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Foreword

Oyster Flat is a river community situated in Abercrombie County. Nearly all of the residents are African American with the notable exception of Hiram Cotton who is the token white bellman at the Fox Hotel. Hi, along with his wife, Missus Lulu, and their much discussed but seldom seen child, Cracker, have long resided in Oyster Flat. The majority of people living in ‘The Flat’ work for Tyning Foods, a company whose sole utility is to supply processed poultry to the rest of the nation.

Ida Mae Smith, the child of an itinerant farm couple, is the narrator of What Killed Mama? She is not shy about her presence in Oyster Flat or the far-flung boundaries of Abercrombie County and has this to say about her tolerance for certain individuals:

Preacher Divine has taken to referring to me as the Great Jaws of Jabber and that I should learn to soften rhetoric that he claims is outright sarcastic. This come about after a particularly contentious Sunday meeting when he intoned to one and all that I needed to temper my tongue AND my impromptu soliloquies. I ain’t stupid and Old Danny Webster hisself will back me up. Temper is to bring a desired hardness to steel by reheating and cooling. THIS is the way I feel about speaking up AND relating the accurate history of our times—hardness brought about by fire and ice. Now pull up a stump and learn the ugly truth of racism’s quagmire and the Abercrombie County ‘good ol’boys’ who wallow in this affront to humanity with nary a brace of five-buckle overshoes to shield themselves from the cow-plop that is sure to hit the fan..



Chapter One


Mama had always been a stickler for me tending to my studies, even after Papa told her that the lack of school marming never did a body no harm. I guess he figured a girl like me would marry some dim-witted boy from The Flat and present him and Mama with a passel of grandbabies. That’s before Issadore, Papa(s son and Brekkie’s twin brother, accidentally did hisself in over to the water impound. From the account I heard, Izzy couldn't decipher the warning signs and rowed smack into the blades of the generating turbine. Brekkie claims that Izzy's big moment would have been the most colorful period of his life; if’n the current below dam weren't running full and the volume of water moving so fast that it thinned the crimson of Izzy's blood to a less than spectacular hue of vermillion.

Deacon D. V. Jones was anchoring the butt of a cane pole along with his own snaggly-assed bottom-end on the rocky slope overlooking the impound on Izzy’s big day and he claimed to see a white fella leaning over my half-brother performing some sort of immoral act. The good Deacon says he threw down his fishing rig, got on his knees and beseeched the Lord not to strike him blind. When he finally snuck a peak at the two boys, they were already disappeared behind a clump of saw-tooth willow and he darn near slid his own body into treacherous waters that swallows up sinners just like the Bible talks about in conjunction with Jonah and the whale when he commenced to jumping up on a rock in a futile attempt for a second look-see.


Now every one knowed that Hi Cotton’s boy, Cracker, disappeared on the very day of Izzy’s death but the Cotton clan are staunch Methodists and believe that Deacon Jones is spreading pure Presbyterian manure and that their son run off and joined the circus against their will and behind their backs.

Mama informed Papa that if he’d bothered to learn hisself to read, he would of knowed that it is illegal and immoral to marry a direct cousin or father his idiot twin boys to begin with. The whole village is privy to the fact that Papa's first wife has been bunking with the rendering gang ever since she done wrapped her rainbow assortment of Woolworth's Monday through Sunday lace panties in a flour sack and stole out Papa(s door. Of course, that all happened before Papa married my Mama. Brekkie gets this stupid look on his face when telling of his own mother’s getaway. He's down right drooling when his explaining gets around to the fact that her Saturday night frillies is jet black with shimmering pink flamingos embroidered on the crotch.

