of them, and they’d bark and carry on somethin’ awful near ’bout all the time, the dogs would.  One of them had him these here big ol’ shoulders.  They was this big.  Looka here.” Uncle Delaware spread out his arms as far as they could reach.  “They was this wide, I tell you.  And whenever that dog’d see me comin’ he’d look at me like he was eyein’ him a bag full of dog food.”


“But what about Dee?  Dee Jane?” I asked.  I wasn’t interested in the dogs.  I wanted to hear about the girl he loved.


“I’m gittin’ to it,” Uncle Delaware bellyached.  “Be patient.  You need to hear the whole thing.  You know when you think you love somebody, most times you don’t know nothin’ ’bout them, other’n maybe they look pretty and maybe y’all like the same things and such.  Little by little things’ll happen and you’ll find out more and more ’bout them—you know, their family, what they like to eat and do and believe in.  Stuff like that.”  He paused a moment and looked at me.  “See where I’m headed with this?”


I thought so, but I wasn’t sure.


“You know I couldn’t just fall in love with Dee Jane Scarborough and that’d be it.  No, I couldn’t.  Whether you give any thought to it or not, there are other things involved in lovin’ somebody.  You know, when you marry somebody, you don’t just marry the girl.  You marry the whole kit and caboodle.  You marry her teeth, her moods, everythin’.  Lotta folks have up and married girls thinkin’ they was so sweet and pretty and nice that sugar wouldn’t melt in their mouth, only to find out after they done done it, she was as mean, like my Uncle Frank used to say, ‘as a wildcat with dyflukus of the ugrams.’

“Dyflukus of the ugrams?  What’s that?” I asked.  “Is that some kinda disease?”


“And you don’t wanna never git it neither.  I tell you that,” he said, emphasizing his advice with a quick nod.  

“Anyway, what I was tryin’ to tell you was whenever you git married to a woman you marry her whole family too and everythin’ they got and everythin’ they ain’t got.  You git the good, and you git the bad.  With Dee Jane, there was T. Wayne and Wayne T. and all them dogs of theirn, ’specially that big’un.  Yes, sir, ’specially him, the mean thing.”  


Uncle Delaware shook his head and gestured toward the river.  “Don’t you think you might oughta check them hooks of ourn?”


 “They’re all right,” I said.  


“Anyhow, one day I decided I’d go ask her to marry me.”  


“How old were you?”


“Seventeen, there ’bouts.  Why?”


“Just curious,” I said, but I was thinking, five years and I’d be seventeen.  Lydia, too.


Uncle Delaware continued.  “I’d gone to town that Saturday with Mama, like I usually done.  While I was there, I went to the dime store and bought Dee Jane a ring.  It was right pretty, I thought, even iffen it did come from the Woolworth’s store.  Cost me ’bout a dollar and eighty somethin’ cents, best I recollect.  Them days, that’s thirty pounds of picked cotton or more.  That ring, it wasn’t cheap, is what I’m tryin’ to say.  Not then, it wasn’t.


“Later on that afternoon after we got back from town, I decided to take myself over to the Scarboroughs’ place and ask for Dee Jane’s hand in marriage.”  


“You weren’t still in school?”


“I done quit.”


“Where were you working?”


“Doin’ farm work, mostly.”  He turned to me, looking very much annoyed.  “I thought you wanted to hear ’bout me and Dee Jane?”


“Sorry.”


“Well, whenever I come round the curve there and got within twenty or thirty yards of the Scarborough’s place, all of a sudden T. Wayne’s and Wayne T.’s big ol’ dog, it started barkin’ and tuggin’ on his chain what was fixed there to this dog house of hisen.  He jerked on his chain so hard he lifted that doghouse clear offen the ground, and then he took out after me, pullin’ it back of him like he was some kinda truck what had a trailer.”


“My goodness,” I said.  “Then what happened?”


“That’s when them other dogs decided to git in the act, chasin’ after me too.  I didn’t have no chance of gittin’ away from them.  Whenever they got to ’bout five foot from me and they looked like they was fixin’ to jump on me, I heered somebody whistle and call out, ‘Here, boy!  Here!’  Them dogs—everyone of them—they stopped right smack in their tracks and they commenced to walkin’ away with their tails tucked ’twixt their legs and with their heads all turned back, lookin’ at me like they’d done been cheated out of somethin’ or other, like a T-bone steak or something.


“That’s when I seen Wayne T. and T. Wayne step out from the shade on their front porch.  ‘Why come my dogs, they don’t like you none?’ Wayne T. hollered at me.


“ ‘Yeah,’ T. Wayne said, chiming in, ‘how come they don’t like you none?’


