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Introduction

his novel is not about the construction industry. It is

about a young man who was forced from his home to
fend for himself in any way he could. His struggle to survive
was haunted by memories of his horrific childhood.

The liberal use of dialog and light graphic nature of this
novel allows the reader to feel as though they are seeing the
characters in action at arm’s length.

Religious choices and child abuse issues are an integral
part of this novel’s plot; however, the literary decency is not
watered down by the use of risqué four-letter words.

Zebadiah E. Smith left Buckeye, Arizona in a worn out
Ford Sedan. He was going to Atlanta, Georgia, where he
believed he could get a good paying job. However, he ran out
of money in Hattiesburg, Mississippi.

He started with nothing and worked his way up to what
he thought was a secure future. But, each time he believed
everything was going his way, something would happen to
force him into taking another job doing menial labor.

However, Zeb, as his friends called him, was no quitter.
He was bound and determined to beat the odds and escape
from his construction prison.

Will he ever make it to the top and stay there?



To My Fellow
Construction Workers
All Over the World

To Mary, my wife of 40 years
To Our three Children
To My Daughter

To My Mother, Whose Hardship in
Dealing with my Father has been
an Everlasting Inspiration to Me

She Passed Away.
November 12, 2006

And most of All
To My Beloved Grandmother Gennie
who Gave us Big Meals and
Made Christmas Morning Sparkle

Even Though I Know She had
Virtually no Money to do so
She Died of Stomach Cancer
When I was about Fourteen.
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First Job AT

He shifted back and forth in a hardwood straight-back
chair in the Hattiesburg, Mississippi local employment
office while he waited for his name to be called for a spot
labor job. It was Thursday afternoon, July 7". The heat and
humidity were taking their toll on workers that summer. This
wasn’t where Zebadiah Emmanuel Smith dreamed of calling
home, but this was as far as he could go toward Atlanta,
Georgia without getting a job. His money was nearly gone,
and he did not even have a small prospect of finding work
any time soon.

His pride would not allow him to call his father, who
lived in Buckeye, Arizona, to ask for help. It had been over
twenty hours since he had anything substantial to eat. This
was the second day he sat for hours hearing the interviewers
call everyone’s name but his. The sweat was poring off his
brow as he started talking to a man named Benjamin Mclver,
a tall well built Irishman. Ben began talking about the ducks
and chickens he had to feed when he got home. Zeb’s eyes
widened as the thought of chickens took him back to when
he was only ten years old:
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“Zeb! Get over here right now!” He knew that when his
father, Herman Zebadiah Smith, a big man dressed in gray
clothes, barked an order at him, he had better get there fast or
feel his father’s wrath. When Zeb stood before his father, he said,
“What is the matter daddy?”

“I’ll tell you what is the matter. First of all, I am not daddy to
you. I am papa and don’t you ever call me daddy again!

“Remember last night when I told you to close and latch the
hen house door?”

“I closed the chicken coop door just like you said.”

“Did you latch the door?”

“I am sure I did.”

“Well! This morning I went into the chicken coop and found
five dead chickens. An animal got in there last night and ripped
them apart, and it is your fault. It looks like you need a good
lesson in manhood. There is a price to pay for your failure to
obey my orders. Go and get me a strong stick.”

“I didn’t mean to forget to latch the door. Please! I didn’t
mean to.”

“Are you going to get the switch or do you need a little help
first?” Zeb knew about his father’s raw violence and did not want
to anger him any more than he already did.

A while later he brought the stick to his father. “Please don’t.
I won’t forget again. I didn’t mean to leave the hen house open
last night. Tears began rolling down his face as his father’s hand
grabbed him by the arm and spun him around as he raised the
board into the air. With one powerful swing Herman assaulted his
back side. Zeb had already raised up as high as he could without
leaving the ground. This infuriated his father. He said “It’s time
you showed a little backbone and take your licking like a man.

At the dinner table Zeb was forced to apologize to his mother
for leaving the hen house door unlatched. It made him sick to
admit it when he did not know whether or not he was at fault.
Herman built the chicken coop and did not do a very good job of
making the latch. But he dared not question his father about the
latch or even utter a single word about it.
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Ben said, “Are you all right?” Zeb came out of his trance
with a start. “I guess the heat got to me and made me a little
drowsy, that’s all.” They talked about there lot in life for
several hours. Finally, Zeb, as his friends called him, decided
to give it up for the day. He rose slowly and said goodbye to
Ben. He walked toward his coal black, 26-year-old Model A
Ford Tudor sedan. “Oh no,” he muttered under his breath. He
knew the carburetor in his car leaked a little gas most of the
time, especially when he shut the engine off, but somehow
he had forgotten to turn off the fuel valve before he went into
the employment office. While he was away from his car, gas
had been slowly leaking out of his car’s updraft carburetor
onto the ground.

He opened the hood and quickly turned off the gas valve
located on the carburetor. He grabbed an old pan he kept
behind the front seat, got out of the car and placed it under
the leak.

Suddenly, a deep voice from behind him said, “Having
trouble son?”

“No, my carburetor float valve is leaking gas again.”

The man walked up to Zebadiah’s left side and said, “My
name is Willie Waterman, but most everyone calls me Bear.”

Willie was a giant man who tipped the scale at 225
pounds. His salt and pepper beard shined behind his dingy
store bought glasses. He had a 35 inch reach which helped
make him a formidable boxer, and his obvious muscular
appearance said, “I am the boss around here.” However,
behind his rough exterior was a teddy bear softness he kept
well hidden from the outside world.

“I own Willie’s Tree Service, a local tree outfit on the
outskirts of town. I could use a good tree man. ‘Don’t find
many people nowadays who want to work. That is why I
spend a lot of time here looking for tree men.”

“My name is Zebadiah Emmanuel Smith. People call me

3
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Zeb and a lot of other awful names.” He was lanky and had
desert tanned skin. He was sputtering into manhood. His
clothes looked like hand-me-downs. His shoes were weather
worn and the soles were so thin his socks would get wet
whenever he walked through a puddle of water.

“Bear, I’ve been looking for a spot labor job for two days
now, and I haven’t even heard my name called once.”

“You are a little on the slim side for tree work. But, if I
hire you, do you think you got what it takes to become a
first-class tree man? Will you give me a day’s work for a
day’s pay?”

“I need a job awful bad, Bear. I’'ll work hard for you.
Real hard.”

“I like your attitude. You’ve got the job. I will pay you
ninety-five cents an hour, and a dollar bonus for any day we
get over ten trees done. Deal?”

“Deal,” Zeb echoed.

“What we’ll be doing is clearing a parcel of land on the
north side of town. The trees have to be cut down, the limbs
chopped off; and they have to be cut into 8-foot logs, and
then they have to be loaded into my Chevrolet pickup.

“I almost forgot. The logs also have to be stacked up
neatly behind my house.”

“Is there anything else I need to know about the job?”

“Yes. I left the good part for last. We have to root out the
stumps after we cut all of the trees down. That’s not part of
the dollar bonus deal.

“What I mean by rooting out the stumps is, first we dig
out and expose the roots, then we chop most of the them off.
When a stump is all loosened up, I back my truck close
enough for us to put a log chain around it; then I get into my
truck, step on the gas and jerk that there stump right out of
the ground. Then, we will get to bury up the holes where the
stumps were. Sounds simple don’t it? ... Let me tell you right

4
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out straight, the tree business won’t be easy on you.”

“I will do a good job for you Bear.”

“Have any money? Got a place to stay?”

“I have a little over a dollar left, and I have been sleeping
on the back seat of my car.”

“Here is a fin. You can get a room for a week on the east
side of town and still have enough left over to get a little
breakfast tomorrow.”

“Now, I expect you to be at my place at seven o’clock in
the morning. Don’t let me down.”

“I will be there, Bear.”

“Don’t forget to tell the night clerk to wake you at six in
the morning. The tree business doesn’t wait for the roosters
to crow you know.”

“I’ll help you get your old car running and then you can
follow me to my place and have dinner with us. I was in the
employment office several times today and was told that you
hadn’t eaten anything all day, so don’t say no.”

“Now, Let’s get to work on your car.”

A while later, Bear said, “Hit the starter.”

The engine sputtered for a while before it broke into a
rhythmic Putt-Chee-Kah, Putt-Chee-Kah, Putt-Chee-Kah.

“Zeb, your old car runs real good. How did you come by
it?”

“My father gave it to me on my 18" birthday which was
May 17" of this year. But, he really gave it to me instead of
paying me for working with him most of my life on his
cotton farm out in Buckeye, Arizona.”

“Why didn’t you stay and keep working on his farm?”

“Bear, I couldn’t take another summer working outside in
the burning desert sun. I had to get away from my father. He
came from the old country, and he is as stubborn as a whole
barn full of mules. He would always tell me I was one of his
worthless sons. After I graduated from high school this June,

5
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he told me to either work the farm, get a job or get out. And
he said he did not care which option I took. I reckon he had
his reasons, but I really wanted to go to college and amount
to something. He said college is a waste of time because real
men work with their hands and their back, not with their
mouths and pencils.

“There aren’t many jobs around Buckeye or Phoenix,
Arizona in the summer, so a friend of mine, Richard
Longmont, told me there are a lot of good jobs in Atlanta,
Georgia. So, I started toward there. I did not expect it to be
so difficult to go from Buckeye to Atlanta. I got this far
before I ran out of money.”

“So much for your life’s history,” said Bear.

“You think I’m a complainer, don’t you?”

“No! I do not Zeb.”

Bear changed the subject and said, “When you came
across country, you probably got some stale gas at one of
those stations that doesn’t get fresh gas very often. These old
Model A cars have a habit of kicking up a fuss when their
carburetor gets all varnished up from bad gasoline. I just
cleaned out the carburetor, so some fresh gas just might keep
her from leaking again. If it does not work, I have a friend
who has a wrecking yard in back of his house. Mr. Singer
might have a good carburetor for your car. He sells parts real
cheap. You’ll have to get the carburetor yourself, because he
does not remove any parts from his old cars.”

“I will have to wait till I get some money Bear. I only
have the fin you gave me plus a dollar and change left.”

“I did not give you that fin; it is an advance on your pay.
We work hard to make it here in Mississippi. If you stay
here, you will have to work hard too.”

“I will work real hard for you every day. I promise.”

“Come on Zeb, let’s head on out to my place. I know the
Mrs. will have a table full of good food waiting for us. And

6
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I’'m starved.” Bear led the way as the two vehicles made their
way to the south-western side of town where Bear had a two
story, five bedroom house nestled in the trees. Three of his
six children remained at home to occupied three of the five
bedrooms. Two cats, five geese and a dozen chickens gave
life to Bear’s place. The two vehicles pulled into the
driveway as his family peeked out from behind the thin
curtains to see who was coming. Bear got out of his dark-
blue 1949 Chevrolet pickup truck and closed the door.

Zeb drove up beside Bear and said, “Where do you want
me to park?”

“Under the big tree over there will be good. The tree will
help keep some of the sun off of your car.”

After he parked and got out, Zeb said, “Is your pickup
truck new?”

“No. She’s about six years old now. This truck has hauled
many tons of logs over the years. It is my sidekick.

“Let’s get on up to the house and let the Mrs. know we
have company for dinner. She is a real fine lady. I met her
when I spent some time visiting my older brother in Bowling
Green, Kentucky. My brother and I were having a bite at the
diner where she worked. First thing you know, we were
going out, and it didn’t take long before I knew she was
worth more than all of the gold in the whole wide world. A
couple of months later we got hitched.”

The steps creaked and sagged as they made their way to
the front door. The burr-zang sound of the screen door spring
and the squeaky hinges told all inside that daddy was home.
The windows were all wide open. A homemade, 24 inch,
exhaust fan mounted in the center of a window at the end of
the hall barely changed the temperature inside the house.