The biggest problem facing Mama, as far as my book learning goes, is the lack of reading material in this here holler. Over to Naismith they have themselves a real library and that's where the family generally agrees that Mama's mental health commenced to decline. Oh, did I mention that the State Board of Education shut down the Oyster Flat schoolhouse largely due to Mama’s incompetence? Missus Lulu, Hiram Cotton’s wife, was school marming for The Flat up to the time that she didn’t return from the spring teacher’s convention. At first foul play was suspected, but Hiram eventually stepped forward confessing to marital discord based on a highly personal dysfunction. He went on to publicly state that since their son Cracker’s disappearance, life was not a bed of roses down at the Fox Hotel where he and Missus Lulu dwelled and he’d taken up residence in a supply closet. He finally admitted that Missus Lulu’s china collection had been shipped out in the days previous to her stepping on the train that directed her away from Abercrombie County.
Mama took over the school house as though she were born to cherish such an opportunity. She excelled at supervising the playground and lunch hour but failed miserably at imparting book learnin’. Everything come to a head when she delivered a report to the district superintendent entitled Reedin’s and Riten’s within the Oyster Flat Community School. It had become obvious to the Board of Education that Mama self-taught herself to read—nowadays folks call it learning by phonetics and this process is supposedly messing up a whole new generation of students and making a fortune for companies promoting flim-flam learning experiences.
Chapter Two


"Ida Mae," Mama commanded. "Have Brekkie hitch Tidewell to the buggy. Miss Spence of the Literary Litinae is having herself a git together and you an' me are goin."

"Yes'm."  

Tidewell is the only mule that Mama dares venture forth across the river. Papa runs a string of mules for stumping fields and yarding logs and they are the most orneriest cusses you ever did see. Mama labored over a technical manual on training equine stock and learned Tidewell wagon work when he was a young'un and he's the best natured of a downright sorry lot. 

Papa doubted Mama's abilities with a steering wheel and wouldn't let her drive the family’s vehicle, even though she paid her quarter just like him for a motoring license. I never understood why she ponied up her inheritance as a down payment on the Diamond T. When Brekkie is on work furlough, that ol’ deuce-and-a-half just sits under the live oak and gits shat on by all sorts of winged critters. My half-brother's been stuffing his whole pay check into the T, just last week he got the interior redone into a tuck and roll. The colors he chose match the red and white sparkle of the Wurlitzer jukebox down at the W.W.W. Lodge. 

Brekkie, to Mama's dismay, has been learning the intricacies of sipping corn squeezings. Mama don't think that bellying up to the flat bed with the rest of the boys is gonna earn Brekkie a leadsman’s slot on the kill floor. My half-brother is taller than most of his buddies and when them chicken puckers’ gets pie-eyed they agree to a man that Brekkie has foreman potential. I.Q. has never been of much import at the factory, judging from the work force of plodding men who work for Mister Tyning and make Oyster Flat their home.

The journey to Naismith takes a good couple of hours if Tidewell is on his feed and the ferry ain't clear to the other side of the river. If it is, you have to scull a flat-bottomed skiff about twenty-five yards through dank waters and get it. In the fall, after the rain comes, the river gits to ripping. By the time a person gets done sculling, you(re a good block downstream from the landing. The ferry is really a self-service barge. On either end is a large spool with four handles radiating from its core. To power the barge, you push on the handles of the turnstile and an underwater cable pulls the vessel across. Mama was stout enough to do it by herself but I always helped. We'd tie our wraps around our shoulders, roll up our sleeves and push on the merry-go-round. Once in a while a submerged log that had escaped an upstream sawmill would bash into the barge, knocking our bonnets askew. Tidewell would set right down on his rump, front legs splayed like a wishbone after some ol’ sugar maple log torpedoed us. Once he set a good two hours refusing to budge before a drayage company driver come along in one of the skiffs, climbed aboard, and kicked his butt. This time, however, our passage come off without a hitch. 

Chapter Three

When we get to the library, we have to tie our rig to the back of Missus Yoakum's Ford pickup truck 'cuz all the hitching posts are occupied. The library is the main attraction of the town square. The building is stout and faced with bricks made of bottom land clay. Older structures located in the square lean onto the shoulders of the library, seeking relief from listing foundations. Inscribed above the double entrance doors is the word Carnegie, doubtlessly named for the fella who owns the whole she-bang. We climb the limestone stairway, following other members of the Litinae; I scoot around several old ladies and hold the door open to their passing.

