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“Sean Dietrich has written a home run of a novel with The Incredible Winston
Browne. Every bit as wonderful as its title implies, it’s the story of Browne—a
principled, baseball-loving sheriff—a precocious little girl in need of help, and the
community that rallies around them. This warm, witty, tender novel celebrates
the power of friendship and family to transform our lives. It left me nostalgic and
hopeful, missing my grandfathers, and eager for baseball season to start again. I
loved it.”
—ARIEL LAWHON, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING
AUTHOR OF | WAS ANASTASIA

“Sean’s writing is infused with the small-town South—you can smell the exhaust
of the cars cruising down dusty back roads, and you can sense the warmth of the
potluck meal on your plate. But while the South might move slow through the
heat, Sean’s stories are anything but slow. There’s a subtleness, and a gentleness,
but just beneath that surface there’s also a cutting edge you can sense but never
quite see. Topping it off, in the midst of it all, is Winston Browne: the dying man
you find yourself cheering for. Make no mistake. [7he Incredible Winston Browne]
is a classic story, told by an expert storyteller.”
—SHAWN SMUCKER, AUTHOR OF LIGHT FROM DISTANT STARS

“Sean Dietrich has given us an absolute treasure of a novel. Atmospheric and
soul-full, Stars of Alabama will grab your heart and change it. The land and all its
manifestations fill the narrative with such lush presence that one feels more than
entranced; one feels immersed in the novel. Dietrich is an author who understands
the hidden landscape of a soul; his voice both clear and authentic. The separate
storylines are vivid and distinct, yet they also move inexorably closer to each other
in a world both cruel and beautiful. Healing and hope come alive in these charac-
ters, allowing them to come alive in us. Moving, powerful, and dazzling, Stars of
Alabama is a page-turning wonder of a story.”
—PATTI CALLAHAN, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING
AUTHOR OF BECOMING MRS. LEWIS
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“Dietrich offers a story of love, loss, and subsequent hope set in early 1930s Dust Bowl

Kansas. The folksy writing style is a hallmark of Dietrich’s storytelling and bears

the tone of his podcasts and columns. Every character has some quirk and substance

that will imbed them in readers’ minds like memories of an old friend. VERDICT:

Dietrich is a Southern Garrison Keillor. Fans of the latter and former will be pleased.”
—LIBRARY JOURNAL, FOR STARS OF ALABAMA

“The characters are meticulously described in settings so real that they seem to
be drawn from memory. [Stars of Alabamal) is a testament to inner strength, and
the good that can come from even the worst beginnings . . . Historical fiction and
mystery readers will find this to be a very satisfying book.”

—BOOKLIST

“Sean Dietrich has woven together a rich tapestry of characters—some charming,
some heartbreaking, all of them inspiring. Stars of Alabama is mesmerizing, a
siren’s call that holds the reader in a world softly Southern, full of broken lives and
the good souls who pick up the pieces and put them back together into a brilliant,
wondrous new mosaic full of hope.”

—DANA CHAMBLEE CARPENTER, AUTHOR OF THE BOHEMIAN TRILOGY

“Set during the Dust Bowl, this pleasing, ambitious epic from Dietrich brings
together unlikely allies all escaping dire situations . . . Though filled with preach-
ers declaring judgment and prophecies of the end-time, Dietrich’s hopeful tale
illuminates the small rays of faith that shine even in dark times.”

— PUBLISHERS WEEKLY, FOR STARS OF ALABAMA

“Mysterious and dazzling.”
—DEEP SOUTH, FOR STARS OF ALABAMA

“Sean Dietrich can spin a story.”
—SOUTHERN LIVING, FOR STARS OF ALABAMA

“A big-hearted novel.”
— GARDEN & GUN, FOR STARS OF ALABAMA

“Sean Dietrich’s Stars of Alabama is a beautiful novel, mesmerizing with its
complex characters, lush settings, and lyrical language. It is, quite simply, Southern
literature at its finest.”

—SOUTHERN LITERARY REVIEW
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10 Jocelyn, of course. For getting me.
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The Farst W/mg

W inston Browne knew he was dying. He couldn’t explain how
he knew. He just did.

He removed his crumpled brown hat, exposing his prematurely
white hair, and looked at the clear sky. He wondered what was up
there. Behind all that blue. He sat on the hood of a truck, sandwiched
between two men, listening to a tinny radio voice talk about strikes,
inside pitches, and home runs. But his mind was on the big blue stuff
above him.

The Floridian sun hung high over center field. The sky was empty
and cloudless. What was up there? Was it friendly? Or the better ques-
tion: Did anyone go there when they died? Or did they just become
food for worms?

Winston lit a Lucky Strike cigarette and drew in a breath. He’d
been smoking Luckys since he was ten.

The truck was parked in the left field grass, doors splayed open,
grown men sitting just above the engine, leaning backward on the
windshield. The Dodgers game was coming straight from New York,
via WWLA in Mobile.

It was a good day, and good days had been hard to come by ever

since the doctor started running Tests on him. Tests were just another
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name for systematic torture involving two-foot-long needles thicker
than milkshake straws. The doc shoved these needles into his ribcage
and removed plugs of pink lung matter. They called that a Test. In
any other era, they would have called it medieval punishment. And
even though the doctor hadn’t come out and said it yet, they don’t
run Tests on people who aren’t dying.

“You wanna beer?” said Mark Laughlin. “I got some in the cooler.”

“No thanks,” said Winston. “Technically 'm on duty.”

“Aw, youre always on duty,” said Jimmy Abraham, lifting a
brown-bottled Dixie from the tin Dr Pepper cooler in the back of the
truck. “You ain’t in uniform, Saint Francis.”

Winston hopped down, walked to the tailgate, reached into the
ice and removed a bottle of Nehi orange, then popped the top using
the edge of the truck bumper.

The three older men in sweat-laden T-shirts and jeans listened to
every play with open ears and closed mouths and slippery longnecks
in their hands. The game ended with pure elation. The small dash-
board speaker crackled beneath the strain of the announcer’s voice:

“Dodgers beat the Giants, folks! The Bums beat the Giants!”