Bear’s wife, Carol, was five-foot-four and weighed 135
pounds. She had shoulder-length brunette hair which was
freshly washed and covered with bobby pins. “Carol, this is
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my new tree man. He goes by the name of Zeb Smith.”

“Howdy ma’am.” Zeb did not feel comfortable around
women. He had been on his father’s cotton farm all his life,
and even though he would sometimes dress like some of the
city folks in Phoenix, he never developed any of their city
ways.

“Sure is hot in Hattiesburg ma’am,” said Zeb.

“You get used to it after a while, but on real hot days
you’ll do a lot of praying for a cool spell,” said Carol.

“Zeb will be having dinner with us.”

Carol’s eyes told Bear he’d dragged in another shaggy
dog. Lord knows they did not need another mouth to feed.

“Zeb, have a seat on the couch over there. I will be in the
kitchen for a while,” said Bear.

No sooner than Bear closed the door behind him, his wife
cut loose on him.

“We ain’t hardly got enough food for us and the children,
let alone some stranger you picked up in town.”

“I hired him to work on the new clearing job I got last
week.”

“Dear, he is too skinny for tree work. What’s he going to
do for you? Bring you your two man saw, because he sure
ain’t big enough to put it to work.”

“Come on mom. His father kicked him out. The way I
figure it is, if he had the gumption to go all the way from
Arizona to here on his own, I will give him a chance. I gave
him a fin to get a room and told him to be here at seven
o’clock in the morning.”

“Dear! You can kiss that fin goodbye. Because he isn’t
going to show up at seven in the morning.”

“The boy has not had anything to eat for at least a day.
He needs our help mom.”

“One of these days you are going send me straight to the
graveyard. Do you hear me?”
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“Now that the sermon is over, can we get on with dinner.
I’m hungry. What is for dinner?”

“Ham hocks, black-eyed peas, corn on the cob, left over
grits and apple pie. I do not think that city boy will take to
our kind of eating.”

“If he doesn’t, he will just have to starve, ‘cause you will
not be fixing him any special food. Fair enough? ... Is dinner
ready?”

“Give me five minutes to set an extra plate and get back
to myself.”

Bear turned and walked to where Zeb was sitting. He
started to settle down into his big easy chair, then he quickly
stood back up again. “Zeb, would you like a glass of ice cold
tea?”

“Sure would go down good Bear. ‘Haven’t had anything
except water since day before last.”

“This here hot spell won’t last long, you will see. Why
it’ll be winter before you can shake a stick. But the Mrs. was
right about praying for a cool spell. You’ll see that tomorrow
when we get started clearing the trees off the 5-acre parcel
Mr. Pigeon just bought. There will be frost on the ground
before we finish clearing out all of those trees.

“I got the job of clearing the parcel because Mr. Pigeon
and I go back a long way. ... Okay, to be truthful, nobody
wanted the job except me. It’s not going to be easy work, but
the money is good. He always pays me on time. Business has
been a little slow lately, so I have to take any job I can get.
That’s why the Mrs. went on the way she did. I know you
heard us talking in the kitchen. I admit I’ve made some bad
choices in the past about hiring tree men. But, I am past 45
and can’t work as hard as I did just a few years ago. Why, I
remember when I was just a young upstart riding on a rattler
headed for Chicago.”

Zeb’s face told Bear he did not know what a rattler was.

9
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“Oh, a rattler is a freight train. When the train stopped at
the train yard, I jumped off and tried to hide behind a boxcar
to wait for the yard bull to leave, so I could sneak into
Chicago. You see, a yard bull is big feller who tries to keep
bums and hoboes from riding trains for free. I didn’t get to
hide fast enough. The yard bull saw me dart behind a railroad
car. He was a big black man who was at least a hundred
pound heavier than me. Okay. Maybe fifty pounds heavier
than me. He came up behind me and said, ‘I saw you hop off
that rattler over there. You probably heard about us yard
bulls beating the tar out of hoboes, haven’t you?’ I sheepishly
said yes to him.”

“What are you ‘bout 15?” he said.

“No sir, I turned 20 a few months ago.”

“You’re just a kid. What you doing hoppin’ freight
trains?”

“Things haven’t been going too good for my family back
home, so I thought I might be able to get a job in Chicago.”

He said, “That’s enough talk, now you are going to get it.
Hold out your hand.”

“I was afraid to hold out my hand, but I did anyway
because I figured, if I did what he said, he’d go easy on me.
He reached into his pocket as he began telling me how
dangerous it was to hop trains. I thought he was going to pull
out something to whip on me with, but he pulled out a small
roll of bills and peeled four dollars off the top and put them
in my hand. Then he said, “Hide ‘em in your sock. This part
of Chicago ain’t a place where saints hang out.”

“Thanks Mr. ...”

“Name’s Curtis. You make a lot of money someday, you
come back and see Curtis and give me back five dollars. If I
ever catch you near my trains again, you’re really going to
get it. “Now, scat on out of here and stay away from the
waterfront district. It ain’t no place for a kid. “You hear?”

10
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“Yes sir. My name is Willie. Then, I got out of there as
fast as I could.

“I really needed the money to get something to eat.”

“Did you ever get to see Curtis again?”

“I sure did. About a year later I saw him walking into a
department store. I walked up to him and said, ‘Is your name
Curtis?’”

He turned and stared at me for a minute before he said,
“Are you that skinny kid named Willie, I once told to stay off
my trains bout a year ago?”

“That’s me.”

“How you doing?”

“I am doing well. I got the five dollars I owe you. I
reached into my sock and pulled out a wrinkled up ten dollar
bill and put it in his hand and said, ‘Thank You.’ ” After
which, he told me he knew I was a good kid. But, before he
could turn me down on the sawbuck, I ran away as fast as I
could. I knew he would tell me ten dollars was too much.

“Anyway. Before I got into downtown Chicago, I was
walking on a street in the warehouse district when an old
man called for me to come over to him. His raspy voice
scared the socks right off my feet. I had heard a lot of bad
things about Chicago. I walked forward and stopped just far
enough away from him to be able to run away if he tried to
grab me.”

He said, “Are you one of those bums hopping freight
trains down at the railroad yard?”

I said, “I admit, I rode on a freight train to get here, but I
ain’t no bum. I want a job that pays enough money for me to
get a place to stay and put some food on the table.”

“This is your lucky day. My Name is Albert Frisque. I
own this textile warehouse. I had a man quit on me last
week, so I could use some extra help.” Albert was muscular
and looked healthy for a man in his late sixties. He was five-
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foot-eleven, clean shaven and had a few thin patches of
white hair around the edge of his head. He was wearing
wire-frame glasses and a slightly wrinkled black thrift store
suit.

“You can work for me. Mind you, it is no easy job
loading and unloading bolts of cloth from trucks. After you
get some food in you, I think you will make it all right.” That
was twenty-four years ago. Old man Frisque made a man of
me. Somehow I always wished I could have gotten a better
education, so I could get a job in one of those fancy office
buildings in downtown Chicago.

Bear, “You shouldn’t feel bad just because you work with
your hands. I know a bookkeeper who does my father’s taxes
back in Arizona. He is only 39 and he can’t even walk up a
flight of stairs without a cane. He sat in his easy chair till he
got all stiffened up.”

“Dinner is on,” Carol called.

“Zeb. Let’s eat,” said Bear.

They walked through the kitchen to the dining room.
Two unfinished wooden tables were pushed together and had
a flower patterned table cloth on each. The chairs were all
different as if selected from various discards. The dishes
were spotless and the flatware was dull and scratched up but
clean. The wooden floor was time worn and the walls were
yellowed.

“Have a seat at the table Mr. Smith,” Carol instructed.

Carol came from a proper Kentucky family where it was
unthinkable to address a stranger by their first name.

“My husband tells me you come from Arizona.”

“Yes ma’am. I had to get away from the summer heat.”

“Heat. You are going to find out what heat really is here
in Mississippi. The heat out in Arizona is a dry heat. When it
gets real humid and the temperature goes above 90, you will
lean against a tree and ask God for a cool breeze.”

12
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“The heat out in Arizona may be dry, but a hundred
degrees in the shade is still very hot.”

“Why did you come to Hattiesburg Mr. Smith?”

“I was on my way to Atlanta when I decided to see if
there was any work I could do around here. I was about to
give up when Bear walked up to me and offered me a job
cutting down and clearing out trees. He won’t be sorry he
hired me, I promise you.”

“The tree business is real hard work and a man has to be
up to it. My husband has hired a lot of men over the years
and only a few have worked out for him. I hope you are one
of them. He is not young anymore and could use some good
help. He’s real generous; but be forewarned, he does not like
to be taken advantage of. And he gets awful mad when
someone tries to cheat him.”

“I worked hard for my father out in Arizona, but he was
never satisfied. I know Bear will tell me the truth about how
hard I work.”

“You are right, but he will also tell you if you don’t work
hard for him. He hate slackers.”

Dinner went smoothly as they traded stories about their
past lives. When dinner was over, Bear said, “Zeb it is eight
o’clock and about time for you to go into town, so you can
find a place to stay tonight. Me and the Mrs. usually bed
down real early. It won’t seem like more than a wink before
you will be on your way back out here tomorrow.”

They walked to the front door and started toward his car.

“Bear, the dinner was delicious. I liked the apple pie. I
haven’t had any tasty food since I left Buckeye.”

“Mom will be pleased to hear you liked the dinner she
made for us. Now Zeb, once you get onto the highway, stay
on it until you get into town. Dirt roads around here are like
the branches on a tree. There are a whole lot of them that go
nowhere.”

13
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“When I get on the main highway, I will stick to it like
glue.”

They stood there talking for a while, but the mosquitoes
were biting so fiercely that Bear said, “It is about time for me
to get on up to the house and for you to shove off before
these pesky insects eat us alive.”

The sun was low in the sky and the birds and animals
were turning up the noises of the night. A quiet loneliness
crept over the area as Zeb said good night to Bear and started
his Model A Ford. Within a minute, he was heading toward
town. He soon became aware the road he came in on was not
as smooth as he remembered. At each intersection, he
stopped and wrote down the names of all the roads, so he
could find his way back to Bear’s house in the morning. The
last thing he wanted was to lose his first job.

14
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A Room At Last AN\

He had no idea where he was going. North looked like
east, south looked like west and west looked like north.
He drove until he came to the next crossroad. Fear consumed
him as he tried to swallow. He just knew he would never be
able to find his way back to Bear’s place in the morning.

As he rounded the next bend, his dim headlights barely lit
up a large animal grazing on the grass growing in the middle
of the dirt road. His hands grasped the steering wheel like his
life depended on it. His face was drawn up like a sprint
runner waiting for the starting gun. He pushed the ooga horn
button. Ooga, ooga. The animal turned its head toward him
and just stared.

“What kind of animal is it? Are there any bears in
Mississippi?” he thought. “Surely, Bears don’t eat grass,” he
reassured himself. “It must be a deer like the ones I used to
see in the mountains of Northern Arizona,” he told himself.
Or was the night playing tricks on him? Ooga. “Get out of
my way you stupid lazy animal,” he screamed. The animal
disappeared into the trees before he had driven another two-
hundred yards.
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“It must have been a dumb stray cow from a farm around
here. Only a cow would just stare at me while I am
screaming at the top of my lungs at it.”

The truth is, Zeb was scared. He wasn’t used to all the
sounds of the night and having a grazing animal block his
path like a broken down vehicle.

Back in Buckeye, he would sit on his father’s back porch
and enjoy the cool evening breeze as the setting sun slowly
disappeared over the horizon. The slightest unfamiliar noise
would break the death like silence of the night, and strike an
outrageous fear in him. Many an evening he would listen to
unseen coyotes yelping out there somewhere beyond his
father’s cotton field.

