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PROLOGUE

	
	Upon the death of their mother and the imprisonment for life of their father, four brothers are left to the fate of the courts of Harris County, Texas, by their family. 
After being promised they would never be separated, the boys are separated in an adoption home.
Our hero, filled with humiliation, shame and despair, cannot accept being thrown away, as he sees it, and runs off from the adoption home to find his own place in the world.
	“I decided very early that if anyone was going to give me away, it would be me to whoever I wanted to be with.”
“The day they told me they were going to ship me to Clear Lake Reformatory for Boys, I sat there in a big wooden chair in front of Miss Trinity’s desk. She had papers in her hands that she studied with cool appraisal. Then, she looked at me. 
She said, ‘Why do you continuously run away?’
I looked straight in her eyes, and with hatred, I said, ‘Because I can’t stand the sight of you.’ 
Miss Trinity stiffened in her seat and stared at me for some moments. Then, she said, ‘It’s been the decision of the board to send you to a facility that is better equipped to handle you. We are sending you to a reformatory for boys. It’s way out in the country and their rules are much more restrictive.’  
She paused, waiting for some kind of response from me but I said nothing. There was no pleading with her in my anxiety for my brothers. I knew that. There was only hate and anger and that burning determination to be away from that place; for, I believed beyond all hope that I would find my brothers at some time in the future.
Miss Trinity continued, ‘I’m sure that they will find a way to get through to you, to make you understand that we have tried to help you. We’ve done everything in our power to find you a home. But you have fought us every step of the way.’
‘Miss Trinity, I don’t want yu ta do nothin’ fer me.  I just want out ‘a here.’”  
Knowing that they were going to ship me to a reformatory gave me the greatest feeling of accomplishment and success. The win! The victory! The actual accomplishment of that victory at a very young age was a dominating factor in my life. It gave me that self-confidence that I entered Clear Lake Reformatory with. I knew the obstacles there would be greater but, now, it was a matter of setting my goals to escape their tyranny and their persecution in that day-to-day and minute-to-minute struggle to set myself free.” 



Jod meets a friend while at Clear Lake Reformatory for Boys who encourages him and teaches him how to use simple but effective tools to catch his food for survival in “a hard and cruel world.”
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Chapter I

BAYLUND HOME


It’s just at the crack of dawn on that late summer’s day, 1938, on the Gulf Coast of southeast Texas when they come into the dorm blowin’ the whistle. The early crews, the kitchen help and us milkers hit the deck and all start on the run to the showers. We’ve got ten minutes to line up, two by two, like troops, at the back door and in the main hall for roll call and chore duty. I duck to my locker for toothbrush and towel and head for the washroom at a dead run, and I’m in line before the whistle stops blowin’. 
There, in the dark hallway, stands Mr. Green, clipboard in hand, an odd silhouette against the stark beam of light glaring through the washroom doorway from a ceiling bulb, blowin’ the whistle tied to the middle finger of his right hand for thirty seconds precisely as he eyes close’ the second hand of his count-down watch.  Boy, Mr. Green was proud of that whistle, and he looked just what he was, an Ellington Field reject-Texas A&M turnout of the Fall of the previous year with a B.S. in sociology, dressed, in khakis, army belt and tennis shoes.  ― 28, 29, 30, the whistle stops and Mr. Green’s right hand moves to the boy scout flashlight dangling from a cord tied to his leather belt as he calls out:
“Abernathy, ― Benson, ― Havard ―” and on down the list of names, graspin’ the chin of the face, answerin’, “Sir,” to hold it in the beam of the flashlight in case any inmate might be tryin’ to cover for an escapee of the night before.  
We pass to the washroom where a trustee, a young dorm “kiss-ass” standin’ with Mr. Green, doles out small mounds of tooth powder to cupped palms. Boy, howdy, we messed with Mr. Green somethin’ terrible, like we did with all the young turnouts. He’d be too embarrassed to keep watch on us in the showers with our teasin’. We’d make smackin’ sounds with our lips against circled forefinger or with our palms under our armpits, beat a flatulent tune. Disguising our voices, we’d use the foulest language. Boy, he wouldn’t catch us at nothin’.
But this morning we waste no time gettin’ back to our bunks and into our overalls, blue shirts and high top work shoes ‘cause eighteen of us will be headin’ to Houston as members of the boxing team.  
Pete didn’t get up with us early risers and I was on extree duty, as usual, and penalties, with six cows to milk and just so much time to do it in, so, I’d have to be double quick to sneak our gear n’ stuff on the old wooden “cracker box,” the ol’ Reo bus, and break off that mirror over the driver’s seat, as planned, so he couldn’t watch us to catch us at nothin’.