“Then,’fore I could say somethin’ back at them, Dee Jane, she come outta the shade too, justa laughin’.”  Uncle Delaware pitched his voice high in imitation of a female voice as he quoted what she said to him.  “ ‘You shoulda seen yourself, Delaware.  That was just ’bout the funniest sight I ever did see—you runnin’ from them ol’ mean dogs like you done.  Why, your eyes, you shoulda seen them.  You was plumb bug-eyed,’ she said.”  


He resumed his normal voice.  “Right then my heart, it was still beatin’ ninety miles an hour and I was havin’ trouble catchin’ my breath.  And I’m standin’ there scared slap to death and them dogs still not ten foot away.  I mean, have you ever had a pack of mean dogs run after you—and one of them is draggin’ his doghouse back of him—and then somebody stands there and laughs at you ’bout it, thinkin’ it was funny?  Somebody you thought loved you?”


I shook my head.


“Well, I hadn’t neither.”  Uncle Delaware stood.  “You know what I done?”


“No, sir.”


“I got that ring outta my pocket—see, I’m still standin’ out there in the yard, justa pantin’ and shakin’—and I took it outta the pretty little box it come in and I held it up so’s she and the two identical twins, they could all see it.  I couldn’t hardly hold it, I was shakin’ so bad.  Anyhow, I says to her, ‘Dee Jane, I come to give you this here and ask for your hand in holy wedlock.  And what’d you do?  You laughed at me whenever them mean dogs of yourn, they took out after me.  A girl what’d do that, she couldn’t be the right girl for me.  No-sir-ee bobtail.’ ”


Uncle Delaware looked at me.  “Then you know what I done?”


“Huh-uh.”


“I took that ring and I slung it at them dogs hard as I could.  Whenever I done that, that big’un, he jumped clear up in the air and caught it, right in his mouth and swallowed it, like it was a bug or somethin’.  He just wolfed it down.  Aaahock!  Just like that.”


“I don’t believe that.”


Uncle Delaware looked at me with a straight face.  “Uh-huh.  I swear he done it.  Durndest thing I ever seen.”


“What happened next?” I said, laughing.


“I just turned myself ’round and traipsed on back home and told Mama ’bout what’d happened.  Mama, she told me I done the right thing, that decent folk, they don’t laugh at nobody else’s problems, that she’d done tried to tell me them Scarboroughs, they wasn’t nothin’ but white trash and that proved it.  She said I oughta thank my lucky stars I wasn’t gonna marry her. ‘Delaware,’ she told me, ‘people are what they marry and iffen you’d married her you’d been just like them, you would.’  


“Lookin’ back on it, I know I done the right thing.  I never did have nothin’ more to do with her.”


“I thought you said you loved her.”


“I did, and it took me sometime gittin’ over her.  I ain’t gonna kid you none ’bout that.  But like my Uncle Frank told me, ‘Delaware, the Lord, He’s done picked you out a wife somewheres and one of these days He’s gonna lead you slap to her, probably without you even knowin’ He’s doin’ it.  That wasn’t them dogs chasin’ you away from that there woman.  That was the Lord.  That was His doin’s.’ ”


I thought about what Uncle Frank had told Uncle Delaware and wondered if the Lord had led Lydia to me so that she’d become my wife one day.  I hoped He had done so, but the way things seemed to stand between Lydia and Will I had my doubts.  What I needed was a dog or something to chase Will away from Lydia.


The latter thought made me feel uncomfortable—sinful even.  Deep down, I didn’t want Will threatened or hurt in order for me to succeed with Lydia.  I put the thought out of my head by returning to the subject of Dee Jane Scarborough.  “What ever happened to her, Uncle Delaware, to Dee Jane?  Do you know?”


He nodded.  “She up and married this here shade-tree mechanic what like to drink and beat up on her.  I heered he knocked out one of her front teeths the first month they was married.”  Uncle Delaware grunted.  “I bet she ain’t laughin’ at nobody no more, whatcha wanna bet?”  He looked sideways at me.  “Anyway, whatcha wanna know all this stuff for?”


I didn’t answer him.


“Oh come on.  Tell me.”


“It’s a secret.”


“I told you somethin’ secret, didn’t I?”


I nodded.  


“Well then.”


Feeling embarrassed, if not a little silly, I said, “Uncle Delaware, I’m in . . . I’m in love.”


He smiled.  “Oh, git outta here, Skeets.  That ain’t nothin’ but puppy love.  You too young for the real kind.”


“No, I’m not,” I insisted.  “It is the real thing.  I just know it is.”


“Iffen it is, then, I hope no dogs or nothin’ else chase you away from her.”  He motioned to me.  “Come on.  We’d better go check and see iffen them fishes needs more bait.”  Uncle Delaware stepped toward to the river and turned around.  “And Skeets?”


“Yes, sir?


“Don’t you say nothin’ now to your aunt ’bout what I done told you.  You hear?”


“I won’t.  I promise.”


“She’d throw me out for sure, iffen you did.”


Uncle Delaware’s secret was safe with me.  I believed mine was safe with him as well.