"My! What a gathering you all's got!" Mama says to Miss Spence who stands in the cloakroom doorway collecting our traveling garments.

"It is surprising." Miss Spence allows as she places Mama's duster on a hook next to my shawl. "Words gotten out about our guest, the author Orville Moran, I dare say wild horses couldn't keep the ladies of the Litinae away."  

I gaze around the room, thirty hefty ladies and my skinny cousin Selena is parking themselves at the tables. Brekkie calls the older women the 'totter brigade.' Every year at the company picnic, when the grownups get silly on Amos Ambrosia’s corn mash, they stagger on over to the children's play yard. Couples pair off. The contest is to see which wife can elevate her mate the longest while teeter-tottering. Litinae women always win. Miss Spence is a might too thin to be a participant. Brekkie says it's on account of book worms, but it don't matter much 'cuz of her status as a librarian. She's far to educated to be married to a chicken plucker or to embarrass herself at public events.

Mama and I get us a seat in the front of the room. The air is better up here, away from the stacks where paper beetles is churning book bindings to mulch. Mama dragged Brekkie to the library once, but he commenced to gagging on what he claimed was prehistoric dust trapped between the pages of ancient volumes. The fact that there weren't no comic books was his real malady.

Miss Spence swings a gavel against a wooden file cabinet and demands order. "Ladies, without further ado, I wish to present Mr. Orville Moran!" 
A muscular man with a thin mustache sweeps into the room. He is clothed in white and has a red cape riding on his shoulders. He has a black gizmo cinched around his waist, I think Mama called it a come-along but I ain't certain. He sports tall black boots of the type that serpent gatherers wear. The closest thing to a snake in our group is the hiss that punctuates Missus Thelma Swoops sentences when her dentures slip.

Several of the ladies oh'd and ah'd Mister Moran's appearance and Miss Spence had to fan air onto Missus Yoakum's cheek on account of her swooning plumb unconscious. When Mister Moran smiles his teeth dazzle as if they are diamond plated. It'd take the teeth of three men from Oyster Flat to match his marvelous mouthful.

Orville Moran asks each and every member of our group their names and he listens intently as though he is mentally filing an attendance report. I hear my Aunt Bea, seated several tables away, exclaim: "He possesses the countenance of an angel!" 
Miss Wilson leans over to Mama and loudly whispers that the guest has the eyes of a saint.
Someone bumps my elbow to garner my attention. "He's a true freshet come to cleanse the Flat of tainted waters." 
Mama claims that this man is (a regular Valentino.( I always wondered who it was they named Valentine(s Day after. There must be something that I'm missing. Sure, the guy's downright pretty and he probably don't even own a pair of bib overalls, but they's making him seem too good. I ain't as blinded by advancing years as is the others. I make me a silent vow to be ever vigilant.  

The author reads from his writings, although I doubt anyone can comprehend the meaning of his free verse. All eyes are on him and he plays to his audience, swishing and swaggering. He reads of kings and kingdoms, of pals and palaces, fools and foolishness.


At the conclusion of his presentation he says: "If you ladies choose to become patrons, I will return to this Flat as a writer in residence. If you each contribute a small stipend, say a dollar a week, I will be here to instruct you to write with confidence. You know that you have the ability, I'm offering you the key to unlock the bounty within!"
Well! The room buzzes louder than skeeters forced to share a kerosene lit outhouse. A hurried vote gets took and only two spinster sisters, the Jefferson’s, decline the offer. Miss Spence volunteers to make up the shortfall. I know Papa will pitch a fit and wonder how Mama will manage to squeeze our due from the household budget.

After the vote is tallied, Mama and I retrieve our wraps and follow Missus Yoakum out the building's twin doors. A group of ladies is gathered around the bed of her truck, and then I see what they is a(gawking at. Tidewell is leaned over dead to the world . . ., half in, half out of the rear end of that ol' truck. I ain't never seen a mule founder but he is as close as they come. Gunny sacks of oats and sorghum is strewed all over the place, Tidewell has the countenance of one blissed-out mule. Mama is beside herself apologizing to Missus Yoakum. The only damage, excepting the ruined feed, is the tailgate's paint job.