Us milkers had to finish our chores and get the milk to the kitchen and ol’ man Schneider, the old German cook, by that second bell, so, “Goat” Murray and Jerry “The Ape” Williams would do somethin’ to distract ol’ man Wheeler ‘cause they were runnin’ too. They would not let Wheeler catch me out’a that barn.  
Ol’ man Wheeler was somethin’ else. A full blood Cherokee Indian and farm superintendent, he’d have us boys pegged to a tee by the sounds we were makin’ in that barn. Two steps out’a line or one pail knockin’ short and he’d know about it.  
But I was swift and slick, and would waste no time. I had it all planned. I had a keen sense about protecting my stash. It had been my decision to put everything on the bus at the last possible moment. If we had stashed just the night before, no one would be goin’ till somebody copped out ‘cause while everybody was in the dormitory after lockup, I took a sneak on ‘em and peeked on these supervisors as they shook the whole bus down. Wheeler, Green and Acting Superintendent, Willoughby were in the bus barn checking all through the ol’ cracker box. Under the hood, even up underneath it they were looking to see if there was any stash on it, ‘cause we’d been snitched off.  They knew we were on the dead solid seek to run but they didn’t know when. But, now, they relax a little bit. 
I heard ol’ man Wheeler, say, “It’s all right.  It’s clean.  Nothin’s in it.”
*    *    *
Like I’d told Pete weeks back: “We’ve got’a get away from here by the end’a this summer. We for shor have ta git out’a Texas and we’re goin’a need help.”
“Ah, that’s easy, Jod,” Pete said, “Everybody we know’ll help yu if yu let ‘em run away with yu.”
In the next two months, I promised, at least ten of the boys, all in secret, that they could go with me. Okay, I’d tell ‘em, but we’ll have to have money, or I’d mention anything they had or could get that I thought we might need, like food, clothes, compass, knives and fishing tackle.
I found an old roofing hatchet while we were shovelin’ manure back in the barnyard, one day, and I asked the work leader to be excused to the toilet.
“Okay, just go to the barn,” and he hollered, “and hurry up about it!”
“Yes, Sir,” I replied in my most obedient voice.  
I ran the length of the barnyard and dashed through the barn and across the back yard of Baylund to the woodshop. 
I stuck my head in the door, and called, “Hey, Nalley, come ‘ere.” I handed him the hatchet head, “Put a handle in this, sharpen it, and make it look like new.”
“I cain’t do this, Jod. This is contraband. You know, if I get caught, they’ll restrict me.”
I turned and started to head out the door, stopped and wheeled around to face Nalley, “Fix it, Nalley, or you’re not goin’ with me.”
“I cain’t do it, Jod.”
“Okay,” I took a step toward him, “give it here.  I’ll give it to Basil.  He’ll be glad ta do it.”
Nalley wheeled around, and said, “Okay. Okay. I’ll do it,” and he returned to his workbench.
At the door, I spoke with urgency, “By tomorrow night or you’re not goin’.”
For months I’d been plannin’ for a day like this day but it was some kind’a luck that I was goin’ at all since I never could get together with ‘em. I had the best merit job at Baylund but I could never keep enough credit on the privilege side to go on any outings. But every day, we planned it, Goat Murray, Richard Nalley, Pete and me. I was like the ringleader, although, except for Pete, they were older than me because I was “the runner” at Baylund. I stayed away longer than the other boys. I never went anywhere that I wasn’t runnin’. I could run a dog till he dropped, and I would run with anyone that happened to be there when I was runnin’.  If they wanted to go, they could just hook ‘em up with me. If they couldn’t keep up they were left, and that’s the way it was. 
The last time I’d run off was about three months before. Summer vacation had just started because the girl scouts were runnin’ around across ol’ Kirby Slough when I got back, and I was thinkin’, wow, it ain’t all that bad ta be back on the grounds of Baylund after all. I’d snuck off in the milk truck from school in Webster and  around three weeks late, they picked me up down in Kemah where I was hid out in a boat. I didn’t have a dog that one time, and they caught me sleepin’. So, they took me back, whopped my ass, shaved my head, gave me a chicken dinner, and put me back on the milkin’ crew. 
They moved me back to the army cot next to ‘Goat’ Murray’s. He smoked that cannabis and that’s when I first started smoking it. But the barn crew earned the most merits for the commissary draw and was considered the most elite crew at Baylund Home. There were no snitches on that crew and it was a hard crew to get on.