“Hey. There’s the mail boxes I saw when Bear turned off
the highway on his way home. What does the sign say?
Number 15. What kind of name for a road is Number 15?”

Zeb had not noticed the road sign when he turned off the
highway earlier, but the darkness of night had scared him
into remembering, Number 15.

He drove to the end of the dirt road and then he turned at
the mailboxes onto the highway. He felt a lot safer on a
paved road as he headed toward downtown Hattiesburg.

The air was thick with humidity and the earthy smells of
summer. He missed the dry air back in Buckeye. Deep down
inside he wanted to go back to Arizona. Then his thoughts
focused on his mom as he drove on.

“I may have been underfed, but I'll show dad I can make
it on my own no matter what. I know you can’t hear me
mom, but I have to say it out loud anyway. It hurts too much
for me to keep it in.

“Remember when I was little and you told him about me
getting into the refrigerator while he was gone? He waited
until you were out of hearing range before he got a lamp
cord and beat me with it so hard I had to sit sideways in my
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seat at school for the next two days. It hurt mom. I hope you
know how much it hurt.

“All he wanted to do was to enforce his patriarchal
authority over us and to reinforce his so-called right to divvy
out what little food we had. He almost always selected the
biggest portions of our food for himself. Whenever we had a
whole chicken for dinner, I would get the neck and half of
the back. Sometimes he would feel generous and give me
one of the wings.

“I really want to come back home, but I can’t until I
prove myself. I told you I was going to Atlanta, GA because
I know you would not believe me if I told you dad ordered
me to get out or get a job. The only reason he kicked me out
was because I questioned his authority to rule us with an iron
hand. He claims to be the family patriarch and prophet. No
further questions necessary, according to him.

“And all of those old junk farm machines he collects and
parks out beyond the cotton patch is nothing more than a
ruse to make him feel big because he owns a lot of things.
He thinks another depression is coming, and he will get rich
selling them for scrap metal. The only depression he will
ever see is his own.

“He tells everyone within hearing distance about how his
religion is the only religion. But, he will never tell anyone he
beats his kids with his two inch wide black leather belt.

“Well Mom, I have to go now. I can’t go on. We’ll talk
again later. Okay?” His eyes glassed over as tears dripped off
of his chin.

An occasional house light told him he was getting closer
to town. It would not be long before he would be back in
Hattiesburg. He never had to look for a place to live before,
let alone in the middle of the night. It looked as though he
would be spending another night on the back seat of his car.
He sure could use a shower. It had been a week since he
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could even go though the motions of taking a bath using a
porcelain covered basin he kept in the back of his car. Zeb
drove into the first gas station he saw. It was Todd’s Gas
Station. He longed to fill up the gas tank, but even if he had
the money, his carburetor could leak every drop onto the
ground, if it stated to leak again.

The gas station was a small two room brick building. It
had two very old glass-jar gravity feed pumps, a single
outside grease rack and lift, the usual tire display out front
and car parts were hanging on the back wall in the front
room. A small lever operated cash register, a couple of grease
rags and some candy bins were on the chipped and scratched
eight-foot-long front counter. There was a rusty soda cooler
under the gas station’s main front window.

The attendant was wearing a white short-sleeved shirt
with the name Todd in black letters inside an oval on the left
pocket. “You got here just in time. I was getting ready to
close up for the night. Fill-er-up?” he asked.

“No, fifty cents worth of regular and a quart of 30 weight
bulk oil.”

Zeb followed Todd to the bulk oil container near the
grease rack on the west side of the station. It was outside and
looked like a big red detergent box with a hand crank handle
on top which he turned to fill a two quart oil can with a shut
off valve and a drop down filler spout. He followed him back
to his Model A.

Todd noticed the car had Arizona license plates and said,
“Are you coming into town or just passing through?”

Zeb was beginning to get used to being thought of as a
stranger from the wild west who drifted into town looking
for trouble, so he needs to be seriously questioned. He knew
better than to tell anyone he had almost no money and was
desperate. So he said, “Jobs are very hard to find in Arizona.
I heard there are a lot of good jobs in Atlanta, GA, but I
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decided to stop at the employment office to see if there were
any job openings in the Hattiesburg area.”

“I guess you know jobs are as rare as hen’s teeth around
these parts. Did you find a job?”

“I got hired on at Willie’s Tree Service. I will start in the
morning. We will be clearing the trees off of Mr. Pigeon’s
back five acres.”

“Everybody knows everybody around here. You’ll earn
your money working for Bear. He’s a real worker he is. He
wants his money’s worth out of everybody.”

That was the last thing he wanted to hear. The luster was
beginning to wear off of his new job. His stomach was full,
but he was afraid the bill for his free meal was about to come
due.

“The bill comes to 50 cents for the gas plus fifteen cents
for the quart of bulk oil.”

“Twenty five, thirty-five, forty-five, fifty-five, sixty and
sixty five cents. Do you know where a fellow could get a
clean room for about 4 or 5 dollars a week?”

“Can’t say offhand if I know of any clean livable places
in the 5 dollar price range.”

“Bear said there were some rooms available on the east
side in the five dollar a week range.”

“Take it from Todd, you got a lot to learn about Bear. He
comes in here and always tries to get me to give him a lower
price to repair his truck. Most of the time it does not run very
well, and he does not have the money to get it running right.
So I keep patching it up for him. What Bear is probably
talking about is a mile or so east just off US highway 86.
There is an old man named Frances Bartholomew Benson
who rents rooms real cheap. If you go there, be forewarned.
They are not exactly what I would call clean and they are
certainly not modern. Some say he is a little cuckoo. So be
careful around him.”
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“How do I get to Benson’s rooming house from here?”

“You head straight into town and turn east at the second
stop light; then go about a half a mile and then you need to
get onto US highway 79 going north. Once you get there,
you will need to go three more miles to the intersection of
US 79 and US 86 where you will turn east and go about two
miles. You will see a sign that reads: ‘Benson’s Rooming
House Turn Here.” You’ll be going about a quarter mile
down a dirt road before you get to his place. It is a dingy-
white two-story colonial building with four big rotted out
columns holding up a huge front porch. There will be a faded
out hand painted sign on the front gable. It reads: ‘Rooms for
Rent Real Cheap.’ It is a real run down place, and it needs a
coat of paint real bad. Now, don’t pay what he tells you the
first time. He likes to haggle over the price. Just say, ‘Can
you give me a break? I just got into town and am not well
healed.” Got it?”

“Got it. I’ll do it. Thanks, Todd.” He climbed into his car,
got it running and once again rattled off toward town.

Before he knew it, he saw the first red light, then he saw
the second. He turned north on US highway 79 like Todd had
said. Then he turned onto US highway 86. Before long he
saw the sign that read: “Benson’s Rooming House Turn
Here.” It was not the kind of sign he had expected. It was
obviously hand painted and the lettering had almost faded
away to say the least. Zeb felt a fear come over him as he
turned toward the rooming house. He began to visualize bad
things in the road ahead and wanted to turn back toward
town, but he only had six dollars left and had to take what he
could get. The road narrowed as he drove on, and the ruts in
the road were awful. There were no houses or anything along
the way. It was pitch dark and his faint headlights only lit up
the road enough for him to see the difference between the
road and the trees. It was hot and he was sweating profusely.
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He itched as the sweat dried on his left arm. The mosquitoes
were leaving big red welts on his arms and legs. The heat
from his 4 cylinder engine was not making things any better.
He had the swing-out windshield moved all the way forward
which let in a little air as he drove on. Within a minute, he
saw the gigantic colonial house ahead. There were five cars
in the front yard and he could only see three lights on in the
rooming house. He could barely make out the four rusted
spring-steel rocking chairs on the front porch. He drove up
and parked off to the right of the house. He shut off the
engine and listened to see if any dogs were barking. Zeb had
a lot of close calls with overly aggressive dogs. He was
afraid of them and did not want to be bitten this night.

“Good,” he sighed. “No dogs, I hope,” he thought.

He got out of his car, walked up to the office door and
knocked. No one answered. He knocked on the door several
times more. No one answered. Zeb knocked harder. No one
came. He knocked even harder. Finally, a loud boisterous
voice said, “What do you want?”

“My name is Zebadiah Smith and I would like to rent a
room.”

“Well. Why didn’t you say so in the first place. Be out in
a minute. I was listening to my radio.”

Frances came to the door. He looked like a monster from
a silent picture horror movie. Frank obviously had not taken
a bath in weeks and reeked of rancid sweat.

“The name is Frances, but people call me Frank.”

“Mr. Frank, how much would it cost me for a room by
the week?” He noticed that Frances had a loud voice, so he
figured it was because he was hard of hearing.

“For how many people?”

“Just me.”

“Do you have a job? I have had a lot of tramps try to stay
on when their rent was up. You ain’t one of them, are you?”
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“No sir, I got a job working for Willie’s Tree Service.”

“You don’t say. Bear will either make a man of you or
put you out to pasture. You seem a bit thin for a tree man.”

Zeb noticed Frank’s glasses were thick. In the dim light,
he probably could not have seen if he was thin or not.

Frank said, “What kind of jalopy are you driving?”

“It is a 1929 Model A Ford Tudor. It has been in my
family since the beginning of time.”

Frank said, “Runs real good, does it? I could hear it a
long way off in the quiet of the night.”

Zeb wondered how he could have heard his car so far
away and not know he was knocking on his front door.
Frances’s contradictory answers made him wonder whether
he really was a little disconnected from reality.

“I have a little trouble with the carburetor. Other than an
occasional gas leak she runs real good. I drove her all the
way from Arizona to here.”

“You don’t say. I knew a prospector out Arizona way. He
went out West to look for gold and ended up picking cotton
for a living. His name is Marty Peterson.”

“What a small world. He used to help pick the cotton on
my dad’s farm. Mr. Peterson now owns a small farm supply
store in Buckeye. He sells rakes and shovels and such.”

“He couldn’t be the Marty I know. He was a first class
freeloader. He always tried to get me to pay him more than
we agreed to whenever he helped me work on this place,
gotta be twenty years ago.”

“It is probably him all right. Dad always complained of
how hard it was to get a good deal out of him.”

Curiosity finally got the better of him. He asked, “How
did you know I was thin?”

“I just guessed. One day last year, this big fellow walked
up to the door and his left leg busted plumb through one of
the slats on my front porch. You didn’t bust through the slats
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on my front porch, so I figured you must be on the thin side.”

“I guess that explains it. How much for a room by the
week?”

“I got to jawing and lost track of it. I am over 80 and the
old noodle does not work like it used to. A first class room
goes for fifteen a week. Would you like to see it?”

“Do you have anything for a little less?”

“I have a small room with a bath and stove for eight
dollars a week and I will throw in an oscillating fan.”

“Can you give me a break? I just got into town and am
not well healed?”

“Five a week and I will keep the fan.”

“It is awful hot at night and I would like to have the fan,
but I don’t have much money on me.”

“Left your family in Arizona, did you?”

“Yes sir. I drove all the way here on my own steam.”

“I remember when I was about your age, I took off and
flat left my mother standing on the porch yelling at me, ‘Just
you wait and see, you’ll be back.’ I proved her wrong, I ain’t
never seen my mother again. She was a bad one. My father
drank himself to the grave and without him to stand up for
me, I could not take it anymore. So I up and walked off.”

“Did you have a car?”

“I did not even have a bicycle. Give me your hand. Five
bucks a week due on Friday of each week and I'll toss in the
fan.”

Zeb shook Frances’s hand and said, “Thank you.” He was
shocked at how strong he was for being so old. He was not a
bad person. ‘Just a lonely old man whose family had long
since passed on. He was surviving the best he could. His
sight was poor and his hearing was a little week, but his
spirit was strong.

