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For Jazz Daddy & Princess Brown Eyes




Introduction

Everything You Need to Know I Learned Inside a Singlewide

The art of living is more like wrestling than dancing. . . .

—MARCUS AURELIUS

 

 

Give me your broken and broke-down. Your worn-thin and your whacked-out. The undesirables, the uneducated, and the hopelessly out-of-date. For in them the human spirit reveals its strength and beauty.

I have been among them my whole life. I am them.

Our stories show that hardship and hard living are great enhancers. I’m sure that the pretty people have things to say too, but I prefer my pathos to come from somebody dressed in Kmart duds and missing a few front teeth. It just makes for a better story.

You, however, do not have to be toothless to enjoy this book. Just human. That’s because we all have something in common: We know what it’s like to be hurt deeply and emerge with a decision to make:What will I do with my pain? It is a question, one of the Questions, that each of us must ask.

Everyone wrestles with it, especially my colorful tribe of hellions, heroines, bad seeds, and renegades. But whatever happens, we never lose our sense of humor. And in so doing, we prove that the greatest humanity, and the loudest cackles, come from where you might least expect them: the wrong side of the tracks.

Well, even the bad part of town needs a good leader, right? That leader is inevitably a Cracker Queen, and you simply have to meet her. With one smack of her wand (which looks suspiciously like a baseball bat), she’ll teach you how to live out loud, laugh hard, and love life to death. If you’re smart, you’ll want to be her.

This book takes you through my life and evolution as a Cracker Queen. My aim is simple: to make you laugh at my clumsy dances, to connect to you through my sorrowful songs, and to meet you on the path to Queenly Glory. Whether we get there or not will be determined by how we answer that Question:What will I do with my pain?

I don’t know about you, but I intend to get there. Even if I have to scratch and claw and break a few rules along the way.

Let’s start with a quick primer on Cracker Queens.




What Is a Cracker Queen?

The Cracker Queen is a strong, authentic Southern woman. She is the anti-Southern belle. She has a raucous sense of humor and can open up a can of whup-ass as needed. She holds her head, and her cigarette, up high. She cusses, laughs inappropriately, and raises t-total hell when the line is crossed. You might find her waiting tables or working the third shift at the factory. The Cracker Queen knows loss and hurt; these things have made her beautiful, resourceful and, above all, real.




Can I Still Be a Cracker Queen If I Don’t Meet All the Qualifications? 

Absolutely. Being a Cracker Queen is about having the spirit and attitude outlined above. Nonsmokers,Yankees, professors, and even men can be Cracker Queens. Your age, race, and country of origin are irrelevant. But your willingness to whup some ass is nonnegotiable.




The True Heroine of Dixie (And Everywhere Else) 

Traditionally, Cracker Queens have been judged as uninteresting and unworthy of closer examination. The manipulative belle, on the other hand, has been the celebrated ideal of Southern womanhood. What a crock!

What really makes Cracker Queens notable is the perspective we’ve earned through generations of hard times. More than anyone else, we know how to find meaning in pain without ever sacrificing our trademark sense of humor. Adversity and a unique set of values have made us brim full of joy and able to laugh like a  Pez dispenser: with head reared back and mouth wide open.

In contrast, the belles bat their eyelashes and get what they want through false flattery and fake friendliness. Then they’re miserable because they wanted the wrong things. We should have run Scarlett out of town on a rail a long time ago.

Anyhow, the Cracker Queen outlook on life is guaranteed to enrich yours. Of course it can get you in trouble, too. That’s half the fun, because Cracker Queens can be both the life of the party and the reason the police have to be called.

When we make mistakes, we make big, messy, bodacious ones. The kind of conflagration that produces smoke visible from ten miles away. The sort that makes you cover your mouth and then secretly delight in recounting it to everyone you know.

As I lay forth the themes and tenets of the Way of the Cracker Queen, I hope you’ll give ’em a whirl. When you do, you’ll feel emboldened to be who you really are. And when that happens, the stars will finally come into alignment in bedazzling fashion. On that I’ll bet my next five paychecks.

Read on. It is time to claim your crown.




Part One

Comin’ Up the Hard Way




The Indian Princess

Mama was such a beautiful, dark-eyed child that she was known as the Indian Princess. Her young life was rough, and she remembers it all—being packed in a straw bed with two sisters and a brother in the dead winter all ill and bone-cold, the sudden sound of vomit hitting the slop jar. She recalls her brother Scooter ramming chicken shit down her throat and her Granny’s surefire cure for pinkeye: “Squat and pee into your hands, now; then rub your eyes real good.”

But what she remembers most is how she felt when her mama left.

It was getting dark that day, and the eight-year-old Indian Princess was scared. She had not seen Mama all afternoon, and her daddy, known to everyone as Bennie T, was a rare visitor to the tarpaper shack. She got her looks from him; he was half Creek Indian. But he looked strange—like a brown-skinned Welshman—all of five feet two.

When Bennie T did come round, he would stumble trying to pick up his little girl—leaving his smell of corn likker and Buttercup snuff all in her face. “You’re my  S-I-P—Special Indian Princess,” he would slur, making the words with stained, exaggerated lips.