Clear Lake Reformatory for Boys

It was “Goat” Murray, Richard Nalley, and me coverin’ our beds at night when there was a party or an all night picnic across the road from there in Clear Lake Park. We’d see that fire gettin’ low, and one’a the boys would shake my bunk and down the fire escape we’d go, down a big slide, like a fifty gallon drum cut in two, down to the first floor and the mess hall level, and on down to the laundry level. Then, we’d sneak to the end of Baylund at a run and slip through the trees and across the road to the park. We’d go pilfering through the sleepin’ camps, takin’ all the umbrellas, lanterns, fishin’ poles, reels and rods, everything that we could use for supplies once we got away from Clear Lake Reformatory for Boys. Then, we’d sneak back and stash our finds down by the old swimmin’ pool, and other important places that ol’ man Wheeler couldn’t find.  
We always left a chum stash ‘cause Wheeler was an early riser and it seemed like he could hear us.  Now, he knew who we were but to catch us was another thing, and they had to catch us. But we could outrun ‘em. When we hit our bunks, we’d shut our eyes and stop breathin’ hard. I was just like a bird dog froze on point. They’d shine the light in my face and I wouldn’t even flinch.  
Sometimes, we’d jis’ get back in and you could hear the feet runnin’ through the dormitory, then, silence when the night dorm master would turn on the lights and blow the whistle, callin’ out: “Shake down!  Shake down!  Everybody hit the deck!  Everybody on the deck in front of yer bunks!” 
This would be early in the morning when everybody was asleep but us thieves. Sometimes, they would shine flashlights down at us or under the beds to see if they could find any of us there. I could hide where they couldn’t catch my shadow, between the locker and the wall, and when they’d shine the light over the other side of the bunk, I’d duck out and slip in bed. We had to be tricky with the guy but the night dorm master was another one’a them Texas A & M turnouts.
Durin’ my first weeks at Clear Lake Reformatory, Goat had said: “Go ask Mr. Wheeler if you can be assigned to the milking crew. You’re not assigned yet.” 
But in order to be placed permanently on the crew, I’d have to get a written request slip from Mr. Wheeler for the superintendent’s office, and I’d have to face a few confrontations with Superintendent Owens before that day would come.
My first meeting with this stern, balding grayish man was that first Monday there. I was waiting in the hallway as directed. 
Mr. Owens said, “Jōd, come in here.” He motioned for me to take a chair against the wall as he read my papers and eyed me. “The court has placed you under the authority of Clear Lake Reformatory for Boys. Do you understand?” 
I shook my head, no. 
He said, “Let me explain. You are under the jurisdiction of the courts of Harris County and the State of Texas. This is a state institution, Jōd, and the court has ruled that you be placed here.” 
After about five minutes of me listening to him glorify their system as to their intention of raising boys, he finally said to me, again, “Do you understand?”
I shook my head, no, and I said, “Who is the court?  How do they own me? I never saw the court.  They have no rights over me.”
 Mr. Owens’ face reddened with anger at my response and he began to tell me how tough he could make it for a boy that didn’t cooperate. 
“If we can’t handle you here, you’ll quickly be sent to the new reformatory at Gatesville.”
I told him, “You have no right to keep me or my brother here. So, you better send us there, Owens.”
He stood up and slammed my folder on the table, saying, “Whether you like it or not, the court has the right to govern your life!”
I stood up and hollered, “The court has no right over me!  I don’t belong to nobody!” 
He hollered back, “Sit back down and don’t you holler at me!” and stepped around the edge of his desk in a threatening manner but I felt I had the edge and did not sit down. Next, he jerked open the office door and hollered.
“Mr. Mathews! Come in here!” Then, he returned to his desk and thumbed through my papers. He looked up as Mr. Mathews entered and pointed at me, still standing. 
“You see that.  That is a problem.”
The ironic thing is that it was, definitely, to be a big step backward in his career when he met me.
Mr. Owens says, “Explain to him how Clear Lake Reformatory deals with unruly disobedient runaway boys.”
Mr. Mathews turned to me, “Have a seat, boy,” in a loud
authoritative voice.
I shook my head, no, and said, “If you’re goin’a hit me, you kn hit me while I’m standin’.”
Both of them had surprised, dumbfounded looks on their faces and were silent for what seemed several seconds.  
Then, Mr. Mathews, in a softened voice, said to me, “Jōd, go back to your dormitory and wait there till you’re called.”