“You got the five dollars?” Frances asked.

He reached deep into his right hip pocket and pulled out

23



The Construction Prison CD

the wrinkled up five dollar bill Bear had given to him and
handed it to Frank.

Frances led him down a long hall and opened the door to
a room. It was about 13 feet by 19 feet. There was a folding
army cot with a lumpy mattress on it. The bed was pushed up
against the south wall. It had a shower, a tiny galley sink and
a toilet all crammed into a dinky corner bathroom. It also had
a small refrigerator and a two burner stove on top of a rough
wooden counter. The stove had no oven and was located near
the thin bathroom wall. A small kitchen sink was located
next to the stove. There was a cabinet above the sink. It had
three doors. The lower cabinet had two doors with a single
shelf inside to store food and things on.

“Young fellow, you got yourself a real deal on this room.
It is one of only two rooms I have with a private bathroom in
them. The rest have to share a bathroom with at least one
other renter. I added this room years ago. It used to be the
back porch on this fine old house. It is time for me to bed
down for the night. See you in the morning. I get up ‘round
nine o’clock.”

“I have to be on the job at seven, Mr. Frank. I will have
to leave at six-twenty in the morning.”

“Good night son.”

Zeb forgot to ask Frances to wake him up at five-thirty in
the morning and his alarm clock was unreliable. It would
work some nights and not others. All he could hope for was
for the alarm to wake him in the morning. He took a good
look around the room and realized it was really small and
rundown. The army cot was worse than he had first thought.
The upholstered chair next to the front door was dirty and
had worn spots in the headrest area and several tears in the
fabric. The linoleum flooring had several small holes in it
and had a lot of scratch marks on it, mostly in the middle.
The floor gave way as he walked around the room to check it
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out. He feared his foot would go through several soft spots
he found in the floor. The dining room table was a card table
which wobbled and was sagged in the middle. There were
many cigarette burns around the edges. It had a big coffee
stain near the front of the table. The wooden chair under the
table squeaked as he wiggled it back and forth and, it too,
was badly stained. The room smelled like mildew and rancid
tobacco.

Zeb got his few belongings out of his car. He put the
antique oscillating fan on the table, plugged it in and turned
it on. After sitting at the card table for a while just taking in
the day’s events, he got ready for his long awaited shower.
He went into the bathroom and turned on the water. Soon it
was barely warm enough for him to be able to take his bath,
but he needed a bath bad enough to suffer through it. He got
undressed and stepped into the stall. As he put his full weight
on the floor, it started to sag like the floor in the front room.
“At least now I can get cleaned up,” he said to himself, as he
rotated like he was on a rotisserie. Then he let the lukewarm
water run off of his back. He lifted his left arm up and felt a
fine sticky thread. He tried to pull away but it was stuck to
him. What was it? The single 40 watt light bulb in the middle
of the bathroom was not bright enough for him to have
noticed what was between the shower curtain rod and the
shower head. He turned his head and a huge black widow
spider, clinging to a half a dozen web strings, was staring
him right in the face. He was frightened. What was he going
to do? He had an old newspaper he made a mad dash for and
swatted the spider. He thought he would never be able to
take another shower in there again.

Before he finally went to sleep, he said out loud, “What
on God’s green earth have I gotten myself into.”
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Bites and Blisters AN

loud banging on the door woke Zeb up. “It’s five-forty,

and time for you to get ready and go to work.” Zeb got
up, got dressed and opened the door. It was Frank. He said,
“I know you probably either forgot to set your clock, the
alarm did not go off or you do not have an alarm clock.”

“Thanks Mr. Frank,” he said sleepily.

“If you’d care to have breakfast with me, I’d enjoy the
company. I know you are a little down on your luck and I
would like to help you out. Cutting trees down and rooting
out stumps on an empty stomach would be no fun at all.”

“I will be out in a minute, Mr. Frank.” He did not tell him
about the spider. He figured Mr. Frank had enough to worry
about already. Besides, he did not believe Mr. Frank would
understand him anyway.

A little while later, Zeb made his way down the long hall
toward the smell of bacon and biscuits. He knocked on the
door. Frances opened the door and said, “Come in. Come
in.”

As he walked toward the kitchen, he could see a long
plain table with six high-back wooden chairs around it. A

26



Z. Hof

plate full of biscuits and gravy, some bacon and six sunny-
side-up fried eggs sat in the middle of the table. The food
looked so good to him. “Mr. Frank, I cannot pay you for
breakfast.”

“Don’t worry yourself about it. I am here all by myself
most of the time, so just sit down and eat.

“You are the youngest renter I have ever had stay here.
What are you about eighteen?”

“I will be nineteen come the middle of May, Mr. Frank.”

“When I was a young feller, I needed a meal real bad and
there was no one to give me one. So eat up and get on out to
your job. You don’t have much time before it will be seven.”

Zeb devoured the food and rushed out to his Model A,
got it started and headed for Bear’s place.

He should have checked the water in the radiator before
he left. Out in Arizona, it could have been a cardinal mistake.
The car was badly overheated and a little steam was coming
out of the engine compartment. He was about half a mile
from the gas station he stopped at the night before. He hoped
the engine would not burn up before he got there.

A few minutes later he was at the station. He got out his
porcelain basin and filled it with water from Todd’s tire dunk
tank, then he poured the water into the overheated radiator.
Zeb left a note for Todd telling him he needed some water
for his radiator because his engine would have burnt up if he
did not fill up the radiator. He wrote he would drop by after
work and settle up for the water.

He got back in his car and continued going toward Bear’s
place. The roads looked a lot better than they did in the dark
last night.

With his tummy full of bacon and eggs, he almost forgot
about the black widow spider and how he tossed and turned
all night on his lumpy mattress.

After turning off the main highway at the mailboxes, he

27



The Construction Prison CD

continued toward Number 15. The ruts in the road did not
bother him as much as they did when he was on his way into
town the night before. As he turned off the road into Bear’s
big circle driveway, he saw Bear loading some tools into his
‘49 Chevy pickup. He drove up to the tree where he parked
his car yesterday and stopped. When he got out of his car,
Bear said, “Hi,” and continued going about his morning
routine. Bear was not as friendly toward him as he was
yesterday. Could the people he talked to about him be right?

“Had any breakfast?”

“Yes. Mr. Frank at the rooming house sat me down to a
real good breakfast.”

“Are you referring to Frances Benson?”

“Do you know him?”

“He and I used to be thicker than thieves until he got so
far out in left field I could not understand him anymore. He
would just say the most outrageous off the wall things.”

“Bear, so far, I like him. He is being good to me. I know
he does not know what he is saying most of the time, but he
treats me well.”

“Here Zeb, you can put these tools in the back of the
truck while I tell mom you are here and we are ready to go to
Mr. Pigeon’s place.”

When Bear returned, he said, “To tell you the truth, Zeb,
mom really expected you to come a little earlier this morning
so you could have breakfast with us. She made some
breakfast and packed a lunch for you. She will not be mad
because you already had breakfast. The kids will eat it up
faster than you can say, ‘It is gone.” She’s not as set against
you as you might think. But, she would have really lost it if
you had not showed up at all today.”

“If Mr. Frank hadn’t of banged on my door at five-forty
this morning, I might not have gotten here before noon. And,
I also had to stop at the gas station and get some water for
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my radiator out of Todd’s tire dunking tank.”

“How do you know Todd’s name?”

“I stopped in there last night and got a couple of gallons
of regular and a quart of bulk oil.”

“Did he tell you how cheap I am when it comes to getting
my truck repaired?”

“He said something like that.”

“Why that old codger. I’ll tell him a thing or two the next
time I gas up my truck. I have been trading with him for over
15 years. I bought gas and got my repair work done there
when I could have easily done the work myself. Todd’s
father started Tod’s gas station when he was 70 years old. He
earned the trust of all the locals and made a go of it when no
one else could. Did you see those old glass-jar gravity gas
pumps? Ask him why he doesn’t get up off some of the cash
he has been a hoarding and buy some new pumps.”

“Bear, I do not care what he says. It goes in one ear and
out the other. I go by what I know to be true. I am grateful
you gave me a job. I think you are kind and generous. Can
we leave it lie?”

“You are right Zeb. It has been a long, tough year for me
and the family. I am not getting any younger, and I am toting
a little fear of getting old and feeble. Everything is loaded. I
will stick my head in the door and tell mom we will be
leaving in a minute or two.”

Afterward, Bear let the screen door slam shut and started
toward his overloaded pickup. He opened the truck door,
climbed in and started the engine as Zeb got in the truck on
the passenger side.

“Your truck sound good. What kind of engine does she
have?”

“She has a 216 cubic inch in-line 6-cylinder engine.
She’s got more power than a hundred mules.

“I have some bad news. The weather forecast calls for a
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very hot and humid day today. It means a lot of bugs, gnats
and a million mosquitoes by quitting time this evening.

“I know out in Arizona you knew to drink lots of water
on hot days like this. The same holds true here. I threw an
old towel in the back of the truck for you. There are two
water kegs in there too. The big one is for drinking and the
other is for wetting down. You get the towel wet and wipe
your face, the back of you neck and your arms. You will wet
down maybe a thousand times a day. Well, at least a hundred
times a day. Mom says I tend to over exaggerate things too
much. I say it comes from having such a hard life, but she
says it is from just plain padding my stories.

“Let’s talk about the tools you will be using today. First,
there are three kinds of axes I have. One is a razor sharp
Canadian hollow ground double-bit axe. It is my pride and
joy. You don’t get to use it until I am sure you know how to
treat a fine axe. There is also my regular double-bit axe. That
one you will be using later. The third one is the single-bit axe
which is the one you will start with. It is a lot safer than the
others and it is real good for chopping off big limbs. I do not
want you to make a mistake and accidentally sink an axe
blade into the front of your skull. Remember, the tree
business is very dangerous. A body can get hurt real serious
like in a few seconds. You just got to know not to stand
behind a falling tree. They can jump off their stump and
come at your gut like a cannon ball.

“I once hired a tree man who was a real go-getter. He
could top a tree and limb it faster than a cheetah can catch a
rabbit. But, one day old Jess made a big mistake. When he
pushed the last saw stroke into a tree trunk 28 feet up, the
tree top rotated around behind him and wrapped the pull rope
around his chest. The tree top was crushing his ribs and there
was nothing we could do about it.”

Bear continued, “If the ground man would have let go of
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the pull rope, it could have torn him up real bad. When I
grasped what had happened, I grabbed a big ladder real fast,
leaned it against the tree trunk and climbed up to the top of
the ladder. Then, I climbed up, took out my pocket knife and
cut the rope between his waist and the tree top. The tree top
fell to the ground with a loud crash. We got him out of the
tree and took him to the hospital. If the tree top were any
bigger, the rope would have cut him in two.”

“He spent several days in the hospital. Old Jess had three
broken ribs and his back was all messed up. He never did
any more tree work after that. Last I knew he was working in
a restaurant as a short order cook.”

Bear explained how the pull rope works. “You see, a little
before a tree top starts to fall, the ground man pulls on the
rope to keep the tree top from landing on top of a building or
to force it to fall in the right direction.”

“I will be careful and take good care of your tools Bear.
Dad always used to tell me, “You can get another job, but
you cannot get another reputation.’ ”

“I thought you disliked your Dad.”

“Yes I know, but he does have some good points. It is
awfully hard for me to see the good in him through all the
bad things he has done to me.”

“I have not had a chance to ask you what you think of
Mississippi. How do you like Hattiesburg?”

“The people around here have treated me well, and I
really like all the trees and rivers. All we have in Arizona is
barren land full of all kinds of sticker bushes and cacti.”