"I can't pay to fix your Ford, but I can send Brekkie over with a bucket of paint,” Mama is wringing her hands as she speaks.

"That ain't necessary . . . it ain't like the vehicle is new. (
"Well, it is county works orange in color, I believe we gots some of that to home. When the boy comes to fetch Tidewell, he'll make your truck right." After we unhitch and drag the mule over to the library lawn, the building's janitor come out and hobbles ol' Tidewell just in case he come to.  

Chapter Four


Miss Spence give us a ride to the ferry. Before stepping outside of the black tin coach of the librarian’s fliver Mama goes; “You don’t suppose the Jefferson sister’s refusal to pay Mister Moran’s stipend is on account of him being a Caucasian?”

“I certainly hope not. We’ve all worked so hard in this county not to exclude our Anglo- American countrymen. By the way dear, I’m told that Anglo-Americans feel that the term Caucasian is derogatory. In this day and age it is so demeaning to single out one group of individuals and value them less than we do those of our own race.”
I’m sitting in the back seat taking all this in. It never occurs to me that Orville Moran’s skin color is different than my own, or that it matters. To a degree, I have observed racial aspects in our community. Most, if not all, of the rendering gang are Anglo’s who have migrated from the north looking for employment. They rent shacks in Dogtown which is an unincorporated slum bordering Oyster Flat. The fact that Dogtown’s lone thoroughfare is rutted red dirt and that the town proper lacks public utilities makes it a highly affordable place to dwell. On payday, white folk line up outside the telegraph office and wire their Tyning Foods compensation vouchers to spouses and relatives living in the blighted cities above the Mason-Dixon Line. 
Once, I overheard Papa telling Preacher Divine that the Dogtown bunch are unlikely candidates for conversion to the Methodist Church as they eat fish on Fridays and prefer lighting candles to plying collection plates with coins and are always joking about a sexual matter called the rhythm method.
Mama yanks my door open as she continues talking with Miss Spence. “I pray that the men folk don’t catch wind of the ethnicity of our new artist in residence. You know they don’t have much tolerance for the cockies who work at the plant.”
“My goodness, Hannah! You just said the C-word! And, in front of your own daughter! How, oh how, are we going to stop discrimination if we don’t set a good example in teaching our young respect for their fellow man.”

“Really Miss Spence, don’t you think that you’re over-reacting? Even your so-called Anglos refer to themselves as cockies. Anyhow, everyone in The Flat calls them the C-word. Ain’t that so Ida Mae?”
“Yes’m. And do you know what? Those white guys. . . Er. . Um. . . Anglos, they call each other Cuz. Now how weird is that? I mean they can’t all be related to each other, can they? Papa says that’s the reason that they work menial jobs. He calls it inbreeding at its finest!”

“This is just what we enlightened people are fighting against, the singling out of ethnic groups. White, red, brown, yellow, or black, we are all human beings in the eyes of the Lord. Here, let’s take a moment and work through this, please Hannah, for the sake of the child.”
“Who lighted the bee in your bonnet?” Mother implores.

“Most of the fellows in town work for Mister Tyning and they must realize that his wife is Swedish, right?” Miss Spence continues on as if she didn’t hear Mama’s question.
“So?”

“If it weren’t for her, there would be no company clinic, ice cream socials, or even a ball field, let alone a whole sport complex. These Scandinavians are incredibly socialized in their support for the workings of society.”

“I’m still trying to see your point. What does that blond bimbo have to do with our Caucasian, er, I mean, our Anglo-American dilemma?”
“Well dear, if Mister Tyning can see past the color of skin and take her on in marriage, his employees should be able to also recognize that a body’s pigmentation doesn’t matter in the greater scheme of life.”