For me, it was a victory. Sitting in the corner of the dormitory all alone, smoking, I thought: first victory, one down and a million to go. I was the first boy to ever be placed on the total restrictions list within the first four days at Clear Lake Reformatory.
I had a private place in the mess hall to eat because I disobeyed their rule that you had to eat with a fork.  I always ate with a knife. 
So, they said: “You will eat by yourself until you are obedient to the rules of etiquette.” 
I would eat at the disciplinary table with a knife for all my days there.
They tried me on jobs to get me to work. That was expected of every boy there. It was a working institution of the Texas Juvenile penitentiary system, a self-sustained prison farm. So, every morning, I was expected to check in at the dayroom office where just outside in the hallway stood the assignment board that stated who was assigned and who was unassigned. Most guys knew where they were goin’a work every day. But when you were unassigned, they sent you on a lot of odd jobs, like, picking up paper, painting the trees, airing the mattresses out, etc. So, each time I refused to work, the day officer would take me up to the superintendent’s office.  
I recall Mr. Owens saying, “Now, we’re goin’a assign you to the kitchen. I want you to straighten up and do right or I’ll blister yer ass every time you get out‘a line. Now, get out ‘a here! Go with Mr. Nelson for assignment.”
I was escorted the one flight down to the assignment office by the day officer, Mr. Nelson. He was a real tall guy with a big Adam’s apple that moved up and down when he talked. The guys nicknamed him, “The Turkey,” and the way he walked made the 
name fit.  
He said, “Get in line here with these boys.” The five of us were marched to the kitchen door, and he says, “Into the kitchen! Report to Mr. Schneider!”  
Boy, I hated that ol’ man worse than Sundays. He was one of my arch-enemies from the very first day there. A big tall German with great bony elbows, he walked in a kind‘a bent over way, the way he’d been used to grabbin’ things. Goin’ through the chow line, he’d give us noggers, (with clenched fist give us a wack on the head) if we took too much or tried to pass up something we didn’t like. The one time he came at me, I had my silverware in my hand and automatically raised it to block, jabbing him with my fork. I was just an instinctive fighter.
So, when we walked into the kitchen, Mr. Schneider said, “You. Over here! You, here! You, peel potatoes. You, here,” and when he looked at me, he reached up to the top of the shelf there and got an apron and slapped me across the chest with it which startled me a little bit, sayin’ You see big pots here?  Vash every pot clean. I vant every pot sparking clean, bottom, top, inside.”
I barked back, “No!  I’m not goin’a wash pots,” and I just stood there lookin’ at the pots.
He says, “Vat you say?” and he grabbed me by the ear, “You vash!” 
I slapped him with that apron he’d just given me, right across the face, and he jerked back, saying, “Outz the kitchen!  Outz the kitchen!  Get outz the kitchen!” Then, he called out, “Mr. Nelson! Mr. Nelson! Don’t vant him in ze kitchen. He refuse  to work.  Take him to office. He shro zee apron in de face.” Into the office I went.
Superintendent Owens, said, “All right. I told you I’d blister your hide. Bend over here.” And to Mr Nelson as witness, “I’ll  
give him five.”
I grabbed hold of the edge of his desk and I didn’t make a sound. I looked him right in his eyes with anger and hatred, and he saw that I was someone to reckon with.
Mr. Owens says, “Wait in the Day Room office.”My back was stinging like hell. 
The turkey had left a pack of cigarettes on the little slide out of his desk. I grabbed them and his fountain pen and jumped back in the chair when he walked in.  
He said, “Okay, Mr. Owens wants you to report to the assistant farm superintendent, Mendez.”
It took “The Turkey” and me awhile to walk to the other side of twenty acres where the crew was working, hoeing vegetables.
When we finally got to Mendez, Mr. Nelson says, “Here’s a new boy. Well, he’s been here awhile but he’s unassigned. Superintendent Owens wants you to get a good day’s work out‘a him.”
“Yes, I work. Yes,” Mendez said, and from a high-seated wagon hitched to a team of mules he took a hoe and handed it to me, saying, “You chop that row.”
I just stood there with the hoe in my hand, “Chop what?”
He said, “Go in the field over here. Come, I show you,” and he showed me how to thin out the corn crop.
I threw the hoe down, sayin’, “I’m not choppin’ nothin’.” Then, I said, “Look, you want me to drive that team'a mules and the wagon or unload or load anything on the wagon, okay, but I’m not goin’a chop none‘a this stuff. I’m not goin’a hoe nothin’.” Mr. Nelson was walking away, and I said, “Call Mr. Nelson.  I’m not goin’a work here.”  