“Me and the Mrs. always wanted to see the old West. I
hear they have a place out there called Scottsdale. They call
it The West’s Most Western Town or something like that.”

“Scottsdale is a real nice place. The only catch is, it is
way too expensive for a small-time cotton farmer’s son.”

“We need to get back to the trees. After you cut down a
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thousand trees and root out their stumps, we will see how
much you really like trees. There is Mr. Pigeon’s place two
houses up the street on the right.”

“I am ready to get started cutting down some trees.”

Mr. Pigeon’s house was huge with a half-pitch shingled
roof. It had gray louvered shutters. The outside walls were
covered with white shiplap siding and it had two big dormer
windows facing toward the front driveway. The grass was
immaculately mowed, the hedge and shrubs were trimmed to
perfection. The curtains were very expensive looking. And
the car in the front yard was a brand new 1955 Packard
hardtop Four Hundred. it cost more then $4,000 with all the
extras. It was red with a white top and had whitewall tires. It
also had lots of chrome. It sure made Zeb’s eyes glass over
with envy.

“I will pull the truck around back so you can unload the
tools while I tell Walter we are going to start clearing his
back five acres. He is real business like and likes to be filled
in on what we are going to do.”

“Okay Bear.” He unloaded the two man saw, the single
handled one man crosscut saw and two of the axes. He knew
better than to touch Bear’s special axe. Zeb’s father would
have whipped the hide off of him for touching any of his
special tools. He unloaded the heavy wooden sawbuck and
dragged it away from the truck toward the trees. He put the
8-pound sledgehammer and the log chains on the pile of
tools. Bear still had not come out yet, so he took one of the
cups out of the tool box and got a drink out of the water keg.
It was already hotter than he had expected. His skin felt like
it was on fire. He was covered with sweat from head to toe.
He wished he was back in Buckeye again, but it was not
possible. There was no way he would ever crawl back home
in defeat.

Bear came walking toward him from the back door and
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said, “We can get started now.” He explained to Zeb how the
trees had to be taken down. “We have to clear a start. All of
the trees have to be taken down in a pattern. The worst thing
that could happen is to have a tree fall against another tree
and not fall to the ground. If a tree gets stuck, it can get real
dangerous. Did you bring a fine toothed comb with you?”

“I have a comb with me.”

“Good. You will be needing a baseball cap too.”

“Why do I need a hat?”

“Because there are tree spiders and ticks in these here
woods, and this time of year they get real bad.”

“Oh.” Zeb thought about the black widow spider in his
shower last night. He did not want to see any more spiders
anytime soon.

“Tree spiders are little black furry short-legged critters. I
think they are harmless. At least I have never been bitten by
one of them. Now ticks, they are different. They dig into
your skull and suck out your blood. I took one out of my
son’s head that had a blood sack as big as pistachio nut. You
got to get them to back their head out of your scalp before
you pull them out. Otherwise their snout will break off and
stay in your skin.

“We also have to talk about snakes. I read about those
diamond back rattlers and sidewinders out in Arizona. There
are two major kinds of snake around here you need to show a
lot of respect for. One is the copperhead, and the other is the
water moccasin. They are both poisonous. So, do not ever
reach your hand under anything without poking at it with a
stick or an axe handle first. There just might be a snake
hiding under there waiting to sink its fangs into your hand or
foot, so don’t kick at anything either.”

“I am real anxious to sink an axe blade into one of those
trees over there.”

“For now, Let’s carry the saws and axes over to that small
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tree over there. These trees are mostly long needle pines.
Come this evening your hands will be all sticky with pine
sap and rosin. I have a small can of turpentine in my tool
box. We will use it to clean the sap off our hands when we
get finished tonight. Turpentine does not smell very nice, but
it gets most of the sticky sap off your hands and arms.”

Bear pointed to a tree about three inches in diameter. “It
will be a good tree to get started on. We are going to cut it
down with the two man saw. I will grab one handle and you
can grab the other. We are going to cut it waist high at about
a 15 degree angle sloping down hill. The angle will cause the
tree to fall toward the house and away from the rest of the
trees. I know there is plenty of room in Walter’s back yard
for it to fall in. Now if we were to cut down one of those big
trees over there, we would have to fell it sideways, or the
tree will hit Walt’s house. We do not want to destroy his
house. Again, do not stand behind a tree, especially when I
yell ‘timber’.”

“Right.”

Bear picked up the two man saw and walked to the small
tree and told Zeb to grab the other handle. “What you want
to do is pull the saw toward you and then I will pull it back.
“You understand?”

“Yes.” He soon found that using a two man saw was not
as easy as he had first thought. He would try to pull the saw
too soon, and he failed to stop pulling it soon enough, which
put a strain on both Zeb’s and Bear’s arms.

After several small trees were fell, he began to get the
hang of using the two man saw. By then, there was a cloud of
gnats buzzing around the two of them. Every so often a
cumulus cloud would shade them for a few minutes, which
gave some relief from the hot mid-morning sun.

At ten o’clock Bear said, “We need to take a short water
break.” They walked to the back of his truck and filled their
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cups with the cool water. “When we get back to work, you
will be chopping off limbs, and I will use the one-man-
crosscut saw to cut down a few small trees. I have a hatchet
behind the front seat in my truck. You can get it, and I will
show you how to chop the limbs off the trees.

“There are two ways of cutting off limbs. One way is to
chop them off tight against the tree and the other way is to
cut each limb off about a foot and a half from the trunk. They
do it that way when they want the tree to be off the ground so
it can be cut into logs without having the saw dig into the
ground. I don’t do limbing that way because I would have to
limb the tree twice. I chop off the limbs only until I get about
8 feet up the trunk. Then, I saw off a log and drag it away. I
keep cutting off 8-foot logs until there isn’t enough tree left
for another log. We will cut the logs into eight foot sections
so they fit neatly in my pickup truck bed.

“You have to be careful when chopping off limbs. You
stand on one side of the tree and the hatchet stays on the
other. No feet or hands go on the hatchet’s side of the tree, or
else you could chop into one of your own limbs.

“Zeb, you are redder than a boiled beet.” He handed a
towel to him and said, “Wet this towel under the water keg
spigot and wipe yourself down. It will help cool you down a
little. “You are doing okay for a first day. I want to tell you
these first few little trees we cut down don’t count toward the
dollar for ten trees in a day bonus. The way I figure it is, for
now, you are in the learning phase and it is taking me a lot of
time to teach you the ropes. Later on, after you get the hang
of it, all trees bigger than 3 inches in diameter will count
toward the bonus tally.”

“That is okay with me.”

“Got a pair of Jersey gloves?” Bear questioned.

“No, we don’t generally wear gloves out in Arizona.”

“We still have six hours to go. I noticed you are already
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getting some mean blisters on your hands. I have an old pair
of leather gloves in my tool box. You can go get them and
put them on.”

Zeb got the gloves and the hatchet out of the truck. Bear
showed him how to use it. He told him never to swing the
hatchet toward any part of his body, to never put his hands in
the blade’s path and to never lay the hatchet down except in
its proper place in his tool box. “Remember to always sink
the hatchet blade into a log or a stump, so we will not forget
to take the hatchet home or trip over it on the ground.”

By noon, they had five trees cut down and limbed. Bear
said, “It is shade time.” He walked over to his truck and
brought out two sack lunches and a gallon jug of tea. They
each ate two extra-thick ham sandwiches with lettuce and
tomato, a slice of cherry pie and a few biscuits left over from
dinner last night. They swapped stories about the hard times
in their lives. Zeb was at a disadvantage because he did not
have a lot of hard times to talk about. And he surely was not
going to go into the details of his childhood. By five o’clock
they had eight trees down, limbed and cut into logs. Bear
said, “It is time to load up the logs and go home.” They
quickly loaded up as many logs as the truck could hold, tied
them down and put their tools in the empty side of Walter’s
garage.

“Ready to go back to my place and unload some logs?”

He wanted to tell him he had enough for a first day,
instead he said in a dry tone, “Ready.”

It was almost dark by the time they got all the logs
unloaded. Zeb was really tired. He was also afraid he would
fall asleep at the wheel before he got back to his room.

As he walked toward his Model A, Bear said, “Wait here,
I’ll go in and tell mom we are finished for the day.”

While Bear was in the house, Zeb thought about his first
day and suddenly realized how many mosquito bites he had
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and how much the blisters on his hands hurt. A little while
later Bear came out and said, “Mom insists on you staying
for dinner. She made us a big pot roast with mashed potatoes
and gravy, black-eyed peas, corn, carrots and lots of ice cold
tea.”

“I told her you worked real hard today. She was pleased.”
They did not talk very much at the dinner table. There was a
serenity in the air as they ate. When dinner was finished,
Carol came out and handed Zeb a small brown paper
shopping bag and said, “Look inside.” It was a twin bell
alarm clock and some food neatly wrapped in waxed paper.
“My husband told me your clock did not work last night. Our
oldest son moved into town two years ago and he left it here.
I know he would want you to have it.”

“Thanks Mrs. Carol. It was so kind of you to give me this
clock. I really want to thank you for inviting me to dinner. It
tasted real good. You are a good cook.”

She said, “You are very welcome Mr. Smith.” Then she
went back into the kitchen again.

Bear said, “It is half-past eight and we need to be turning
in. Tomorrow will arrive early. You need to be here at seven
in the morning.” Bear was so tired, he forgot tomorrow was
Saturday. They walked out of the house to his Model A and
said good night to each other. Zeb said, “I will see you on
Monday at seven,” then he got into his car, started it up and
headed home.

On the way home he stopped in and got another couple
of gallons of gas and told Todd he would pay for the water he
got there early in the morning. Todd chuckled and said, “It is
on the house.” The night air was very hot and humid as his
car lumbered along on its way back to the rooming house.

He thought about how his day went. He could not wait to
get into his shower. He was so dirty with sawdust and pine
tree parts he did not care about spiders anymore. He had so
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many bites on his skin that another one would hardly be
noticed. He was slowly becoming a man like Bear.
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Squeaky

t was already dark when Zeb got back home. He went to

his room, number 11, and unlocked his door with his
skeleton key. He turned on the oscillating fan, set the brown
bag next to the kitchen sink and sat down in his sofa chair.
He wanted to get up and take a shower, but he fell sound
asleep in less than a minute.

It was a little after midnight, when he awoke to hear loud
banging, screaming and hollering down the hall. It sounded
like it was coming from room number nine. Zeb did not want
to open his door to find out what was going on because he
was afraid of people who were fighting. It also sounded like
people were throwing things. Within a few minutes he heard
a banging sound and a boisterous voice that said, “This is the
police! Open up the door and keep your hands where I can
see them!”

Later, he heard the officer say, “We received a complaint
about the people in room nine making an awful racket.”

A moment later he heard the officer say, “May I step in? I
will try not to step on any of the broken items on the floor.
What are your names?”
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“My name is Len and she is Hilda, sheriff”

“Have either of you been drinking here tonight?”

“No sir,” said the slurred voice of a man and then echoed
by the voice of a woman.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, Sheriff Boots.” Boots got his nickname because he
had been in the Marine Corps and his high-top boots were
always impeccably shiny. He was five-foot-nine, weighed
175 pounds and had a strong Western look.

The man’s voice corrected her, “He is not Sheriff Boots. I
know him, he is Sheriff, Harley Lancaster. You must be
respectful to the sheriff and get his name right.”

“What is this on the floor? It looks like some squeeze
socks. Will I find some jellied alcohol mix in them?” Have
either of you been drinking squeeze? Before you answer, I
want you to realize I am going to overlook you telling me no
earlier. But, if you tell me no again and I find some empty
jellied alcohol cans, both of you are going to jail.”

“Now. Did you drink any alcohol here this evening?”

“Yes we did sheriff,” said the women’s voice.