Racial awareness is a new concept for me to contemplate and I’m wondering if the conversation between Mama and Miss Spence is a set up from the get go, an opportunity staged for my benefit. Nearly everyone in Abercrombie County with the exception of the rendering gang run the gamete from black as licorice to tan as prime cured Kentucky Burley. I make me a mental note to give this complex issue of race serious consideration in my spare moments.
“Thanks for the lift. Me and Ida Mae will surely attend the next function of the Litinae.” 
“Please do me the courtesy of not using the C-word. And, of course, correcting others 

when they slip-up will help establish fair and equal treatment for all of us Americans.” Miss Spence grinds the transmission as she finally jams her automobile into a forward gear and with a toot of her horn, heads back toward Naismith.

Chapter Five


Now I have to explain something about ferry manners. People from The Flat always leave a boat for the next commuter, so as they don't have to swim for it. There are two of the flat bottomed skiffs. When we get to the ferry landing, the barge and one of the skiffs is on the other side. I scull Mama across on account of her not being an able swimmer. When Preacher Divine baptized the whole lot of us a few years back, it was all Mama could do to thrash over on her side and dog paddle to the bank after our ceremonial dunking. I shuck off my clothes, even my underwear, and leave them with Mama and row across to the Naismith side. After I pull the skiff ashore, I swim back over to where Mama is a leaning against the drop planks of the ferry.

Even though it were still August, I’m shivering on account of not having nothing thick enough to rub the water out of my skin. I’m a balancing on one foot trying to step into clingy underwear when I hear a rude laugh come bouncing down the road, skittering like a toe stubbed pebble. Mama tries to shield me from Amos Ambrosia’s leer. 
"What have we here?" He stumbles as he loosens a quart jar(s lid, “Shimmy dancers from Capitol City?"  

"Stay where you is at!" Mama cries.

"No offence intended Ma(am." Amos slurs, tipping the Mason jar just enough to lose some of its liquid on the front of his shirt. "It ain't ever day I runs into a necked lady, 'specially one who ain't haired out!"

"She's my young'un. I'll thank you to keep vile thoughts to your self."   

By now, I have my dress pulled down. Mama grabs my arm and guides me up the road.


Evening shadows soon abandon us and it is darker than blackstrap molasses by the time we climb onto our front stoop. Double Ugly, Brekkie's Bluetick hound, is bayed up in the grove out back of grand pappy’s tombstone. His sorrowful bellowing is mindful of a banshee not yet put to rest.
Mama and I stand on the top step looking through the screen of the front door. The house’s darkness would do a moonless night proud and not even a mouse’s squeak livens up the gloom emanating from within although Double Ugly still sounds highly agitated, his bellowing reminding me that it is unlikely that any of our animals have been fed. We push through the door and step onto the maple flooring of the little used front hallway when I notice a flicker of light dancing across the brow of Grampa Smith whose portrait hangs near the entry to the kitchen.
“Anybody home?” I shout as I hang my shawl on a wall peg.

Mama walks past me and pauses to jiggle a faulty light switch that finally bathes the kitchen in a yellow glow. “There you are. Why are you two sitting in the dark?” 
Brekkie is perched on the narrow counter of Mama’s pie cabinet while Papa straddles a bent-wood chair whose back faces a kitchen table that is bare except for the smoldering nub of a beeswax candle They are both sipping from Ball jars half full of a yellowish liquid.
“Pa, tell your woman that we’s hungry.” Brekkie’s words pour out as thick as the dumb look on his face. By now, the hound baying outside has ratcheted up to an angry urgency.
Papa looks at Mother, clears his throat and says, “Goddamit Hannah, me and the boy been working since sun up. The least you can do is have dinner on the table.”

“Things is about to change! I will no longer tolerate being a slave to you, this farm or to the whims of that boy. All of you is goin’ to start sharing in the upkeep ‘round here and that includes the fixin’ of vittles. With this, Mama marches to the back door, pausing to grab Grandpa Smith’s double-barreled Parker, before clumping down the rear stairwell. The next sound we hear above the baying of the hound is the booming report of both shotgun barrels. The dog’s howls are immediately silenced.