Scratching his head, Mendez hesitated, sizing up the situation, and decided to test me. “Okay. You think you can drive the wagon. Show me!  Back the wagon up ten feet,” whereupon, I got up on that wagon, picked up the reigns and held a firm lead as I gave the mules a gentle tug to get their attention. 
With a firm hand, I called out, “Comin’ back, Gee Haw!” I stepped ‘em back, first, the lead mule followed by his team mate, 
swayin’ from one side to the other. The sight of the mules movin’ backward made me giggle and laugh, and Mr. Nelson, Mendez and all the kids were watching me. I began to shake with laughter as I stepped ‘em back in perfect time.
 “Easy, now.  Easy.”
Mendez said, “How old you say you are? You’re little.”
I said, “I’ll be seven,” standing as tall as I could.
“You got lucky. It’s hard for me, sometimes. You got de job.” Mendez called out to the other boys, “Get back to work.”  
For an alert youth to handle a team and wagon was a very common thing in the thirties where I grew up. There was no mechanized farming in those days. To put the collar on the mule, put the traces on the collar and put the lead lines through the harnesses, it come natural for me to do that.   
I tied the leads with a very loose line so the mules could reach their heads almost to the ground. Then, I gave ‘em a treat by picking some long grass at the edge of the field, givin’ each a big hand full while I praised ‘em, tellin’ ‘em how good and how smart they were. 
So, Mendez made me wagon tender, and at the end of the day I drove the wagon. Mr. Mendez sat up there next to me and watched me. I gave the lead mule plenty of room to turn the corners and got back to the barn where I saw Murray. Mendez and I jumped down, and I unhitched the traces and dropped them out of the doubletrees, pulled the mules up, dropped the tongue and walked the mules into the harness shed to unharness them. Wheeler was watching me. 
Murray says, “Hey, I told ‘im. I told Wheeler. Go ahead, Jod.  Ask him to get you on the crew.  We need another milker.”
So, I went directly over to him, and I said, “Mr. Wheeler. Hi. My name is Jōd. I’d like to be on your milking crew.”
He looked at me, and he said, “Ah, you’re too little to milk.”
“No, Sir. I can milk.”
“Let’s see your hands,” and I showed him my hands, which were big for my age, and he said, “Yah. You can milk.” 
That next morning, I was taken to the control office and assigned to the barn. They gave me a work slip and told me to report to Mr. Wheeler, henceforth. They figured that ol’ man Wheeler could keep closer tabs on me but that was the only place I would work.
It was my job to drive the mules and the mower to cut the grass. I sharpened the hoes and the sickles and took care of the mules. Those were some of my barn duties besides being a milker. Polishing the harnesses, washing all the livestock off, feeding the animals, helping to doctor them, I was good at that. 
Mr. Wheeler was the one who told us what to do, and we did it. We learnt. If we didn’t know, Mr. Wheeler would quickly tell us what to do and we’d better get it right. They always held that threat over you of whoppin’ yer ass.  
Well, they couldn’t hold that threat over me and Wheeler knew it.  He was a smart Indian. His theory that on the young buck you can’t hold the reigns too tight; you got ‘a give ‘im a little room to prance, is what Wheeler gave me, a little room just to prance ‘cause I’d work in the barn, no problem. I’d clean all the stalls and scrub everything down. There wasn’t a cobweb in that barn, even in the hayloft.
But when the Girl Scout camp loaded up with girls, I got my ass whopped more for peekin’ on them girls in that camp than for any other thing. All the big boys had pictures of nekid girls that they got down in Galveston, and they talked about how the girl scouts looked takin’ off and puttin’ on their bathin’ suits, and that did get my attention.  
At night, I would sneak out to the front of CLR and go across the bridge.  
One time, I run off with ol’ Glen Wilkes boat. I’d got permission to go to the lake, and I used his boat to go across to the clay banks, and then, snuck down to the girl scouts camp. Ol’ Glen Wilkes had boat privileges and could go out with his trout lines. But you couldn’t run that big ol’ dumb kid away from there.  
The girl scouts had their toilets on the side of a ledge, two sets of three-hollers out there. God Almighty! Phew, um-umm. The first time I ever saw that I couldn’t believe what I was seein’.  When I saw one‘a them girls sittin’ down and startin ‘a pee, pishhhhh, God Almighty, the sound it made. I jis’ whopped out my little ol’ thing and commenced a-lookin’ and a-whoopin’. I was settin’ there all afternoon. The bells for lunch rang and I still sat there. They’d give us a first bell, and fifteen minutes later, they’d give us a second bell. Then, we’d go to eat. Well, when the first bell rang I was over there peekin’ at them girls peein’ through them holes. Wow! I thought, that’s so damn beautiful. The fascination was so demanding that it rendered all other normalities null and void. Those new strange happenings inside of me, those feelings made everything in me stand on end. It put me in an absolute trance. I didn’t care if they were feedin’ us a king’s banquet across over there at Clear Lake Reformatory, I wasn’t goin’. I stayed there till they rang the last bell of the day and it was gettin’ dark and no more girls were out there.  