There was nothing a Dodger man loved more than hating the
Giants. Every game against them was a crucial one. The rivalry ran
deep. Last year the Giants had squeezed the mustard out of the beloved
Bums to win the pennant. And it wasn’t the first time the Dodgers had
been clocked by the Giants. The Brooklyn boys were the best losers
in the National League. Sometimes they seemed to be better at losing
than at winning. Nothing incites more loyalty among fans than losing.

Winston, Jimmy, and Mark all hollered after the win. The holler-
ing was a necessary part of being a Dodger man. It was a temporary
release of tension. It was decades of losses, wins, near-wins, season
disappointments, and always being #/is close to the championship,

but always blowing it. It was joy laced with the fear of more losses.
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The (neredible Winston Browne

But for Winston, the yelling was simply to remind himself that
he was still alive.

Only a Dodger man living in the miniscule town of Moab, Florida,
could know the frustration that went along with his lot in life. It wasn’t
just the losing. It was the powerless feeling a man had when he realized
the game did not involve him. No matter how much he rooted, no mat-
ter how much he cheered, it was all happening twelve hundred miles
north, in some New York borough, which might as well have been the
edge of the world to someone from a one-horse town like Moab.

Winston could hear the clanging of pots and pans in the distance
from various houses in Moab proper. More Dodgers fans. Then he
heard a few bottle rockets. No shotgun blasts—those were reserved
for pennant races. He even heard a faint trumpet, probably played by
old man Pederson, who was crazy as a run-over cat.

Dodgers sympathizers were everywhere in Moab. The town was
nuts about them. Winston had persuaded WWLA to start broadcast-
ing Brooklyn’s games six years earlier, since Mobile’s minor league
team, the Mobile Bears, was part of the Dodgers farm system. It
only seemed right that boys from the rural corn cribs and remote
farm communities could hear about the fantastic, nearly mythological
feats of the incredible Jack Roosevelt Robinson. The Dodgers were
outspoken, open-minded, black and white, and they were going to
change the world. Winston Browne believed that.

The old men in Moab who rooted for Jackie Robinson grew up
not drinking from public drinking fountains after a black man. That
was how they had always been.

But then Jackie Robinson came along. The old bigoted men
would sit beside their radios with Dixie bottles in hand, listening to
fantastic accounts of Jackie stealing home—nobody stole home—and
these men were slapped by their own bigotry.

Baseball fever swept over the little town. Each summer the town’s
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residents were serenaded by the radio shouting about Gil Hodges,
Roy Campanella, Duke Snider, and the rest of America’s most lovable
“bums.” Some rooted for the Yankees, the glory of Babe Ruth still
the most talked about subject in boyhood. But the Brooklyn Dodgers
were more than a team, they were family. Men referred to players like
they were personal friends, rarely using last names. Outsiders might
have thought the men were talking about nephews or cousins.

After the game, Winston clicked off the radio and the men
resumed work on Moab’s first community ball field. They finished
hanging the giant halide lights over center field with punch-drunk
smiles on their faces, oblivious to the dangerous sunburns they were
developing. A good Dodgers victory will do that to a man.

Winston crawled into the hydraulic cherry picker basket and
ascended forty feet into the air. Jimmy climbed the ladder over right
tield. Together, they worked as the sun went down, wiring lights
while the sky turned purple. The outfield grass was covered in the
salty, sticky Floridian dew, and the frogs were singing. It took two
hours to install the giant bulbs. Once they finished, it was dark.

For the final hurrah, the men stood beside the large electrical
panel. Mark, the electrician, did the honors and flipped the switch.
The vibrant green ball field was illuminated beneath the bluish lights.
Winston almost cried.

Not because of the field, but because life was moving too fast and
there was nothing he could do to stop it. It was a runaway train. The
boxcar would keep rolling until it reached the end of the line, or until
it tumbled off the tracks.

His ribs hurt. The bandage over the hole in his chest needed to
be changed. And his cough wasn’t going anywhere.

But right now he was overcome with joy. The satisfying glow of
the enormous lights made Winston Browne’s eyes swell with saltwater,

and he almost forgot every bad thing happening inside his body.
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The (neredible Winston Browne

Jimmy slapped Winston’s shoulder and handed him a mitt. “You
wanna christen the field and embarrass yourself in front of Mark?”

“Where’d you get these?” said Winston. The heavy brown gloves
were familiar.

“From Bill Lemons. He saved all the Gnats’ old stuff in a trunk
in his garage. I still remember how to call ’em if you remember how
to pitch ‘em.”

“C’mon, Win,” said Mark. “Pull a muscle for me.”

Winston smelled the glove. “This was my glove.” He could tell by
the smell. Old bacon grease and axel grease.

“You don’t think I know that?” said Jimmy. “It took Bill an hour
to find our old mitts.”

“Jimmy, I can’t pitch anymore, I haven’t pitched since . . .” He
couldn’t even remember when. Probably since he wore the Moab
Gnats jersey, which seemed like a lifetime ago. After high school
he’d joined the army as a wide-eyed youth, was discharged, then vol-
unteered again like many able-bodied men had when Pearl Harbor
changed everything. “You don’t even have a mask. That ball could
hurt you. Remember, were old men.”

“Speak for yourself. I'm fifty-two, same as you. Besides, I don’t
need a mask because you couldn’t hit the south side of a north-
facing barn.”

Before Winston knew it, Jimmy was behind home plate. Jimmy
punched his mitt and grinned the same way he’d done when they
were Gnats. Back when the biggest, baddest, most evil things in the
world were the Saint Louis Cardinals and Bob Feller from Cleveland.
Long before Hitler became a household name.

And for a moment Winston thought his old friend looked like a
boy at the plate. For a moment Winston half felt like a boy himself.

“C’mon!” shouted Jimmy. “Let’s show arthritis what for!” His voice

sounded more childlike than usual. His face looked almost smooth
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at a distance. Jimmy’s hair was no longer quite so gray. Baseball can
make a man young,

Winston dropped his shoulder. He threw the ball a few times
until he and Jimmy were laughing after every pitch. He couldn’t
remember having this much fun. Not in a long time. He pitched
until his shoulder was aching and he began to cough. The coughing
did not stop. He doubled over and hacked until he felt his vision
dimming from the exertion.

Jimmy trotted to the mound. “You're a lot older and considerably
more decrepit than I thought,” said Jimmy, slapping Winston’s back.
“But hey, cheer up, at least 'm still better looking than you.”