Brekkie slides off the counter top and exclaims “Pa! Your woman just killed Ol’ Ugly!” Papa sits there looking dumbfounded, his mouth moving but nary a word climbing through the maze of gray stubble lining his jaw.

We next hear Mama scraping off her boots on a stair tread and suddenly she is back in the kitchen sliding the Parker behind the door. “Brekkie, go out there and gut them coons that I done killed and hang ‘em in the shed to bleed out. Ida Mae, get the head cheese out of the icebox and slice whatever’s left of the bread up for sandwiches. You,” she says, nodding her head at Papa, “get out there and feed and water the stock. From here on out, there ain’t no such thing as woman’s work.”

Later that night I hear my parents arguing in their bedroom. Finally, I have to crush a pillow over my head in order to catch sleep.

The next morning Mama did not get up with the rest of us. No one had bothered to churn butter so I made sandwiches for Papa and Brekkie with the last of the bread using lard instead of butter and threw in a sprinkle of sugar to cut the greasy taste of the lunch that I had improvised. 
Mama come down from her bedroom after Brekkie and Papa left for work. “My goodness” she says, shaking her right hand. “I’ve developed a severe bout of writer’s cramp. What did y’all eat for breakfast?” She spends several hours that day teaching me how to mix dough and bake bread. Leaving me to the kitchen tasks, Mama labors the remainder of the afternoon moving her personal effects into Izzy’s old bedroom. When Papa gets home from the fields she set him to constructing a writing desk. The Diamond T idles into our side yard with a lanyard tied to the rear bumper. Tidewell is hitched to the working end of the rope and he has the same miserable look that shadows my brother when he spends too much time imbibing with Amos Ambrosia. Brekkie goes about taking care of the animal chores and he even gets around to churning a month’s worth of butter without Mama having to nag him. Mama did cook supper that evening. 
“God damn it!” Papa roars when he sets down at the table. “I will not eat rodents! Hannah, I told you when we took up together that poor people eat slop like this and we will never be destitute enough for this swill to grace my table! Just because your whole clan of slough dwelling slug suckers think that mushroom roasted vermin is akin to divine delicacies don’t make it edible in my view! God Almighty, a man labors away at an honest days toil and he expects to be fed an honest meal. Real meat and peat ground potatoes is what I’m talking about! Raccoons was put on this earth for their hides to provide warmth. They wasn’t intended to fill the belly. Brekkie! Fire up the Reo! I’m going down to Roscoe’s for a dinner of working man’s grub. The rest of you can stay here if you like or come with me. Jesus! These fixing’s ain’t fit for the lowliest cur in Dogtown!” 

Brekkie drove off with Papa leaving me and Mama to set alone at the table. “I may be married to your Pa” Mama starts in “but he don’t own me. Mind you Ida Mae, men will try to control you any way that they see fit. Oh, they’s gonna do this for you and they’s gonna do that for you when they comes a’ courting. But, jump that broom handle and then you become their chattel. I’m sorrowful that you got to witness this at your early age but don’t you never forget the ugliness you just witnessed.” Mama slowly rises from the table. “Go slop this roast to the hogs. We both still gots to live here for the time being and there’s no use in antagonizing your father any further.” 
That was the first time that I went to bed hungry. 
Chapter Six