A while later he heard, “Do you both have yourselves
under control?”

“We sure do sheriff,” said the man’s voice. “We don’t
mean to be causing any trouble,” the woman’s voice added.

“Here is how it is. I am going to get back into my patrol
car, and if I am called back here again tonight, you both are
going to jail for drunk and disorderly conduct. Do you both
understand what I just said?”

“We both understand,” said the man’s voice.”

“Do you understand ma’am?”

“Yes, Mr. Sheriff,” the woman’s voice said.

“] am going to leave now. Remember, I do not want to
have to come back here again tonight, so you both need to
keep it buttoned up.” A minute or two later he heard a loud
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bang like someone slammed a door. It was a half an hour
before he started to settle down from all the commotion. He
got up and took the alarm clock out of the bag, wound it up
and set it down on the card table next to the wall. A while
later he heard a clock down the hall chime one time, so he set
the clock for 1:00 a.m. and set the alarm for 5:30 based on
the chime.

He was hungry, so he took the brown bag over to the card
table and neatly placed the food wrapped in waxed paper on
it. He unwrapped the items and found she had given him a
corn on the cob; two thick bologna sandwiches, with lettuce,
mustard and ketchup and two homemade oatmeal cookies.
He ate every bite. His new job had already giving him a
ferocious appetite. He raised his head up and whispered,
“Thanks Mrs. Carol.” Then he realized he did not work on
Saturday, so he did not need to set the alarm so early. He
reset the alarm for twelve noon.

Zeb’s eyes began to tear as he thought about his mother
out in Arizona. He spoke softly and said, “Mom, I really do
miss you. Mrs. Carol is a lot like you. She is about five-foot-
four inches tall and weighs 135 pounds. She has shoulder-
length brunette hair and always wears house dresses. She
treats me like I was one of her own children. Mr. Frank and
Bear treat me good too.

“I am glad I did not make it to Atlanta. I wish you could
be here now. You’d be proud of me. I told dad I would make
it on my own. I survived my first day of work today. Bear
told me I worked real hard for him.

“There was quite a ruckus down the hall a while ago. But
it is quiet now, so I have to go back to sleep. It is going to be
a tough weekend for me, but I will survive it somehow. We
will talk again tomorrow. Okay?”

In the morning Mr. Frank came over and said, “I am
going to keep you fed until you get paid because I know you
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don’t have any money.” Zeb realized Frank was a life saver
and appreciated what he was doing for him. That night Zeb
slept soundly until his new alarm clock rang. It was a lot
louder than he thought it would be. However, he soon went
back to sleep.

The rest of the weekend went by without incident. It was
not long before he set the alarm for 5:30 a.m. Monday
morning. Once he got up he listened for Mr. Frank. He heard
nothing. “I guess he is still sleeping,” he muttered to himself.
He was worried about breakfast. Maybe Mrs. Carol would
invite him to breakfast again. He had very little money left
and only had enough gas in his car to last until Friday. His
stroke of good luck seemed to be drying up.

He got ready and was on his way to Bear’s place in less
than 15 minutes. When he got there, Bear wasn’t outside like
he was on Friday. He wondered why he was not loading up
his truck; then he remembered they put the tools in Walter’s
garage before they left last Friday afternoon.

He drove into the driveway and parked under the tree
before he got out and walked up to the house. He knocked on
the door. Bear answered and said, “Come in Zeb.” He went
in and saw the family sitting at the breakfast table. He longed
for something to eat, but he did not ask. Bear picked up
several brown paper bags off the kitchen counter top and
grabbed a green cooler chest sitting on the floor. He asked
Zeb to bring the gallon jug of tea sitting next to the sink.
They walked out to the truck, put the food items in it, then
they got in and left for Mr. Pigeon’s place. Neither of them
said very much for a long time. Suddenly, Bear handed Zeb
one of the brown paper bags and said, “I know it isn’t much,
but we are a little short on groceries. The Mrs. packed up
what she could so you can have a little something to eat for
breakfast.”

“I don’t expect you to keep feeding me. I want to stand
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on my own two feet. I will make it through this somehow.”

“You’ve got a lot of spunk son. The truth is, it will not be
easy for you to make it here in Mississippi.

“Hattiesburg has history of hard work. It was founded in
1882 by a lumberman and civil engineer named Captain
William H. Hardy. The lumber business has been a major
influence in Southern Mississippi. The trees we are cutting
down are small and sparse. Otherwise they would have been
logged out real professional like.”

“Today is Monday, and I am worried about Friday. Mr.
Frank made it very clear. I am to pay the rent on time every
Friday.”

He handed Zeb three dollars and said, “This will get you
by for the rest of the week. Consider it another advance on
your pay. I told you Mr. Pigeon pays like clockwork, so we
will both breathe a little easier come Friday night.”

“Thanks for the money. I will put it to good use.”

The sun was bright. There was not a cloud in the sky. It
was going to be another unbearably hot and humid day.
When they got to the house, Bear parked his truck next to the
garage. Before they went out to the field behind the house,
he again warned Zeb, “Copperheads snakes love to hide in
the woods and under piles of old logs. So you need to keep
an eye out for them, especially in this heat.” At eight o’clock
they started cutting down trees. By the time they sat down
for lunch, they had cut down seven trees. And by day’s end
they had fell, limbed and logged out nine trees. They quickly
loaded the logs into the pickup bed and repeated yesterday’s
routine.

The next day, Thursday, they fell, limbed and cut 10 trees
into logs in 11 hours. Bear told Zeb he is getting the hang of
the tree business. “Starting next week you will get the dollar
bonus on any day we get 10 trees cut down and unloaded at
my place,” said Bear.
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Zeb was real proud of himself. The heat, the mosquitoes
bites, and the blisters on his hands did not bother him as
much as they did before. They loaded as many logs in the
truck as they could and started toward home where they
unloaded and stacked them in front of the pile of logs behind
the shed in Bear’s back yard. Zeb asked, “What will you do
with all these logs?”

“Around October, when the tree business starts slowing
down, we will cut all those logs into two foot long firewood.
I have an 18 inch cordwood saw in the shed over there. It
came off an antique tractor. I put a twin pulley on a three
horsepower Wisconsin gas engine and put another twin
pulley on the saw and connected the two together with two
real strong v-belts. Some people call my cordwood saw a
buzz saw.”

“What will you do with the logs after they are all cut
up?”

“That is the beauty of the tree business. This fall we will
split the smaller ones into halves and the larger logs into
quarters, so I can sell them to my firewood customers. One
has to get all of the mileage out of a log they can.”

“You have all the angles figured out, don’t you.”

“Tomorrow is Friday and as soon as I get paid, I will give
you your first pay. With last Friday, you already have 48
hours times 95 cents. I owe you $45.60. Minus the 8 dollars I
already gave you. So I owe you $37.60 near as I can figure.”

“Are we finished for the today?”

“Yes. I will see you here tomorrow at seven.”

“I will be here.” Zeb got into his car and started toward
his room. He stopped and got another gallon of gas at the
service station. He asked Todd where he could get some food
real cheap.

Todd told him Herpell’s grocery store was about a mile
down the road. He said, “If you tell Elmer, the owner, you
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have a job working for Willie’s Tree Service, he will more
than likely cut you a break on the food prices.”

Zeb gave him the last dollar he had and then he collected
his 75 cents in change. Afterward, he headed toward the
country grocery store. When he got there, he went into the
store and started looking around. A gentleman in his early
forties wearing white coveralls, a dark-gray shirt with long
sleeves and a scuffed up pair of brown wing-tipped shoes
came over to him and said, “May I help you sir?”

“Yes, I have a job working for Willie’s Tree Service and I
was wondering if you have any food I could buy for about 75
cents. I just started to work, and I am a little low on cash.
The gentleman looked Zeb up and down, then he started
stroking his week old growth of whiskers as he stood there in
deep thought. He got out a brown paper sack and put a loaf
of slightly crushed bread, two bologna caps, a small uneven
slice of ham, three small slivers of salami, a small bottle of
soda, a can of baked beans and a Baby Ruth candy bar in the
sack. He set the bag down on the counter and said, “That
comes to exactly 75 cents.” Zeb handed him three quarters
and thanked him for giving him a break on the food. He told
him when he got paid tomorrow, he would be back to buy
more groceries. He was very grateful to have plenty of food
to eat for dinner.

It was well after dark when he got back to his room. After
a warm shower, he sat down and ate most of the food. Then
he wrapped up what was left of the bread and put it in the
brown paper sack that was on the table, then he set the alarm
for 5:30. In a few minutes, he was fast sleep.

At 2:30 he awoke to the sound of tearing paper. He
listened for a while as the sound got louder and more
frequent. He crept out of his bed and slowly walked toward
the front door where the light switch was located. He felt
around in the dark until his hand was firmly on the light
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switch. He flipped the light on and saw a mouse on his card
table tearing a hole in the bag with his bread in it. “Who do
you think you are tearing a hole in my bread sack.” By the
time he said, “Who,” the mouse was already beating feet
toward the sink cabinet doors, and within a second it
disappeared under the cabinet door next to the refrigerator.
He went over to the door, carefully opened it up and peeked
under the shelf where he saw a hole neatly chewed in the
wall a few inches above the floor line.

“Just you wait till tomorrow Squeaky. I will bring home a
sap covered pine tree limb and take out my special pocket
knife and whittle it into a plug you won’t find so tasty. That
will fix your wagon.”

He sat down in his tattered sofa chair for a while and
realized he needed to set his alarm clock. He got up and
walked over to the alarm clock to find it had already been set
for 5:30. He shrugged his shoulders and stumbled back into
bed.

At five-thirty the alarm sounded. He got up and splashed
some cool water on his face. Then he sat down at the card
table and noticed the bread sack had a neat round hole in it
the size of Squeaky. He took the bread out of the sack and
found it had been nibbled on a lot. Squeaky evidently came
back during the night to make another raid or two on his loaf
of bread. He still had the can of beans and some of the meat
left. He walked over and got the meat and the can of beans,
opened it up, cooked them, and then he ate the meat and
every single bean. A loud rap at the door startled him. He
walked to the door and opened it to see Frank standing there.
“Come in Mr. Frank.”

“No that will be all right. I want to remind you your rent
is due today. And I want to invite you to have breakfast with
me. I’d take it kindly if you would accept my offer.”

“I only have a few minutes before I have to go to work,
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but I can hurry.” They walked to his big table with the high-
back chairs. He said, “Sit yourself down and eat.” Frank had
made two thick slices of French toast, two scrambled eggs
and a tall glass of milk. Zeb gulped down the food as Frank
filled him in on the details of the commotion the other day.
He said, “The two people in room nine had both come from
the big city. The one they call Len hadn’t been in town very
long before Sheriff Lancaster was called to his place on the
outskirts of Hattiesburg. The sheriff evicted him from his
apartment because he did not pay his rent. Shortly afterward
he met this girl named Hilda who lives here. Then he moved
in with her last week. He told me they were about to get
married, but it never happened. I guess he went into town
and bought a bunch of alcohol mix and they proceeded to get
drunk. They got so loud, I finally had to call the sheriff and
told him to get here real quick because they were making an
awful racket. I guess you heard the rest of what went on.”

“Yes I did. ... I like to keep my nose out of other people’s
business, especially when they have been drinking.”

“That is a good way to live Zeb. You will not be bothered
by them again. I gave them ‘till Monday to pack up their
belongings and hit the road. I expect my tenants to be upright
and proper. You see the Bible over there, I believe in the
scriptures. I want to be right with the Lord so I can be with
Martha when I die. We were married for over 45 years. I do
miss her so much.”

“I understand Mr. Frank. I have not been away from my
mother for three weeks and I already miss her a lot. It is hard
for me to look past the pain my father caused me, but I am
trying.