When I finally left, I ran back across the bridge and up the front’a Clear Lake instead of takin’ the boat back. They whopped my ass good for that. They had even put me on the runaway list.  But I was on the solid peek. That was the best thing I’d ever seen. Of course, to be off the grounds cost one hundred demerits and ten licks. But that didn’t stop me. 
On a summer night when the moon was full and the crickets and the frogs and the lightenin’ bugs and the night birds were singin’ a symphony of love and a gentle warm breeze was blowin’ from the lake, you could see the girl scouts over there goin’ through the trees with their towels over their heads, goin’ to the shower house out close to where the toilets were. I’d see that and take a run across that slough, crawl up on top of the shower house, look in through that little crack in the roof and watch ‘em. Wow! They were gettin’ soap all over their tities and down their legs and all over. Some of them had a lot ‘a hair. Some had a little bit ‘a hair.  Some of ‘em had blonde hair. Some had red hair and some had black hair. Boy, what a variety. I thought right then, this is the most beautiful place on earth ta be. Right here! I could jis’ spend the rest’a my life up on top ‘a this shower house a-peekin’ and a-whoppin’. Lordy mercy! Any ass whoppin’ they’d give me for that, I’d take it with gratitude.
I was peekin’ one time, and I called, “Hey, pssst, pssst, come over here.”  It was the third time I’d seen this same little pussy with the mole on her butt.
She screamed to the top of her voice. “There’s a boy! There’s a boy!  He’s peekin’!  He’s peekin!” 
Then, they all started hollerin’ and screamin’. Like a chorus of hungry seagulls they squawked. So, here come the scout leader, and I jumped back in the boat and fled.
So, they called the reformatory and they were waitin’ for me. They grabbed me off that boat, again, whopped my ass and restricted me.
Ol’ man Owens asked me, “What do you think about that now? You still goin’a do that any more?”
“Yes, Sir,”I answered.
“What?”
“Soon as I can, Sir.  I've got'a see some more’a that.” 
He kind ‘a grinned a little bit.
Even on restriction, I’d sneak out late of a night and cross the bridge over Kirby Slough to the Girl Scout camp. I had this one little girl talked into comin’ out and kissin’. We smooched and smooched for the longest time. Then, she rubbed herself on me and she took my hand and put it down on herself. The skin got so tight on my little body I couldn’t even spit. 
She says, “By Saturday, I’ll be over my period,” and she stuck her tongue in my mouth, again. 
Then, she had to run to her cottage. She left me there with the worst pain in my stomach I’d ever had. My little balls were so sore I couldn’t hardy walk they were aching so much.  
When I asked the guys, “What in the fuck did she mean, her period?”
“Oh, in about a week you can git ‘er.” they said.
In a week’s time, they were watchin’ me so strong I couldn’t get back over there. When I did get back, I talked to one‘a the girls sittin’ outside by the showers.
“Oh!  Where’d you come from?”
 “Ah’ve been here watchin’ yu, sweetheart, you’re lookin’ so good.” 
“You’re flirting.”
“You’re worth flirting with. Then I said, “Do you know Sandy?  She’s in cottage five.”
She says, “Sandy left last week. I just got here yesterday. Oh, you’re one of the bad boys from across the lake. We’re not supposed to talk to you.” 
But we talked a short while until I said, “Let’s talk about your stuff.”
“Stuff?  What Stuff?”
“That stuff you’re settin’ oen.”
Boy, when I said that, she blushed and ran off cryin’, “I’m goin’a report you to my counselor.” As I hooked ‘em up, I heard her screaming, “There’s one’a those boys out there!”
That’s all it took to get rid’a me. Just as soon as they said they were goin’a report me, I was gone. I hooked ‘em up in a hurry tryin’ to beat the phone calls back to Clear Lake Reformatory.
To the left, it wasn’t forty feet to where the lake swung around beside the reformatory and on up in them back lands by ol’ West Mansion. Boy, there were more haints in that house. You could jis’ hear them haints walkin’ around talkin’ to each other, laughin’ and a-gigglin’ and a-tee hee heein’. I'd scare you plumb to death.  Did you ever hear about a haint cain’t hain’t a haint?