When the cough subsided, Winston looked at the large lamps
suspended over Moab’s field like objects from another realm. They
were bright white. Floating in the darkness. The sky was no longer
blue but black. And no artificial lights could ever change that.

Jimmy pointed to the sheriff’s shirt. “Win, youre bleeding.”

Just below Winston’s armpit was a small pool of dark blood,
growing like an ink blot. Winston laughed at it. Laughing was all
he could do.

Because Sheriff Winston Browne was dying.
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The Exile of Jessie

’ essie sat in the front seat, watching Pennsylvania go past her at

forty-five miles per hour. There were big trees in the windows,
blurry from highway speed. No homes, just trees and swelling green
hills. Sister Johanna was driving, both hands on the wheel, a stern
look on the old woman’s face. Jessie’s three temple brothers sat in the
back seat. They were dweebs.

Jessie had no idea where Sister Johanna was taking her, but she
didn’t care. Sister Johanna and Jessie’s friend Ada had been conspir-
ing for weeks; Jessie knew this. Several times Jessie had found them
talking in secret. Wherever they were taking her, at least she wasn’t
going to be attending the temple school anymore.

She had only ever been on a car ride twice before in her life. The
truth was, riding in cars was pretty fun. You went fast; you saw new
things. The only things better than car rides were sneaking a game of
marbles, eating Mary Jane peanut-butter tafty candies, and climbing
trees. But not necessarily in that order. She was good at all three.

Her brothers were sleeping on each other’s shoulders, jaws open,
drooling like animals. She didn’t know these boys very well; they
were older than her by a few years. And already working on temple

farms instead of going to school. In fact, Johanna wasn’t really her
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sister and these weren’t actually her brothers. That’s just what temple
people called everyone, brothers and sisters. People in the temple
called everyone by family titles because they were stupid.

The things Jessie saw through her window were wonderful. After
several hours a sign read Welcome to Maryland. Not long after was
a sign that said Welcome to Richmond. Wherever they were going,
people certainly were welcoming. And it was now a long way away
from Pennsylvania.

They rolled past townships with pretty steeples, church towers,
bell towers, and clock towers. Jessie marveled at all the big towers.
She had never been this far away from the temple community before.
She’d never seen so many towers in her life. All this time she had
figured the secular world was dreary and ugly. But this outside world
was nicer than the temple community. It was colorful, and the people
wore clothes that weren’t black.

“Where are we going?” Jessie asked Sister Johanna. Sister Johanna
did not answer her. She only readjusted her grip on the wheel. She was
not happy. In fact, she’d been silent with Jessie ever since they left.
Sister Johanna finally responded to Jessie by saying, “I don’t want to
hear you ask questions. Ada is putting her life on the line for you. Do
you realize that? That’s all you need to know. Do you know what they
would do to us if they found out?”

Jessie didn’t have any clue what Sister Johanna was talking about.
All she knew was that this woman was a grump.

“Her life on the line?” said Jessie. “What’s that mean?”

Sister Johanna shook her head and swore in German. “They’re
probably looking for us right now.”

The night before, Ada had been emotional. Ada was much older
than Jessie, who would be ten next April. Ada was married with kids,
but she always paid more attention to Jessie than all the other temple

orphans. She’d held Jessie in her arms and cried hard enough to clog
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her nose. Then she’d given Jessie a wad of money and told her to keep
it in her shoe “for the trip,” and she told her to mind Sister Johanna for
her own safety.

When Jessie asked where she would be going, Ada said nothing
more, except that she would like it there and it was very pretty. She
said it would be exciting and there would be lots of sunshine. Sister
Johanna stopped at a motor inn. It was dusk. She went to check in but
left Jessie and the boys in the car. She came back and said, “You sleep
in the car tonight with your brothers; it’s safer. If anything happens,
we can escape quicker. I need to lay flat tonight.”

Jessie didn’t even give her a yes, maam. She just stuck her tongue
out at Johanna. Two could play at this game.

“You ungrateful . . . ,” said Sister Johanna. “If you had any idea
how much I'm risking for you. Do you have any idea what is happen-
ing? 'm breaking the temple laws. If they find me they’ll kill me.”

Jessie put her tongue back in her mouth.

The night fell fast. Soon the whole world was black. Jessie didn’t
sleep in the car because her brothers stunk. Besides, this was a very big
secular world. She sat on a large rock behind the motor inn, overlooking
acres of farmland that spread for miles. A cow on the other side of a fence
seemed interested in her, so she approached him. It stood in one place,
staring at her while chewing. She named this cow Harold. Harold was a
good listener. He let her talk about things as he whapped his tail against
himself. She talked about everything that came to her mind. Eventually
she realized Harold was a girl. So she changed her name to Harriet.

The next morning, when Sister Johanna found her curled up
asleep on the rock, the woman marched across the field and grabbed
her with both hands. She dragged Jessie into the vehicle by her hair.
Jessie kicked and screamed, but Sister Johanna threw her into the
front seat and slapped her on the face. Jessie stuck her tongue out at

the woman again and said, “You don’t slap very hard.”
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It was the wrong thing to say. Because Sister Johanna proved that
she could.

“Youre not my mother,” Jessie added.

The woman didn’t seem to care.

“And you're ugly,” said Jessie. That ought to do it.

“I don’t wanna hear another word outta you.” Sister Johanna was
beginning to cry. “Or I'm just gonna leave you right here, do you
understand me?”

“I don’t care if you leave me here,” said Jessie.

The woman tried to slap her again, but Jessie caught her hand.
Sister Johanna yanked herself free. “You stupid Kind. The Bischof

wants to have you killed, Jessie. We're trying to save your life.”

10

IncredibleWinstonBrowne_5P.indd 10 12/4/20 10:15 AM



The Plains of Woab

/m oab was located off U.S. Route 29, sitting on the grayish-

brown water of the Escambia River, which ran downward
through south Alabama, cutting into West Florida before spilling into
the Gulf of Mexico. The town was covered in the last of summer’s
greenery, goldenrod, and purple asters. All storefronts, with their
proud little awnings, tried to be so much more than they were.

The town itself was about as wide as it was high. Which wasn’t
very high. The nearby town of Layton was much higher—forty feet
above sea level. Pensacola reached one hundred and two feet. But
Moab was seventeen feet high. For some reason this was written on
the town sign as though it were a point of pride.