“It has been nice talking, but I have to leave for work. I
get paid today, so I will pay the rent when I get back home.”

“Don’t work too hard. It is supposed to be a scorcher
today.” He got into his Model A and started toward Bear’s
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place. This was a very special day for him. He was going to
get his first pay. Bear was coming out the door as he drove
up and parked. Zeb walked over to the pickup, and they both
got in and went to the field in back of Mr. Pigeon’s place.

When they got to the garage, they began the same routine
they had been following for the past week. They fell and
limbed 9 trees by six o’clock. One of the trees did not fall
completely to the ground, so they had a hard time getting it
down and cut into logs.

Shortly before sundown, Zeb asked Bear if it would be
all right for him to cut off a piece of a real sappy pine branch
and take it home.

“Okay, but what are you going to do with it?”

“I had a visitor in my room last night. A mouse got up on
my card table and ate a hole in my bread sack. The mouse
ran under the sink cabinet and disappeared. I found a hole in
the back wall. I want to make a sap covered plug to fill up
the hole, so the mouse cannot get into my room to eat my
bread.”

“A pine plug won’t stop a mouse from eating your bread.
It will just eat another hole in the wall somewhere else. The
best way to stop mice from getting into your food is not to
feed them. Do not leave food laying around for them to get
into or adopt a house cat and hope it is a good mouser.”

Zeb took the one man saw and walked over to a pine
bough which was covered with a lot of sticky sap. He cut off
a piece two inches long and an inch and a half in diameter,
then he put it in a brown paper lunch bag and put it in Bear’s
truck. A short while later they both were headed toward the
pile of logs behind the shed. Zeb was scared he was not
going to get paid because he did not see Bear go up to Mr.
Pigeon’s house to get his pay.

He glanced at the driver’s side of the pickup in hopes of
getting an idea of his mood. Bear said nothing. All he could
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hear was the hum of the truck’s engine. Zeb waited patiently
for an excuse for him to ask about his pay. He did not want
to ask outright because he was told not to worry. However,
he was waiting on pins and needles for a sign he would get
paid. He knew he must pay the rent today or be told to hit the
road.

Bear drove the pickup to the back of the house where
they unloaded the logs. Then he gave Zeb a broom and said,
“It is Friday and the truck bed needs to be swept out. When
you get done, you can come up to the house and we will
have a bite.”

“It will only take a minute to sweep out the truck bed.”

Later, they were all seated at the table where they ate a
light dinner. Afterward, Bear said, “Zeb. ‘You want to come
into my makeshift office.”

He thought, “Oh-no. No pay.” He got up and followed
him to his office where Bear sat down in a big hardwood
chair sitting in front of a small desk.

“According to my figures you had 48 hours by Thursday
and nine hours today. That gives you 57 hours at 95 cents an
hour which comes to exactly $54.15 minus the eight dollars I
advanced you. I owe you $46.15. Here you are, twenty, forty,
five, six dollars and fifteen cents. Now, I want to warn you.
Do not think $46.15 is a lot of money, because it is not. You
watch those pennies. Save a little money for a rainy day,
because they are coming a whole lot sooner than you think.
Remember you need to be here at seven sharp on Monday.”

Bear walked out to Zeb’s car with him and bid him good-
bye. Zeb was so excited he wanted to jump all the way to the
moon, as he started his car and drove off toward home.

0
Carla AN
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He felt a little let down because Bear did not seem to be
very excited about giving him his first pay. Maybe he
had a lot on his mind. After all, he did tell him they were
low on groceries. Bear had put a lot of distance between the
two of them during the past week. Maybe he was too tired to
feel real excited. He did tell him he was over 45 and was not
able to work as hard as he used to. Whatever the reason, Zeb
was grateful to have a job. And for the first time in his life,
he had earned his own money.

His thoughts drifted to Frank and how he was all alone.
He thought about his mother, and even thought about his
father. But he was keenly aware he was driving all alone on a
highway stretching for miles in either direction.

He stopped and bought five gallons of gasoline at the
local gas station. He told Todd about getting paid and how he
would be able to buy more gas at a time from now on.

Todd said he was glad Zeb was doing so well. But, like
Bear, he warned him to be careful with his money and for
him to keep how much money he had to himself. He also
told him he needed to be a little more private about his other
personal affairs. This was Mississippi and it was not proper
to brag on one’s self. Zeb paid Todd for the gas and once
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again started home. He stopped at Herpell’s Grocery to buy
some groceries. Elmer greeted him with a smile and said,
“How did the job go today?”

“Can’t complain. I’d like a quarter of a pound of ham, a
half pound of bacon, a pound of baloney sliced medium.
Come to think of it, I need two half pound packages of bacon
wrapped separately. He gathered up four cans of beans, a
dozen eggs, several sodas, three candy bars, a box of cereal,
a loaf of bread and a quart of milk, while Elmer cut the ham,
wrapped the bacon and baloney for him. He added an extra
dozen eggs and some other groceries for Frank. He wanted to
pay him back for the meals he had made for him during the
week.

After Elmer tallied up the groceries, he said, “That will
be five dollars and eighty-five cents.” He gave him the
money and said he would be back in a day or two to get
more groceries, then he walked out and got into his car.

When he drove up to the rooming house, he saw Frank
sitting in his big chair near the front window. He parked his
car, got out and took his groceries down the long hall to his
room. He opened the door and put the bags of groceries on
the table before he started putting them away. This time he
put the bread in his refrigerator, so Squeaky could not get
into it.

After all of the groceries were stashed, he remembered
the pine tree branch piece he put in his car. He went out and
retrieved it from behind the front seat. When he got back into
his room, he placed the bag with the branch in it on the floor
next to his shower stall.

After sitting in his armchair for half an hour, he got up
and took the half pound of bacon and the eggs out of his
refrigerator and then took them with the bag of groceries for
Frank to his apartment. He knocked on his door. Frank did
not come to the door right away. He knocked again. Still no
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answer. Frank has no place to go. Edward, his son, comes
over once a week and takes him to town so he can shop for
whatever he needs for the next week. Frank had to give up
his driver’s license and sold his souped up car many years
ago. He knocked one more time and Frank finally said,
“Who is it?”

“It is Zeb, Sir. I have something for you and I want to pay
the rent.”

“Just a minute. I must have fallen asleep.” A moment
later he came to the door and let him in. Zeb gave him the
eggs and the half pound of bacon along with the bag of
groceries and told him he had to at least give him something
for making meals for him during the week. Frank took the
bag and said, “That was mighty neighborly of you to think of
me so kindly.”

He filled him in on getting his first pay, and then he gave
him the five dollars for the rent. Frank started telling about
the first time he got paid and how he felt after he got his first
pay. The story made Zeb feel much better.

“I brought home a pine branch and I want to get to
whittling on it. I like to carve green wood.” He told him he
liked to carve because he had said too much and did not have
the heart to tell him the pine plug was to keep a mouse out of
his room.

“Young fellow, It is time for me to take a nap. Before you
go, I have something in the kitchen for you.” He left for a
second, and when he returned, he handed Zeb a small jar half
full of lard. “Put a little dab of this here lard in your skillet
and let it melt before you put the eggs in it. And be sure to
set your stove burner on low when you are frying eggs.” Zeb
went back to his room. He wanted to get out the pine branch
and begin shaping it into a plug, but he took a shower and
went to bed instead. He wanted to sleep in, so he did not set
his alarm clock. The temperature was already 85 degrees by
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the time he woke up Saturday morning. He got up and
splashed water on his face and walked over to the table to see
what time it was. “Eleven-thirty! I must have been exhausted
last night,” he thought.

The only cooking and eating utensils he brought with him
from Arizona were three forks, two teaspoons, a butter knife,
a pancake turner, a cast iron skillet and a small enameled pot
with a lid. His mother told him to never part with the cast
iron frying pan she had given to him before he left Buckeye.
His China collection included: Two plates, a cereal bowl and
a scratched up porcelain mug. He also had half a box of
white tipped kitchen matches, but his stove was electric.

He turned on one of the burners and started to prepare
his late breakfast. It made him happy to see the burner turn
red, which meant it was working.

He took the bread, eggs and bacon out of the refrigerator
and set them next to the stove. He put the skillet on the
burner, put a dab of lard in it like Frank had instructed and
put two slices of bacon in it. It sizzled loudly. He decided the
burner was too hot, so he turned it down a little. He had
never cooked breakfast before. His training was in progress
as he took one of the eggs and cracked it on the edge of the
skillet like he used to see his mother do. The egg was not
cooperating. It had several pieces of the shell in it and the
yolk was busted. He got the shells out of the pan with his
pancake turner. The egg started to turn black around the edge
and was burning up. He tried to turn it over, but it was stuck
to the pan. He scraped it off the bottom of the skillet and
turned it over. It had burnt spots all over it. His mother made
it look so easy. He wondered why this egg was being so
difficult. The bacon was all burned up. Cooking breakfast
was turning out to be quite a struggle for him. He was stuck
with the breakfast he had made. Like it or not, in less than 10
minutes he ate every bite. Several hours later he decided to
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ask Frank to teach him how to make breakfast. He went to
his door and knocked. Frank answered the door and asked
Zeb what he needed.

“I need help. I tried to cook my breakfast and made a
mess of it.”

They sat down in front of his floor model radio and
talked about what Zeb could have done wrong. “Did you put
any grease or butter in the skillet before you tried to cook the
egg?”

“I put the lard in just like you said.”

“Maybe you didn’t use enough lard and that is why the
egg stuck to the bottom of the pan. How hot was the burner
when you put the egg in the pan?”

“At first, I turned the burner up all the way up. The bacon
started to burn up, so I turned the burner down a little.”

“One day next week you can come over here and you can
cook breakfast for us. I will show you how to cook eggs,
make French toast and how to cook bacon.”

“I’ll be home tomorrow. Would 8 o’clock in the morning
be a good time for you?”

“No. I go to church on Sundays and I do not like to do
any business then.”

Zeb got the hint and said good-bye before he went back
to his room. He was hungry. So he got ready and went
downtown. On 10" street, he saw a small drugstore sign that
read: Tenth Street Drugstore & Soda Fountain. The thought
of having a thick chocolate malt and a sandwich took over
his mind. He drove up and parked. Then he got out of his car
and walked into the store. The soda fountain was located in
the front corner of the drugstore behind a big picture window
overlooking the street. There were two 1890s style fly fans
hanging down three feet from the ceiling. There was a bright
red soda machine and two malt blenders sitting on top of the
twelve foot long counter. Four booths and five round bar
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stool chairs with four-ribbed chrome edges made up the
seating in the soda fountain. The seats were puffed up in the
middle and covered with a bright-red material. A large mirror
was mounted on the back wall.

He walked up to a booth next to the front window and sat
down. Within a minute the waitress walked over to his booth
and said, “Are you ready to order?”

“Yep. I would like to have a tall thick chocolate malt with
a cherry on top, a big ham sandwich with everything on it
and an order of fries.”

“Can I get you anything else?”

“I’m good for now.”

Zeb sat there waiting patiently as he stared blankly out
the window. The sun was hot and shining directly in on him.

The waitress came back several minutes later and said,
“Here you are. One chocolate malt with a cherry on top, a
ham sandwich and an order of fires.” Then she scurried back
to the counter to wait on a couple who had just sat down.

When he heard the waitress say, “Are you ready to
order?” He turned his head a little to the right so he could
look at her out of the corner of his eye. She was 5 foot 6
inches tall and weighed 118 pounds. She was wearing a
light-blue jumper with a thin white-lace border over a white
blouse and was wearing a white drugstore apron. She had
long dark-brown hair. He wanted to know her name and
something about her, but he had never asked a girl any
personal questions like that before.