Ol’man West had so much money he donated his mansion and the whole estate to Rice Institute. They made a game reserve out of it. The furnishings, everything, were still as they originally were. That was one’a my favorite spots to fish. I’d sneak off with Pete, light up and get loaded on that Texas wild grown cannabis, get hainthy and run.
Boy, we use’ta make up some songs. We’d go arm in arm, Pete, Goat and Nalley and myself, singin’ and dancin’ along and smokin’ that weed and runnin’ our trout lines n’ rabbit traps, and laughin’. 
Back down behind the hog pens, we’d pull that smoke up n’ throw it on top of that chinaberry tree. The chance of ol’ man Wheeler findin’ it were slim. But if he smelt it, he’d destroy it. But he never snitched or wrote a boy up for smoking. So, we’d pull it up, throw it up on that chinaberry tree, and when i’d all get dried out, we’d take it down and smoke it. We learned to tie it with cord attached to a rock that became the anchor to hold it up there. That’s how we beat the hogs; they eat everything except them chinaberries. Boy, we had more moves than a twenty-one jeweled watch on that.  
But weed was the only thing to smoke down there, and there was no law against it. Rolling tobacco was common then, and every time they’d catch you smokin’, they’d jis’ tell you they’d posted the rules, whop yer ass and take merits away from you. It cost ten merits and one lick, and at the end of the week you had to square up. I always had around a hundred demerits comin’ or ten licks. If they hadn’t said it was against the rules, I’d have probably never even smoked it. But I just couldn't conform to their rules, the bunch of sorry Texans: Southern Baptists, First Baptists, Second Baptists, Noonday Baptists, Liberty Baptists. God Almighty!  Boy, howdy! And they were all latent preachers.  
They couldn’t scare me with whoppin’ me because my mind would set up a barrier against feeling the pain.  Instead, I felt anger. So, in spite of what they did or in spite of what they didn’t do, bein’ an arrogant kid with a smart-alecky attitude about me that showed I didn’t want to be there and I didn’t want them to impose upon me any of their systems, I did exactly what I wanted to do, or as close to it as I could under their total restrictions and the regimented direct approach they had to a child. 
Somehow, I felt we were different. I knew we didn’t belong with those other kids. I felt so sorry for my brothers to be without mother and father, and from the start, at such an early age. I truly felt a deep sorrow for them.
I had the ability to sneak. I’d sneak all around the dormitory after it was dark, hide in a shadow and watch the night dorm master by the radium dial on his watch. The man would pass me, sometimes, so close that I could feel the air move as he went by me.  He never did catch me, but I caught him and other dorm masters, a lot of times, nealin’ by those boys beds, and my self within me, totally rebelled against them.

I Meet a Friend

One day, I woke up early in the mornin’ feelin’ such deep anxiety. I hated to wake up and see those tall walls and everybody sleepin’ in sterile rows in the dormitory. And as I was lyin’ there, I could see it was crackin’ dawn over the Gulf, a purdy, purdy sight, but I had to piss. I thought: I’ll just get even with the dorm boy. He had the end bed, and instead of a locker he had a chest of drawers, and a little crystal radio set with earphones. I thought: how will he explain this since no boy’s supposed to be in his section, and I pissed right out his window screen. I knew it would make a big rusty spot on that black screen, and I was hopin’ he’d get heat.  
I jumped back in my bunk and laid there wide awake, thinkin’, boy, if I could jis’ find a way to get out of here, to never live here, again, to never sleep here again. I’m jis’ goin’a run. I thought of how I could do it when the whistle blew. I was up and the first one in line; I just couldn’t wait till they opened that door. I hated being locked in; that fact really disturbed me.
After they called out our names at lineup and the doors opened, I could see ol’ man Wheeler opening the front doors to the barn, then, the darkness as he went inside. Then, as the back doors slid back to the milk lot, and I saw ol’ man Wheeler silhouetted through the barn, my urge to run was uncontrollable. When I got about thirty feet from the barn, and Wheeler was just comin’ up to the corner of his office, I tore out runnin’. It kind ‘a startled him but I just kept runnin’ right by him and out the back of the barn down the cow lane, hurdling a big mud hole at the end of the lane, and on through the pasture in a laid out dead back run, like a scared jackrabbit. 
I was still runnin’ with all my might when I came upon this big acorn tree way back in the pasture. Totally winded, I fell at the foot of the old tree, and as I laid there, I cried out, “Oh, God, if there’s a God, please help me git out ‘a here.”