But there wasn’t much to brag about in Moab. To many, this part
of the world was “Florabama.” To others, it was “L.A.,” which was
short for Lower Alabama. To out-of-towners who had never heard of
Moab, it was just a ketchup stain on the map while driving the old
family heap southward for the annual vacation to the white beaches
in Pensacola or Mobile.

To local residents it was covered dish socials, municipal meet-
ings, and a bunch of people minding your business. To Eleanor

Hughes, it was a river town full of millworkers, drunks, old biddies,
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Sunday school students whose sole purpose in life was to make her life
miserable, and women who got old many years before they became
elderly.

But today was not a day for misery. Today was a day of matri-
mony. The white clapboard Methodist chapel looked beautiful done
up in white flowers. The pews were adorned with white bunting.

Moab Methodist sat in the center of town like a mother hen with all
its little chicks gathered around it. The Baptist and Methodist churches
sat across from each other, separated by a single street, both swarmed
with big-bodied, freshly simonized Chevys, DeSotos, LaSalles, Fords,
and Packards. Friday evening was a popular wedding day in Moab.

People crawled from their vehicles and walked beneath the
Methodist entryway dotted with white, yellow, and pink flowers and
other intricate floral arrangements. A few stopped to take photographs
of the flowers with Kodak Brownie cameras. The floral masterstrokes
were Eleanor’s creations. She was a lifelong Methodist and the long-
time church beautification committee president.

She was always in charge of decorating. Being in charge suited her
just fine because Eleanor was a bossy woman and a born leader. In
fact, she was in charge of just about everything at Moab Methodist,
including Sunday school and women’s Bible studies, water heater
maintenance, sometimes even choir practice. Eleanor Hughes did
almost everything at Moab Methodist except preach the sermons.

The wedding decoration job had taken her four days with only one
committee helper—a clumsy girl named Gwen, who knew as much
about arranging flowers as a Labrador retriever. Still, the sanctuary
looked like Eden with its magnolias and palmetto fronds. Eleanor had
been gathering fronds near the river for weeks.

People found their seats and soon the ceremony began. When
the piano played those four familiar chords, the congregation stood

to face the bride.
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Eleanor stood as well and smoothed her dress. The bride was her
niece, Susan, who looked magnificent in her gown. Susan was mov-
ing unhurried, going a little too slowly down the center aisle. Way
too slow, in fact. At this rate, Susan wouldn’t reach the altar until the
installation of the next U.S. president. So Eleanor motioned for Susan
to hurry up. Susan noticed Eleanor making hand gestures and picked
up the pace until Eleanor gave her the “okay” sign.

Where would this world have been without Eleanor Hughes?

Eleanor found herself sandwiched between her sister-in-law, Rose,
her brother, Steven, and Jimmy Abraham. She had been Jimmy’s
steady girl since they were teenagers. Jimmy was one of the town’s
few 4-Fs, and thus one of the only eligible bachelors who didn’t go to
war. These days their romance didn’t go any further than visiting the
Chinese restaurant in Pensacola or attending an occasional ice cream
social. She’d been waiting for him to marry her since Roosevelt was
in office. But Jimmy never did. Because he was an idiot.

Jimmy elbowed her. “Some wedding, huh? I wonder who did all
these flowers. They sure are pretty. I just love flowers.”

She looked at him and smiled. But not with her eyes. Eleanor
was fifty-two, and it had long since dawned on her that Jimmy wasn’t
interested in becoming much more than her glorified buddy.

Jimmy went on, “You oughta take notes, Eleanor. Whoever did
these flowers is really talented.”

She could have killed him with gardening shears. Once, Eleanor
had adored weddings, but now they made her feel like a spinster. A girl
spends her whole life thinking about weddings and marriage. She plays
dress-up with her friends, forcing neighborhood boys to walk down
imaginary aisles, burping make-believe babies, changing make-believe
diapers. Her whole life had been aimed toward a day like today.

The wedding was a success. But when the vows were being

exchanged, Eleanor heard a faint sound. A voice. A man’s voice.
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She pointed her ear toward the sound.

It was barely audible, but it was there. She looked at Jimmy, who
was facing forward. He seemed to be overly involved in this wedding.
That was when Eleanor noticed a thin white wire snaking out of his
jacket, traveling upward toward his ear. And she could hear the faint
words, “There’s a runner on first . ..”

She elbowed him. When he turned to look at her, she could see the
small earpiece tucked inside Jimmy Abraham’s ear. She tried to com-
municate her disgust with the meanest look she could muster. Jimmy
removed the earpiece, wound the wire around his fingers, then tucked
it into his pocket. He whispered, “I was just checking the score.”

Garden shears. Yes, that’s how she would do it.

After the vows, the whole congregation was weeping, except
Eleanor. Even Reverend Lewis had started to cry, which made the
whole room weep and snort even harder. This, she could bear. But
when Eleanor caught Jimmy wiping his eyes and nose with a hand-
kerchief, she could have punched him in the mouth.

“Whatre you crying about?” she whispered.

“It’s just so beautiful,” he said. “Two people in love.”

Her blood became hot. Eleanor Hughes lost control of herself.
There were some things that insulted a woman’s pride so severely they
could not be tolerated. She shot to her feet and started to exit the pew
toward the side aisle.

“Eleanor,” Jimmy whispered. “Wherere you going?”

“I'm going to find the flower lady so I can deliver your heartfelt
compliment.”

Eleanor Hughes left the church and walked home by herself.
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The Bettle T

@ uz Guilford and his best friend, P.J., spent all day looking for

/ his grandfather. The sun was rising over the little shops on
Hydrangea, making long purple shadows on the pavement. People
were going about their business; a couple of fourteen-year-olds were
searching for the town drunk. They searched the main streets and
side streets, driving his grandfather’s rusted Ford, a vehicle the old
man never used. A vehicle with a carburetor that was always giving
Buz trouble. Sometimes the truck would spew black smoke out the
back end. Other times the truck wouldn’t start unless you simultane-
ously turned the key, kicked the dashboard, gritted your teeth, and
said exactly four swear words.

Buz rolled through the mazes of clean, manicured, board-and-
batten neighborhoods dotted with modest off-white homes, searching
for a shabby old man wandering like a vagrant.