Little by little, Mama withdrew from daily management of our household and instead remained sequestered in her bedroom writing what I can only assume is her scandalous account of Oyster Flat.
Several nights during the course of the next couple of months, Mama and I’d tie ol’ Ugly to a string of twine and walk him out to Archer’s Swamp for a go ‘round of night hunting. Mama would tote Grandpa’s Parker leaving me to carry a lantern. We usually brung home whatever varmint Ugly run up a tree. Possum was made into stew with Papa thinking he was dining on goat meat, the stingy hides not being worth the efforts of a skinnin’ knife. When we hit it lucky and caught a coon or two, we’d flesh out the catch and turn ‘em over to the fur buyer. The money we was paid went toward our due with Mister Orville Moran over ta the Naismith library.
One evening, it was during a blue moon month, Ugly took to running a track that broke clear of the swamp and zigzagged up the side of Mount Stanton. He was plumb out of hearing by the time Mama an’ me pulled ourselves free of the rushes. We paused to take in some air that wasn’t skeeter infested and Mama goes, “Leave us walk over ta the road that leads to Steelers’ Knob. If Ugly’s anywhere’s around this side of the mountain we’ll be able to catch his howling. If we don’t hear ‘im we’ll head on back. He’ll find his way home when he’s good and hungry.”
Steelers’ Knob is a forlorn outcropping of deadfall and giant cottonwood gone to skeleton. An old homestead which once housed the D’Arcy clan has also fallen in ruin. Old man D’Arcy had been in charge of putting edges onto the cutlery used in Mister Tyning’s poultry operation. When the men at the Oyster Flat plant attempted to unionize, Mister Tyning begun  insisting that each employee be responsible for steeling his own blade and ceased the contracting of services with Mister D’Arcy. The rumor surrounding Oyster Flat, ‘specially during the season of O’Hallow’s Eve, is that old man D’Arcy slit the throats of his wife and brood and chucked them into Archer’s Swamp and that he still resides amongst the cottonwoods. Whenever goats or sheep come up missing, it is assumed that ol’ D’Arcy is on the prowl. 
When we had finally purchased a foothold on Steelers’ Knob, me an’ Mama paused to catch up with our breathing. I had to put a double knot in one of the brogues I was a’wearing on account of the stupid lace working its way loose. On our hike, rocks and clumps of limestone kicked out and rattled down the mountain side limiting our ability to get a fix on ol’ Ugly’s whereabouts. Now we could hear the steady chop-chop of his tree bark coming from beneath the largest cottonwood that gleamed ghostly white in the moon light. Mama dropped a couple of shells into the double barrels of the Parker and I stoked up the lantern. Carefully, we made our way through the arms, fingers, and legs of deadwood toward the hound who besides barking, was making a slobbering type of noise that I never heard come out of him before.
“Ida Mae! Get up this way with that lantern. Oh my lord, would you look at that!”

‘That’ was a leathery petrified body with what amounted to a quilting of chicken feathers swinging from a stout limb. The dead body’s wrists were bound in front and the hands were positioned like whoever it was had been a praying for salvation. A silvery splinter of barn board swung from a loop of cord strung from the neck area. A tarry scrawl emblazoned the curious word, Faggot.
The happenings of the rest of that evening are a real furry looking critter. Me and Mama beat feet home, dragging Ugly by the twine tie most of the way down the mountain. I bow-lined Ugly’s lead onto Granddaddy Smith’s old hitching post and hurried after Mama who was a pushin’ through the front door. She quickly found my father sprawled out on a settee in the front sitting room and tried, to no avail, to awaken him from a drunken stupor. She ends up yelling for Brekkie who, for the first time in a month of Sundays, is dateless and sends him into the Flat to fetch back the sheriff. 
Chapter Seven

Sheriff Goodnature is certainly not a man of good humor when his Saturday night poker game is interrupted. After grilling Mama and me for the twentieth time and getting the same answers to his questions forty times he eventually gets around to deputizing Brekkie and the two of them head for the tall cottonwoods. It takes all night for them to drag the corpse that was still dangling out there on Steelers’ Knob down the mountain. Brekkie latter told me that the left leg done broke completely in two when he and Sheriff Goodnature cut the body down from the limb that it was a swinging on. Goodnature up and carries the severed limb over his shoulder like he was baring arms in the Armistice Day parade leaving Brekkie to man-handle the corpse which was dried plumb out and didn’t weigh more than a new-born calf.  The remainders of the body slowly busted apart and resembled mattress ticking by the time they got to loading it onto the bed of the Diamond T. 