Night fell on the porch, and there was still no sign of Mama. The kids started to panic, but the Indian Princess remained calm. As her sisters and brother wailed and huddled in the bed, she sat on the top porch step like a stoic. Somehow she already knew that her mama wasn’t coming back and that the sadness would never leave.

Mama had escaped to Florida with a man who had an automobile and was nearly handsome. Nobody in the town of River Wall, Georgia, would see her again for eight years.

When it was barely light the next morning, the children walked the dirt roads to town. Their toes sank in the red Georgia clay—the kind that death masks are made of. The Indian Princess at last made her appearance in town, exhausted after carrying and half-dragging her younger sister the whole way.

On the courthouse square, the pear-shaped, busy-body women fell silent at the sight of the ragged girl. It was so quiet that you could hear a rat piss on cotton. But the men in town that day, mostly rangy farmers and chaw-chompin’ sharecroppers, accurately predicted that they were looking at the girl who would become the most beautiful woman in Jarrellson County.




Jazz Daddy

The wind whistled through the cracks in the tarpaper shack on the day my mama was born. It fluttered the newspapers covering the walls and sounded like a symphony of kids blowing over the tops of Coca-Cola bottles. My aunts said it was a sure-enough sign of some kind, but every damn thing is a sign to country folks.

Two days earlier and worlds away, my twenty-year-old daddy was already a husband and already becoming a father. His time as a free-swingin’ jazz cat was over, his path now bound with the briars of a wife and child. Gone were the easy days as a teenager in Pittsburgh, when his only concerns were the sound he got out of his alto saxophone and how good he looked while doing it.

Forty-five years later he recounted how a jook-joint woman paid him the ultimate compliment: “Boy, you’re gooood. When I close my eyes and listen to you, I’d swear you were colored.”

He despised musicians who hooted or honked or blasted their notes. His jazz jumped hot and high without descending into gimmick or harshness. His life, on  the other hand, had turned hard and dissonant. He’d say of a certain flashy horn player, “He doesn’t blow, he sucks.” The same could be said of the situation he found himself in. Soon after his son’s birth, the young GI had to return to duty in Europe.

Daddy experienced things in the war that would both shore up his Catholic faith and lead to deeper questioning. While in Bavaria, he met Therese Neumann, the Catholic mystic who suffered the stigmata on Fridays and didn’t eat for forty years. Witnessing the bloody marks on her face and hands affirmed the beliefs he’d grown up with. But the stench of the Dachau concentration camp and what he saw inside would put him on a lifelong search for spiritual truths, often outside of conventional Christianity. I thought it was cool that my daddy had books on Hinduism, astral travel, the Dead Sea Scrolls, Buddhism, and UFOs. Everybody had a Holy Bible in his house, but we had the Guide to Self-Realization Through Tantric Ecstasy.

After twelve years of old-line parochial school and daily whippings by the nuns, he welcomed ideas that might rescue God from religion. And he needed something to explain the evil of the forty-two boxcars loaded with bodies outside the concentration camp and the thousands of walking dead for whom nothing could be done. Exactly 31,432 souls were liberated at Dachau, but Daddy’s would never be entirely free again. They say it takes only twenty seconds of war to destroy a man. He was there two days.

Still, he was no tragic figure. After the war, he focused on his music, doing ragtag tours across the country in bands of patched-up men in patched-up cars, convoying from one questionable venue to another. The road suited him. When he wanted to think, it gave him long hours to do so, and when he didn’t, it offered a ready supply of booze and gauge.

These extended periods of time away from home couldn’t continue. His family was growing and his wife’s mental illness and drinking were damaging the children. He finished college, played gigs on the side, and became an itinerant schoolteacher and band director. They had to move from one town to the next due to his wife’s sexual activities with the men in town. Sometimes they left in the middle of the night, my father like a shamed troubadour without court or tights.

Occasionally I’ll meet someone who remembers Daddy from that era. Grown women now in their fifties, sixties, and seventies light up when they describe his movie-star looks and musical talent. These women describe the same scene: how striking and exotic he was when he rolled into their small town, usually in a convertible with his sax case in the backseat. They never mention that he coasted in on fumes or that the car was crammed with five kids, a wife, and a basset hound named Dizzy Gillespie.

The man definitely had something special, even at the end of his life. I didn’t realize it when I was growing up. Back then he was just an old fat guy with bad dentures who’d show up shirtless to pick me up from school. But we did laugh a lot.

He could be silly and great fun. As a high-school band director, he was known for his farcical halftime shows. One show went like this: After the band does several routine formations on the football field, the lead trombonist takes center stage and plays a solo—the absolutely worst-sounding solo of all time. Daddy becomes livid and grabs a gun stashed under the bleachers. A bunch of surly good ol’ boys try to subdue him, but he breaks away and weaves onto the field like a madman. Then he takes aim and “shoots” the trombonist. Within seconds an ambulance arrives and attendants roll out the gurney. Stepping over the trombonist to get to the trombone, they strap it to the gurney and load it in the back. The soloist is left for “dead” on the field; the music is more important than the mortal.