“Has he ever been missing for this long?” P.J. asked.

“Once,” said Buz. “But we found him in Layton.”

But this time felt different. His grandfather had been missing for
three days. Someone said they thought he had gotten so blind drunk
he’d waltzed into the river and drowned. Buz didn’t believe this. Not

at first. His grandfather never would have done anything so careless,
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not when the Dodgers had just beaten the Giants. But he was starting
to wonder.

For the past few days, Buz had been looking for the old man
in all his old haunts, and he’d found nothing. They checked the
alleys behind downtown shops. He drove as far as the highway and
even looked in the ditches because he promised his mother he would.
He checked every driveway. He checked the henhouse behind J.Rs
Mercantile. His grandfather was not above stealing chickens from the
mercantile. Or sleeping with the chickens when he was too pasted to
make it home.

The old man teetered between being a happy drunk and a thief.
And sometimes he could be a downright beggar. Buz’s family skated
the poverty line. More than once Buz had seen his staggering grand-
father approach people in town and say, “Can you spare anything to
eat, brother?” What his grandfather really meant by this was, “How
about some money, pal?” But people rarely gave money; they usually
bought him some food instead.

They stopped at the hardware store to ask Mister Baker if he’d
seen any sign of the old soak. Mister Baker said he hadn’t seen his
grandfather in a few days and reminded Buz this was not the first
time the old lush had gone missing and not to worry. But Mister
Baker’s words sounded hollow, as though the old shop owner didn’t
believe this any more than Buz did.

So he drove toward Stahlman Creek, where the dirt footpaths
weaved back into the woods toward the river. He leapt out of the truck
and followed a dirt trail into the forest. Long ago his grandfather used
to bootleg whiskey in these hollers, back during the days when the
Drys ran the world and the Wets made all the money. Today, however,
these woods were just a place where Moab’s club of drunk old men
would gather. There were about four of them. Men who lived on booze

and hated the taste of straight orange juice in the morning,
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When he came to a clearing, he saw the familiar live oak tree in
the distance. It was huge, with massive arms that dipped low to the
ground. PJ. waited in the truck while Buz roamed the area around
the herculean tree.

“Granddaddy?” said Buz. He’d been saying that one word all day.
But there was no answer.

Rusted patio chairs were positioned in a haphazard semicircle
beneath the oak, as though they had been there since the beginning
of life itself. Colorful bottles swung from strings overhead in the
branches. Buz had always wondered how so many bottles had gotten
there. There must have been a billion of them.

He sat in one of the chairs and stared upward at the brightly
colored glass. Then he pitched a small stick at one of the bottles and
cussed his grandfather. The old man had ruined their lives. It was
because of the old drunk that Buz had had to quit school to take a
job earning money so he could help his mother pay the rent. It was
because of his grandfather that his mother worked double shifts at
the mill.

“Who’s there?” said an old voice from above, in the tree.

Buz stood. “Granddaddy;, is that you?”

The man’s voice was old and weak. The voice laughed. “I ain’t
your granddaddy.”

Buz looked into the sunlight, using his hand to block the white
glare. He could see the shape of an old man straddling a limb, just
about to teeter off. “Mister Hank? Is that you?”

“The one and only.”

“I'm looking for my granddaddy. Have you seen him?”

The old man didn’t answer right away. “We're all looking for
him, Buz.”

“Where’d you see him last, Mister Hank?”

Silence. The old man took a swig from a flat bottle.
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“Mister Hank?”

A few moments passed before the old man said, “It was frogs, Buz.
That what it was.”

Buz walked beneath Mister Hank. His feet were dangling about
ten feet above Buz’s head. “Frogs? Whatre you talking about?”

Sniffling sounds came from the tree.

“What do frogs have to do with anything?”

The man was crying now. He was sobbing in that pathetic, self-
important way all drunks do. “It was all Adam’s idea, going frog
gigging at two in the morning. It was all his idea.”

“Frog gigging?” Buz said. “Where?”

The response was so soft Buz could barely hear it. “Pine Basin.
One minute he was there . . .” The old man snapped his fingers. “The
next minute he wasn’t.”

Buz didn’t wait for the man to add anything. Instead, he trotted
back down the trail toward the truck.

“Anything?” said P.J. “’Cause I'm getting hungry.”

Buz threw the truck into reverse. “No. That old drunk can’t even
remember his name.”

Old Hank was faster than he looked. The old man had followed
Buz down the trail and appeared at the truck window, rapping on
the glass.

“Wait!” the old man called out. The man’s face was swollen from
tears. He was breathless. “Are you gonna look for him?”

“At Pine Basin? What am I supposed to do, rent a helicopter?”

The old man half laughed. He nearly lost his footing.

“You're drunk, Hank. Go home.”

He stood before Buz with a red nose and distant eyes. “Can you
spare anything to eat, son? 'm so hungry.”

Buz gave him a dollar.
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MOAB SOCIAL GRACES

BY MARGIE BRACH

Miss Jeanne Walters and
Mr. Sam Allen are engaged
and announce plans for a
January wedding. They will
honeymoon in Miami. This
is Sam’s second marriage.

Miriam Boswell is
making Brooklyn Dodgers
jerseys for boys interested.
$2 apiece.

Miss Anna Jordan
accompanied Mr. Richard
Hackle to the VEW dance
in Mobile.

The Boy Scouts re-
turned from Lake Shelby on
Sunday where Billy Simms
and Radney Walker swam
across the lake and back, a
distance of two miles.

Miss Rosalyn Dudley
wasa guestof Miss Margaret
Flood of Andalusia recently.

Emmet Threet has
returned from Detroit,

Michigan, where he visited

his brother, Earl, who is ill.
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The Women’s
Missionary Society social
dance and fundraiser will
be held at Moab Methodist
on August 21 to raise funds
for hungry Soviet children.
Mr. and Mrs. Lynn
Straits vacationed at their
cabin in Orange Beach this
week and called on their
relatives from Milton, Mr.
and Mrs. John Roberts of
Ensley.
Mrs. Sandra Green
inherited her Eternal Reward
last Friday. Memorial service
to be held at First Baptist.
The Moab baseball
field is nearly completed.
Lights were erected last
week by Mark Laughlin,
Sheriff Browne, and Jimmy
Abraham. Little League
tryouts to be announced.
Young men interested must

visit courthouse to apply.