My half-brother, at Goodnature’s insistence, made a way-stop at Amos Ambrosia’s as the pair of them was pretty shook up after pulling the late shift tending to their civic but ghastly duties and the two of them was down right loopy when they finally deposited their load besides the front stoop of D.V. Jones’ Tonsorial Parlor just as D.V. himself was a sneaking out the back door bent on neglecting his church duties as Deacon of the Presbytery. The cane pole leaning against the siding of his barbershop didn’t get propped up on the shore of the water impound that day. 
Mama sent me off to bed where I started pondering on the word faggot so I gets up and tiptoes to her room intent on borrowing the dictionary to see if there is such a word in the first place. I rattle the door knob and I hear Mama say, “Noah, I’m not in the mood. Leaves me be and go back to seeking your comfort from that jar of hooch you got stashed in the pantry.”
“Mama, it’s me. I need to look up somethin’ in the dictionary.” I hear her get to her feet and footfalls scud across the floor. She struggles with a bolt that she has lately installed to bar the door and pulls it wide open. I haven’t been in my departed half-brother’s bedroom in quite a spell and I’m taken aback by the clutter of writing materials and crumpled papers overflowing the cream can now being purposed as a waste bucket. She digs through a pile of books, finally locating the yellowing turn of century Oxford Press Edition whose bound cover is ajar and the first clump of pages is missing.

“Here you be, now don’t go staying up worrying. What we stumbled onto ain’t none of your concern, besides; you got all of them tomatoes to put up first thing in the morning.” She pushes aside the window curtain and continues. “The sun will be a showing itself pretty quick.  Go catch you some sleep.”
I clutch the dictionary in one hand, I’m still using the hunting lantern to illuminate my way as Papa’s been in arrears with the Farmer’s Coop and electricity ain’t been powering up the Edison bulbs. Back in the kitchen, I locate the word faggot only its spelled fagot—one g and the definition reads; a bundle of twigs, sticks, or branches bound together. Well, the wrists of the body me an’ Mama found was tied together, but why would somebody see fit to scratch out a sign proclaiming such a thing? Another definition reads, to collect or bind into a fagot. This leaves me further confused. I know I ain’t a gonna sleep so I sneak outta the house and head for Oyster Square. 

Whenever a soul leaves a body, usually the remains is placed in D.V. Jones’ cold storage until burying day. Seagoing veterans of the Great War laughingly call the place Davey Jones’ Locker—a joke that I can never get explained or that any of the men are willing to catch me any insight into. This is the only matter that these fellows more than crack a smile about as far as them telling the horrors that they faced in putting an end to tyranny once and for all. By the time I make my way to the Tonsorial Parlor, a fair size crowd has gathered with most of the men pushing into each other in an attempt to get a better look at the remains. I can hear several of them speculating on who it is that be a lying there in a clump when suddenly Brekkie swooshes in and hoists me up onto his shoulders.

“You want to get yourself a look, little one?” His voice is always too loud when he’s been into the corn liquor. “You’d pay two-bits for an attraction like this when Doc Hornblower’s Aerial Circus and Good Time Medicine Tent come to town.” He elbows us to the front of the mob and I don’t want to look, but I can’t help myself. As I gaze downward at the mangled corpse, I’m having a hard time believin’ that this body was once a breathing human being. Beneath the chicken feathers I can see a sun cured slurry of tar. The shape of the face is hard to figure and vacant eye sockets lend a view into where the soul vacated the skull. The rough-hewn board scrawled with the puzzling word faggot is propped behind the body giving a false appearance of a tombstone in a pauper’s graveyard. And then I see it, a ring gleaming in the brightening light of day. Its emerald stone is colored like late sprung clover and sits in the center of a Celtic cross. The reason I know the cross is Celtic is that Cracker Cotton ‘splained the history of his Irish heritage to me when he first showed off the ring on his right hand.
I swivel my head and glance toward the entrance of the Fox Hotel in time to see Hiram Cotton squaring up his bellman’s cap as he steps off the curb and walks toward us and the gathering crowd. I slide off Brekkie’s shoulders and have little time to interact. The last thing poor Mister Cotton needs to see is the scrawny corpse and the condition of his son Cracker’s body.
What Killed Mama?