Daddy staged that show when he was working in Cleveland, Georgia. After his stint there, he moved the family one last time, to River Wall, Georgia—home of the nineteen-year-old Indian Princess.

He blew into her town all right, but the wind didn’t whistle and the shack didn’t shake. The newspapers didn’t flutter or flap a bit. But the aunts did notice a spiderweb in the doorway and a brown thrasher calling from the east. They were convinced it was an omen, and they knew exactly what it meant. They told Mama she’d better get ready because she was about to see the face of her one true love.




Four Roses

Some folks’ parents meet while they’re in college. Mine met in a moonshine stand in a pine forest—over an illegal sale of Four Roses Bourbon.

It was no accident that alcohol brought them together. Lord knows it became a central figure in their marriage before finally ripping them apart. But first they’d have a fine romance, the start of a deep, disorderly, and enduring love.

Mama was doing double duty on the night they met. She was babysitting her nephews and running her brother-in-law’s home-based business: Skinny’s Moonshine & Liquor. The singlewide trailer was hidden far back in the woods, so Mama could hear Daddy’s car approaching for some time. She figured it was just one of her regulars: the town drunk, the deputy sheriff, or one of the pillars of the First Baptist Church.

When she answered the knock at the door, the cosmos sent a high-voltage message: A lightning bolt entered through the top of her head and shot straight out through the tips of her toes. She knew that the man facing her was The One foretold by the aunts.

It might have been love at first sight, but the second thing she saw was his wedding band. As she went to get the half-pint of bourbon stashed in the back of the TV console, she wondered who the stranger was and why he had to be married. One thing was for sure: He wasn’t from around there because he talked like a Yankee—like how the people in the movies spoke.

The transaction was brief. He handed her three dollars and was on his way. As he walked back to his car, she peeked out the window and noticed he had a funny front license plate that said K4NGI. Then it hit her: he must be a revenuer—a government agent—Special Agent K4NGI! She panicked at the thought that she had just sold forbidden goods to a fed. She was still trembling when Skinny and his wife returned home. Skinny laughed and explained that the man was no agent; he was just the new music teacher in town.

From her job at the pants factory, Mama began to hear things about John Hannon. She learned that he had a wife with a wandering eye. That he was way older than he seemed. And that he lived in the big two-story house around the corner from Outlaw’s 5 & 10.

The pants factory served as the electric grapevine of River Wall. As the workers sat side-by-side, they talked to make the dreary hours go faster. Gossip surged its way through the line. Secret truths, tall tales, and outright lies were uttered over every monotonous stitch.

Mama’s cousin upped the amperage at the factory when he began an affair with Mrs. Hannon. He gave  daily reports on his raunchy escapades. “I don’t know what in the world you see in that old woman,” Mama finally told him. “But I’ll tell you somethin’; if I ever meet him on a dark street, he is mine.” Two weeks later her cousin came to work with the news that Mrs. Hannon had left town and a divorce was under way.

Mama was hopeful. She needed something good to happen. At this point, the teenage dropout was already divorced and the mother of a little girl named Donna. She wanted to leave River Wall, a place that called itself “The Friendliest Town in Georgia” but was, in reality, so mean it was featured in an encyclopedia entry on the Ku Klux Klan.

Lightning bolts didn’t signal my parents’ next encounter. Sirens did. Mama and Donna were watching a movie downtown when they heard the wail of the first fire engine. By the time the third alarm was sounded, everyone walked out of the theater to see what the commotion was about. John Hannon’s house was on fire.

Daddy was nearby in the pool hall when he got the news. Tearing out toward his house, he prayed that his children had gotten out in time. He raced past the crowds gathered on the sidewalks and toward the black clouds of smoke. Mama says she will never forget the look on his face. The house burned to the ground, but the kids were unharmed. What mattered had survived, but every trace of his old life was gone.

He moved his family into an apartment house where Mama lived with Donna. After noticing his morning  habit of visiting the small rose garden by the house, Mama developed an instant interest in roses. She’d “just happen” to be in the garden when he was there, and they began having conversations about the roses. He adored roses and began to school her in every aspect of the flower. He also began to adore her.

Daddy wrote her a series of love letters addressed to Princess Brown Eyes and quoting Omar Khayyam’s description of happiness as “a loaf of bread, a jug of wine, and thou.” He performed Mozart’s Fantasy No. 3 in D-minor on his upright piano for her. She said it was real pretty but did he know “Alley Cat” by Liberace? He played it perfectly, making goofy faces throughout. Love might have impaired some of his cognitive functions, but his musical sensibilities were intact.

A good job offer in Warner Robins, Georgia, eventually presented itself, and they all left River Wall: Mama, Daddy, Donna, and Daddy’s three youngest children—the two older ones had already left home. Once more he loaded up the car and breezed into a new town. But this time he wasn’t fleeing under the cover of darkness; he was sailing toward a new life. They set up house and got married. Daddy painted two red hearts on the wall inside the garage and bought two hundred rosebushes for the yard. After many years in the wilderness, Special Agent K4NGI was drinking the sweet wine of life again.
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