Miss Eunice Freeman

of Hoyt was a guest of Miss
Mattie Hicks. “The deviled
eggs were delicious,” said
Miss Mattie. “I made them.”

A donation supper
will be served August 24
at First Baptist. Chicken
salad and other good things
will be served—with or
without walnuts.

Mrs. Wiley Shelford
was called to Bellview
Avenue in Andalusia on
account of the death of
her father, Preacher John
Murphy, former pastor of
Moab’s First Baptist. He
died in Brewton, Alabama.

The wedding of Susan
Hughes and Lawrence Roney
was held last Friday at Moab
Methodist, officiated by Rev.
Lewis,
mer Rev. Richard Wentz of
Washington County. “The

assisted by for-

flowers were real pretty,”

said Mr. Jimmy Abraham.
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Peavl- Builler “Taffy

5 ister Johanna had stopped to buy sandwiches for Jessie’s three
brothers at a gas station but refused to buy anything for Jessie
after she slugged one of the boys so bad in the kneecap that he was
walking with a limp. Johanna told her she would just have to go
without.

The boys ate in front of her and made a big show of it. They
peeled the bread crust from their sandwiches and threw it at Jessie and
called her names under their breath. They’d been acting like brats,
and she was about sick of it. The oldest boy was the worst. He had
been taunting her all afternoon. He was asking for it.

“You're a bastard,” said the oldest in a sing-songy voice. “A bas-
tard, bastard, bastard.”

“Shut up, Jacob,” said Sister Johanna.

“Look at the little bastard eat her bread crust.”

Sister Johanna growled. “Jacob!” She looked tired and ragged. The
woman had been driving since sunrise and her eyes were drooping.
Nobody spoke to each other. Not even when Sister Johanna pulled
over for everyone to use the bathroom in the woods.

Jessie walked into the forest to take care of business, far away from

her brothers, and started to cry. She had considered making a run for
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it, but there was nothing around for miles. So she trudged back to the
car, adjusting her black dress and trying to keep herself calm.

But when she saw her brothers digging through her open suitcase,
splayed on the ground, with her clothes lying every which way, Jessie
was through playing nice. And when she discovered they had found
her three remaining Mary Janes and had eaten them, and had confis-
cated her aggies and her shooters, that did it.

Jessie marched toward them and tackled Jacob, who already had a
mouthful of Mary Janes. Then she dealt with the others. She laid her
fist into Isaac’s nose. Blood came from his nostrils. Ishmael tried to
pull her off Isaac, but she was stronger than he was. Much stronger.
She was also a better first baseman than he was.

She landed a few shots into Isaac’s belly and he went down under
the power.

“Stop it, Jessie!” shouted Sister Johanna, who was trying to yank
Jessie away, but she was too late. Jessie was not to be stopped.

Then Jessie straddled the taffy-chewing offender and used her
hand to pry open Jacob’s jaw. She reached her fingers into his mouth
and removed a wad of caramel-colored peanut-butter chew, dripping
with saliva, and she ate it in front of him. When she had swallowed
it, she brought her nose close to Jacob’s and said, “Nobody touches
my stuff, do you hear me? Nobody.”

Then, just because she wanted everyone to know she meant busi-
ness, she pried the shooter free from Isaac’s fingers and threw it as
hard as she could at Ishmael. The shooter landed right where she
intended for it to. And it would be a miracle if he ever walked upright
again, or fathered children.

They quit calling her names after that.
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Tifly-Tour Pounle

W inston was drinking an orange Nehi, dabbing sweat from his
forehead, trying with all his brainpower to find a way to use
the triple-word score on the board.

Moab’s summer mornings came with the heat of a veritable
West Floridian hell. J.R.s Mercantile was slow because it was a
Tuesday, and Tuesdays were always slow. Jimmy was lucky if he sold
so much as a Mary Jane on Tuesdays. The inside of the old brick-
faced storefront was filled with sweating old men sitting in wooden
chairs, busy doing what idle men in Moab did every morning.
Which was . . . Well, Winston wasn’t sure what exactly they did.
But they did something. And whatever it was, they never skipped a
morning of doing it.

Scrabble was a big deal in Moab right now, so this morning it
was Scrabble.

Winston glanced across the street. Arty was lying beneath the old
Packard, the county’s second squad car, which had been parked in
front of the courthouse since the close of the Civil War. Arty’s shoes
were poking from beneath the vehicle, bobbing to whatever music
was playing on the Packard’s radio. He would never fix that car. Arty

never actually fixed anything. He always ran into a snag and told
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customers he had to order parts. So nobody ever got any automobiles
fixed in Moab. They had to go to Layton or Pensacola.

The Packard would sit there for another hundred and fifty
years, and Okeauwaw County would be down to its one patrol car,
with a siren that didn’t work and a moderately incompetent deputy,
Tommy Sheridan, who ended every radio transmission with “Four-
ten, Sheriff.”

“Hey!” said Jimmy. “It’s your move. I ain’t gonna live forever, you
know. The whole point is to play the dang game, Win, not ook out
the window.”

Winston Browne stared at his letters. He rearranged the tiles a
few times, then squinted at the board again. Scrabble was one of his
best games, but he was a slow player.

“Come on,” Jimmy said, patting the table. “While we're young, Win.”

“Don’t rush me.”

He looked out the window again. Hydrangea Street was perfect
in the sunlight. The multicolored awnings. The faded blue-and-white
Miller’s Drugstore sign, dangling over the sidewalk, unmoving in the
breezeless purgatory. The two white clapboard chapels, competing for
Glory. And of course, staring right back at Winston was the new neon
sign over Ray’s Cafe, which everyone hated with purple passion. Every
night and early morning, the ill-favored sign glowed like neon-colored
vomit in the dark.

“Winston, go! I'm gonna start using a dang timer.”

“Watch your language, Jimmy,” said Winston. “A man’s character
can be learned from the adjectives he uses in conversation.”

“What's that supposed to mean?” said Jimmy.

“Mark Twain said that,” said Winston.

Jimmy did not move a facial muscle. “Oh yeah? Well, what'd old
Samuel Clemens say about punching a sheriff who takes too long to

play Scrabble?”
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Winston only rubbed his chin, lit another Lucky, filled the air
with blue smoke, and rearranged his letters. “When was the last time
anyone saw Adam Guilford?” he asked the group.