A while later the waitress came over to his table to get his
empty malt glass and said, “Can I get you anything else?”

He was already very nervous and wanted desperately to
find out if she was married, her name and what she liked to
do. Finally, half choked up, he said, “I am all right for now.”
He thought fast and said, “I am new in town and I would like
to know if there are any movie theaters in Hattiesburg.”
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She said, “There is a small movie house on Main Street.
The first show is at ten o’clock. and the bargain matinée is at
2:00. They are showing a Laurel and Hardy movie and a new
movie, War of the Worlds.”

“Thank you. I will drive by and take a look at it this
afternoon.” He said ‘drive’ because he wanted her to know
he had a car; however, he did not want her to know his car
was over 25 years old. Then she quickly went back behind
the counter to wait on her other customers.

Because she told him the hours of the shows without
hesitation and seemed to know all about what movies were
playing, she might be interested in going to see a movie with
him. He wanted more than ever to know her name. But she
was waiting on other customers. He thought a moment, then
he put up his hand for her to come to his booth. When she
got to his table, he said, “It is real hot outside. What would
be a good drink to cool a fellow down.”

“Would you like a root beer float? It has ice cream in it.”

“Sounds good to me.”

He sat there trying to figure out a safe way of finding out
her name and if she was married. It did not seem like it was
in the cards for him to find out her name. Then an older
gentleman came over to her and said, “Carla, I will be in the
back room for a minute. If any customers come into the
store, give me a call.” His luck seemed to be turning for the
better.

“Here is your large root beer float.” Then she placed the
check upside down real close to him. He sat there nursing the
drink. Every once in a while she glanced at him, and of
course he looked back at her. He didn’t want to jump to any
conclusions about her. She could be married and have two or
three children to feed. “No. I am sure she is not married,” he
thought. However, he did not say a word to her about it.

When his drink glass was empty, he placed a quarter tip

56



Z. Hof

for her beside it, got up and walked over to the soda fountain
push button cash register and paid for the food and drinks.

He walked to his car and started toward the downtown
stores and the movie theater. The next time he went to the
soda fountain, he would know every movie theater in town.

He found the theater and drove by it. It was not what he
had expected. Perhaps it was her favorite movie theater. The
town was quiet. Very few cars were on the road that hot
afternoon. He went into several stores just to look. Bear had
warned him to watch his money. However, when he saw a
little radio in the window of a second hand store, he could
not resist it. He was lucky the store was open on Saturday.
He stopped just to have a look at it, but the owner assured
him the superheterodyne radio was a good one, and he could
have it for a dollar and a half. He bought the radio, took it
out to his car and continued window shopping.

By six o’clock he had driven by or went into every store
and theater he could find, then he drove by the drugstore one
last time to see if Carla was still there before he went back to
his room. Zeb could not get her out of his mind. He couldn’t
wait until Monday to ask Bear how he knew Carol was right
for him.

He all but forgot about Carla when he got back to his
room and plugged in his radio. It worked okay, but only a
few stations were audible. The rest were either very weak or
inaudible because static drowned them out. The hot night air
caught up with him as he sat in his chair listening to an
episode of The Lone Ranger. By 10 o’clock he was sound
asleep.

When he finally woke up, it was 9:30 in the morning. He
got up, took a shower and then tried to cook an egg and two
slices of bacon. This time they turned out a little better
because he used the right amount of the lard Frank had given
to him earlier. He got ready to go downtown again to see if
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Carla was working. However, he forgot it was Sunday and
the drugstore was closed. After driving around for a while,
he took his boredom with him back to his room.

The uneventful morning left him with nothing else to do
but listen to his radio; however, the reception was very poor
during the daytime. So he walked down the hall to Frank’s
door and knocked. When he answered the door, he said, “Hi
Zeb. Well, don’t just stand there, come in and have a seat.
How are you?”

It was 10:30 and he really wanted to talk about Carla. But
he told Frank he was ready for the breakfast cooking lesson
they talked about earlier.

Frank said, “It is a little late, but I guess it will be all
right. I normally don’t do any business on Sunday. But I am
going to make an exception because you need to learn how
to prepare your breakfast.”

Frank invited him into his kitchen where he showed him
some of the rudiments on how to cook several different
breakfast foods. When the breakfast was ready, they sat
down and talked for a quarter of an hour while they ate.

Then Frank said, “It is 11:25 and I do not have a lot of
time. I need to be ready to go to church when my good friend
Agnes Milford gets here. Every Sunday morning at 11:40
sharp she takes me to church. I want to be right with the
Lord when I die, so I can be with my wife again. Would you
like to come to church with us?”

“I have some things to do. Perhaps another time.” He
remembered his father constantly talking about religion as if
he were a master of theocratic studies and the ways of his
god, while he was being abused by him. He equated his
father’s religious beliefs to the beatings and verbal abuse he
received from him. “You said you wanted to talk. What is on
your mind?”

“I saw this girl at the drugstore soda fountain yesterday
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and I kind of like her. I was wondering if you knew of a way
I could find out if she is married or single.”

“What is the girl’s name?”

“I do not know, but an elderly man called her Carla.”

“Oh Carla. He is probably her father, Sam. He owns the
drugstore on Tenth Street. She is not married. I get all of my
medicines there and I know the family quite well. They go to
our church every Sunday morning. The offer to go with us is
still open. Will you change your mind and attend church with
Agnes and me?”

Zeb was torn between his desire to formally meet Carla at
church and the memories of his horrible childhood back in
Arizona. He thought it over and said, “No. I really need to
sort this all out.” There was a long pause before he said, “I
did better at cooking breakfast this morning. I will come over
tomorrow morning at 9:00 so I can make breakfast for us like
you said.”

“There will always be church next Sunday. You are
welcome to come over tomorrow and we will cook breakfast
together.”

“Thank you for inviting me to church. I will think about
it and maybe next week I may feel differently.” He knew he
could not bring himself to attend church. The fear his father
created in him ran deep. It would be a long, hard road for
him before he could accept a religious conviction.

At exactly 11:40 a black 1951 Ford sedan drove up to the
rooming house and an older lady wearing her Sunday go-to-
meeting dress stepped out of the car in her black high-heeled
shoes. She was 190 pounds, five-foot-seven and was wearing
a light-gray hat with a short white veil.

Frank greeted Agnes and they got into her car and drove
away. Zeb went back to his room and tried the radio again.
One station was clear enough to make out most of the words.
He listened for an hour or two before he fell asleep.
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It was 11:35 pm. when he woke up and realized he would
be on his way to work in a little less than eight hours. He
went to the refrigerator and prepared himself a bologna
sandwich and filled his China mug with milk. As he sat
down to eat his midnight snack, his mind was buzzing with
the events of past two days. Again, he started thinking about
Carla. Did he make a mistake in not going to church with
Frank? Then he again thought about his father and how badly
he was treated at home.

“Get out or Get a Job, Get out or Get a Job, Get out or
Get a Job,” echoed in his mind. It was like a jingle or a song
one cannot get out of their head. He tried to think about
Carla, but it just turned into, “Get out or Get a Job, Get out
or Get a Job.” He set the alarm for 5:30 and went to bed.

The alarm went off faithfully. He got ready and went to
Frank’s door and knocked. After a long time, Frank came to
the door and said, “What is up Zeb?”

“Today is Monday and we were going to cook breakfast
at 9:00, but I forgot about having to be at work by seven.”

“Gosh, I did not realize it either. My recollection is not
what it used to be. My brain is perfect, but 80 percent of it is
out to lunch most of the time.”

“I have to go to work now.” When he drove into Bear’s
driveway, he was walking from his truck to the house. He
parked his car and went over to the pickup and waited for
Bear to come back out.

Bear said, “Hi Zeb. Ready to cut down some trees?”

“Yes Sir, I am ready.” The day went by in a flash. They
cut down, limbed and sawed 11 trees into logs. They loaded
the pickup with all the logs they could, then started back to
unload the logs on the pile behind Bear’s house. Bear was
looking the other way because they could not get all of the
logs they had cut into his truck on any given day. There
would have to be a catch up day or two where they would
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only haul logs all day. When all of the logs were unloaded,
Bear said, “We did a real good job today and you get a dollar
bonus since we got over 10 trees finished. I am really tired
and need to eat dinner and bed down for the night. See you
in the morning at seven.”

“I will be here.” Zeb was beginning to feel like the
novelty of having a new tree man was beginning to wear off,
and Bear was becoming more like a boss.

Before he went into the house, Bear turned and said,
“The Mrs. told me to tell you she wants you to have dinner
with us Wednesday evening after work.”

“I would like that. See you later.” He climbed into his car
and started toward the drugstore before he realized it had
already closed. He would have to wait until next Saturday
before he would have a chance to see her again.

He went home and parked his car in his favorite spot.
After he opened the door to his room, he realized he had
forgotten to whittle the sappy pine branch into a plug to stop
the mouse from getting into his room. He got out the brown
paper bag with the small pine branch piece in it and began to
fashion a plug to fit in the mouse hole in the wall. When the
plug was finished he took off his shoe and used it to bang the
plug into the hole located under the sink.

“Squeaky, that will keep you from getting any more of
my food,” he said out loud as if the mouse could hear him.
He fixed himself something to eat, took a shower, set the
alarm and went to sleep.

The next two days went smoothly. It was almost dark
when Bear walked toward the log pile after they got home on
Wednesday evening. Suddenly he said, “Stand real still Zeb.
I smell a copperhead. It is a spicy smell. Do you smell it?”

“Yeah.” Zeb stood frozen in his tracks while Bear crept
back and walked over to his shed to get a big stick that was
leaning against it. He took the stick and began poking it into
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the log pile. Suddenly he jumped back as a copperhead
struck at the stick and then slithered off into the woods. Bear
said, “I told you them copperheads like to hide under logs.”

Zeb now knew Bear was telling the truth about being real
careful around snakes. A while later they unloaded the logs
onto the pile behind the house. Bear said, “The Mrs. already
has dinner on for us. We can head on up to the house now.
Bear told Zeb not to mention the snake because he did not
want to upset his wife. They washed up and sat down to a
chicken with stuffing, carrots and potato halves all roasted
together in a dark-blue and white speckled enameled roasting
pan. They also had baked sweet potatoes and corn bread
along with lots of ice cold milk and tea. “My husband tells
me you are doing a lot of work for him,” said Carol.

“I do my best, Mrs. Carol.” They shared stories about the
tree business and different local events. By eight-ten, dinner
was over and they went into the living room and continued to
talk about the future of the tree business. He knew his job
would not last forever. Bear confirmed it when he said they
had already cut down over a third of an acre of trees, which
meant the job would be finished in less than four months.
Zeb’s chest tightened with fear as he thought about having to
look for a job in the cold of winter. Then he remembered
Bear telling him about when the trees were all cut down,
they would root out the stumps and then cut the pile of logs
into firewood. He relaxed as the evening came to a close.

“It is 9:15 and time to pack it up for the day,” said Bear.

Zeb took the hint and said, “See you tomorrow.” And
then he thanked Carol for inviting him to dinner.

“You are certainly welcome Mr. Smith.”

On the way home his mind was wandering. His future
was not as sure as it was a while earlier. For the first time
since he got the job as a tree man, he was having doubts as to
whether he would make it in the long run.
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In no time at all, he was back in his room and working on
his nightly routine. After he made a small bedtime snack and
ate it, he set the alarm clock and tried to sleep, but the wheels
kept turning in his head. He spent hours worrying about
running out of money during a cold winter before he finally
fell asleep. Two hours later, the clock down the hall chimed
eleven times; then a clap of thunder woke him out of a deep
sleep. His mattress and shirt were soaked. He felt around in
the dark and found the light switch and turned it on. The roof
was leaking right in the middle of his bed. What else can
happen to m