“Few days ago,” said Alvin, who was leaning over Winston’s
shoulder. “Mister Hank and him bought some gigs and told me they
were going frog gigging. You wouldn’t have wanted to light a match
within ten feet of those two.”

Daryl said, “I heard he fell in the water while they were gigging.
I heard Mister Hank looked for him but couldn’t find him.”

“Fell in?” said Winston. “Why hasn’t anyone told me about this?
I haven’t heard that.”

“Probably because Hank also claims he met Tennessee
Williams once.”

Jimmy let out a groan. “For the love of golf, Win! This game ain’t
supposed to take ten years. Veterinary school goes by quicker than this.”

“Temper, temper,” said Odie. “Maybe #hat’s why Eleanor’s so mad
at you.”

“Mad?” Jimmy said. “Who told you Ellie’s mad?”

“Don’t play dumb with us,” Winston said. “Eleanor told Hilda
Mae that she was furious with you. Hilda told Myra and Myra told
Beatrice, who told me this morning.”

“You never know with women,” said Odie. “Maybe Eleanor’s just
having her zime of the year”

“Time of the year?” said Alvin. “It’s month, you dummy.”

“Not with my wife,” said Odie. “Her last mood swing lasted for
almost twelve years.”

Winston placed his letters onto the board. The men got silent.
They puffed their leather-scented smoke and frowned in unison.

“Bullock,” announced Winston, admiring his word. “Triple word
score, fifty-four points.” A new record for him.

Jimmy’s face tightened. He had always been a sore loser, so
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Winston didn’t bask in his success for long. Instead, he stood from
the table and stretched his arms upward in a yawn. He coughed sev-
eral times until his throat felt like raw hamburger.

“Hey,” said Daryl, “you’re bleeding, Win. Under your arm.”

Winston already knew he was bleeding. He’d forgotten to change
the bandage this morning. “Got to go, fellas. Promised I'd help
Tom Hicks frame his backyard fence today. Little League practice
is tonight. Don’t forget to bring the chalk bags, Jimmy. We're laying
the baselines.”

“You can’t lay down a fifty-four pointer and leave the game,”
Jimmy said.

Winston reached into his pocket and put a golden foil-covered
chocolate coin onto the table. “Here’s your winnings, Jimmy.”

“I don’t want your stupid candy.” Jimmy flicked it away.

“That ain’t candy, Jimmy. That’s a million bucks in sugar.”
Winston was already stepping off the porch and trotting into the
street, half laughing, half coughing. He waved goodbye to the old
men between coughs.

“What am I, twelve years old?” he heard Jimmy say.

Alvin said, “What's gotten into you, Jimmy? Is it your time of
the year?”

The Packard sat in the morning light. Arty had already collected
his tools and abandoned the broken-down vehicle.

Winston stopped beside the old hunk of metal and rested a hand
on the car. It had been his faithful squad car for ten years, ever since
he had accepted the role of a lawman for Moab after the war. “I know

how you feel, old girl. The doctors can’t fix me either.”
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Shifle and Skins

he scalped alfalfa field behind the Guilfords™ dilapidated house
j was nothing but golden summer stubble. Dead stalks, dry and

tough, ready for a game of baseball. Buz was working on the truck’s
carburetor, which had started giving him problems. It was always giv-
ing him problems. He leaned into the hood of the old Ford. Behind
him was the wide pasture. Between turns of his ratchet, he watched
the Roberson kids play a game after school, Shirts against Skins.

His house was empty, and Buz was alone. Same as usual. His
mother was working late that night, his grandfather either vanished
or dead. And if Buz couldn’t fix this carburetor, this truck would be a
goner and his mother would have to start walking four miles to work.
And a woman whose legs were marred by the childhood effects of
polio had no business walking four miles.

The Robersons always played ball in the field behind their house
with their happy cousins, even if the alfalfa was high. It didn’t mat-
ter to them if the grass came up to their shoulders. They were like
everyone else in town, obsessed with the game. Buz loved baseball
too, and would have enjoyed the luxury of playing it the way they
did, with a kind of carefree spirit. But he was not like them. He was a

dropout, and older than they were, even though they were the same
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age. He worked for Mister Arnold baling hay, feeding his hogs, or
clearing fields while they sat in classrooms. Everyone’s parents were
bent out of shape that he was not in school, but a man had to do what
a man had to do.

He couldn’t have been more different from regular kids. They
had real mothers and fathers and nice shoes on their feet. Buz had a
working mom, a drunk who lived in the back bedroom, and a pair
of black Chuck Taylors with holes in the soles. They played baseball
for fun. Buz did man’s work all day. Whenever he played baseball, he
was playing for self-pride.

The Robersons were screaming and laughing in the distance,
playing their game with loud mouths and happy voices. The rules
were loose, and there weren’t enough players to do anything more
than hit, run, and repeat. They used big rocks for bases, which was
just asking for a broken ankle. It also made it more interesting for
Buz to watch.

Frankie Roberson noticed Buz under the hood of the Ford and
came loping across the field. Frankie was a Yankee man. Buz was a
Dodger sympathizer. The two were on opposite sides of the war. Even
so, when the team was short a man, any player would do.

Frankie approached the driveway. The kids always sent Frankie;
he was the most amiable. “Hey, Buz,” said Frankie, scrawny and shirt-
less, covered in a thin film of sweat.

“Hey, Frankie.”

“Wanna play with us?”

Buz shook his head.

“I heard about your granddaddy. Anyone found him yet?”

Drunks were the closest thing small towns had to legends. The
only characters brave enough to have larger-than-life personalities and
dumb enough to have the adventures to go with them. Everyone had

heard something about his grandfather.
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“Not yet.”

“Gosh, do you think he’s okay?” Frankie was being polite.

“I can’t play baseball with you tonight, Frankie.”

“We could use one more man. Then we’d be six on six. Nobody
can hit like you.”

“I gotta cook supper.”

“Just thirty minutes? Won’t be long. We need you. I'm sick of
losing to my cousin Chad. He’s always rubbing it in.”

Frankie was laying it on thick because kids don’t accept no for an
answer. He sweetened the deal. “I have an extra glove, Buz.” Everyone
knew Buz didn’t have his own glove.

“Frankie.”

“Please.”

Buz envisioned his grandfather, facedown in the mire. Or legless
from a run-in with a railcar. He pictured the old man being torn
apart by alligators or dangling from some tree. He wanted to cry. He
thought of the waste the old man’s life had been.

Buz crawled out from beneath the hood and wiped his greasy
hands on a rag. “Thirty minutes,” he said. “But that’s 2//.”

They played until midnight, beneath the glow of the nearby
house lights, long after the ball had become almost invisible in the
dark. Skins beat Shirts, 43-28.
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immy stepped onto the porch of the Wannamaker house carrying
the mailbag over his shoulder. He was sweating through his blue

mail carrier’s shirt, and his pants were sagging. The Wannamaker
home was a plump white house with green shutters and all the color-
ful flowers anyone could ask for. Its porch, with its ferns and rocking
chairs, was an invitation into the world of gracious living. The two
Wannamaker children were wrestling in the front yard on the trim
grass. They waved to Jimmy. He tipped his safari hat to them.

When Mrs. Wannamaker opened the door, she was not smiling,
She didn’t even say hello. “Six days,” was all she said. “Six whole days
since I've had mail, Jimmy.”

“I know, maam. I'm sorry. I've been a little behind. Staffing
problems.”

“A little?”

He presented her a stack of mail as thick as a Buick Roadmaster.
He didn’t bother to explain. There was no need; he’d been explaining
himself ever since the U.S. Mail boats quit running the length of the
Escambia River and had moved strictly to highway and train routes.
Jimmy’s workload as postmaster had tripled, then he’d lost two lazy mail

carriers. He had gotten so backed up that all he ever did was sort mail.
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People in Moab, even old high school friends, now wanted Jimmy
Abraham skinned alive. Moabites took their mail even more seriously
than, say, the threat of a Soviet nuclear war. “You got a card from your
sister. She’s pregnant. And your aunt from Andalusia says hi.”

He tipped his hat once more and made a grand exit. Jimmy weaved
his way through the quiet neighborhoods of single-story homes with
manicured lawns and thick-bodied live oaks. Nobody waved to him
except children. Which suited him just fine. He was doing his best
to avoid contact with anyone, just in case someone tried to kill him
with a length of piano wire.

Jimmy crept onto each porch, slipping mail into mailboxes and
darting off the steps, half expecting to hear gunfire behind him.
Occasionally someone would give him the stink eye. But—knock on
wood—there had been no heavy artillery yet.

When he arrived at Eleanor’s house, the last house on Evergreen
Avenue, he removed his hat and clomped onto the porch for a rest.
He always rested at Eleanor’s house. Often she would have iced tea
waiting for him. But not in the past days. He’d done something
to tick the woman off, but he had no idea what. The only thing
he knew was that whatever it was, it had something to do with
flowers.

He sat on the steps and wiped his face. Eleanor’s wraparound
porch was swarming with children on roller skates. Her house was
the best place in Moab to roller-skate. The wide, gray porch circled
around the home, uninterrupted, like a racetrack. A group of teenage
girls lingered on the porch swing among a jungle of potted ferns and
daisies, still wearing their heavy skates. He waved at the girls. They
waved back. They were growing faster than perennials. He could
remember when they were toddlers, eating marmalade sandwiches.
Now they were little ladies. One day they would even be old enough

to hate him, just like everyone else in Moab.
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He heard a voice behind him. Female. Monotone. “What do you
want, Jimmy?”

Jimmy sprang to his feet. He approached the front door to find
Eleanor behind the screen. She did not have any tea.

“Leave my porch, please, sir,” she said.

Sir? Jimmy was no rocket scientist, but he detected a little hostility.

“How are you, Ellie? I haven’t seen you in days. I've been worried
about you. You don’t return my calls, you don’t answer the door, you
don’t—"

“You can put my mail in the box and go.”

He put the letters in the box, but he didn’t go. Not yet. “What
time should we leave on Friday?”

Ice-cold silence. Not a good sign.

“I'm not going,” she said. “You can leave whenever you want.”

“Not going?”

“Are you hard of hearing?” Eleanor offered nothing more. She
started to close the front door.

He lurched forward and placed a foot between the door and the
jamb. “Come on, Ellie. You can’t skip the social. You've worked so
hard fixing up the church with all those chrysanthemums and Shasta
daisies and daylilies, and did I spy some Japanese anemones in the
fellowship hall flower beds?” Jimmy had taken out a book about flow-
ers from the library.

She didn’t answer.

“I promise,” Jimmy went on, “once the social is over, you can go
back to hating me again, sweetie. But give me a chance to make it
up to you.”

“I don’t hate you. I just want to be alone right now.”

“Can I pick you up at six forty-five?”

“I said no, Jimmy.”

“Six forty-seven?”
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“Jimmy.”

“Six forty-eight?”

“Get off my porch.”

“Ellie, I miss you.” And he meant it. Nothing had been right since
she’d quit him. “Please, I'll do anything to make things right. Tell me
what I did wrong, and I won’t do it again. Are those Boston ferns or
Kimberly Queens?”

“You haven’t done anything, Jimmy. And that’s just the problem
with you. You never do anything, at least not where I'm concerned.”

This was code for something, but it wasn’t penetrating Jimmy’s
frontal lobe. He knew enough to tread lightly, though. “Let me get
this straight. You're saying I have done nothing? And you're mad about
something I haven’t done?”

“That’s right.”

This woman was speaking in riddles. The hidden language of
womanhood was a mystery to him. He tried to think of anything,
anything at all to say. But he kept coming up short. “Ellie, I'm such
a fool. Can you forgive me?” This usually worked. Women loved to
hear a man admit he was stupid.

“Yes, you are a fool.”

“Does that mean you forgive me?”

Eleanor sighed. She nudged open the screen door and stepped
onto the porch. She removed her mail from the box. “I'll make you a
deal, Jimmy. You meet me in front of Miller’s and you can escort me
to the social. 'm not gonna be your date this year, but we can walk
together. That’s it.”

“Walk together? Meet you at Miller’s?”

She bid him good day, walked inside, and shut the door in his
face, leaving him standing on the porch with nothing but the terra-

cotta pots of Bellis perennis and Lilium orientalis.
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