I heard something, then, and I raised my head to look, thinkin’ for sure it was ol’ man Wheeler. Instead, I saw a leg stretch out, and looking around the edge of that tree, “My,” this old man says to me, “If I knew not, I would believe that thou wast running from the end of the world.”
Startled, I recoiled, thinking, wow, is he hostile? Then, realizing, oh, it’s that old hobo, and still out of breath, I said, “Hey, how are yu?” I went on, “Naw, I jis’ run out. I couldn’t stand it there any longer. I had ta run.”
He said, “Ah. Many times in my life have I had the same feeling.”
“It’s a desperate feelin’. I cain’t control it and I jis’ run. I run through the barn, and I run here as fast as I can.”
He says, “I know thy feeling well.”
I felt at ease, and I was full of questions. “How long have you been here?” I asked him.
“For a moment and what seems an eternity, my son.” 
As I looked at him a bit puzzled, I realized that I was no longer out of breath as he said, “Sit here with me and rest thyself and we shall speaketh together.”
I sat directly in front of him and I noticed that he held some shiny stones in one hand, although, I’m not sure, exactly, what they were, and he was working them around with his fingers.
With an element of surprise in his voice, he said, “Why dost thou looketh upon me with such concern?”
“Well, now that I’m this close to you, you look so very, very old.”
He said, “I am very old.”
“Do you have any friends?” I asked.
“The journey of my life hath eclipsed the lives of those who were once my friends; they long ago passed on.”
“Well, I’ll be your friend. Could I be your friend? We could be good friends. Besides, I need a friend.”
He says, “That is why I have cometh unto thee,” and givin’ you my opinion of it, he spoke clear and his lips hardly moved.
Why do you talk like the preacher talks ‘et reads out‘a the Bible?” I asked.
His face drawn and aged with gray, he answered, “When I was a young man, I learned to speak this way.”  Then, he said, “Old habits are hard to break, as thou shalt learn.”
We talked for what seemed a long, long time.  He made me feel good, and good about myself.  He told me of the days when he was a boy and he tended the flocks and the herds.
Then, he said, “Thou must remain for as long as is necessary, here.”
“I don’t wan’a stay here another minute! Why should it be necessary for me to stay?”
“Thou hast yet to come unto the age of reasoning for survival in a hard and cruel world. And if it pleases thee that I be thy friend, stay, yet, a little while, and I will meet with thee, here, and tell thee many stories and time shall pass.” Then, he said, “Thou mayest call me Tinker, and when thou art distressed, think of me and it will give thee comfort.”
I said, “Okay, Tinker, I’ll do that.”
About that time, I heard a horse comin’, and I saw ol’ man Wheeler ridin’ up. 
“Set thyself very still,” said Tinker, “and do not look upon him and he shall not see thee.”  I kept my eyes on Tinker as we sat very still beneath the shelter of the giant acorn tree and ol’ man Wheeler just rode on by.

*    *    *

“Thou must fight to maintain the dignity of thyself,” said to me, Tinker, one day.
All my days, I’ve reflected on that: that I am the sole guardian of the content of my character.
Sometimes, I would be lookin’ out the windows and I would see the old hobo down in the pasture. Boy, I’d race down there and set and talk with him beneath the branches of the giant oaks or pecan trees that grew wild every-where. I’d see him and think: wow, look how free this man is. He can just go and set and walk and do anything anywhere. The solitary freedom of that old man greatly impressed me.
“I want to do what you do, Tinker.  I don’t wan’a be here. Besides, who would care if I left?”
“Thou hast shelter and keep. Thou must remain for a little while.  It is too difficult in the world until thou hast grown enough to care for thyself.” 
“How will I know when I’m grown enough?”
“When thou leaveth this place, then wilt thou know that thou hast come unto the age of reasoning.”
I loved the weekly, and sometimes, daily consultations with the old hobo. Everything he needed he carried with him. He was always prepared. He told me stories of young adventurers, and Marco Polo was my favorite. Grey Friar’s Bobby is one of many stories he told me that stands out in my memory. 
From Tinker, I learned many things: to build a fire without a match, to catch a fish without a hook and to tie a knot around a robin’s foot, were just a few that would make me glad in the months ahead. Anything I wanted to know about, he’d explain, and he told such interesting stories. Our visits would pass the times all the other boys would be in town at a movie or on an outing, or across to Clear Lake Park swimming. But my visits with Tinker were greater than all the outings for he guided me into the age of reasoning. 	
Said to me, Tinker, one day, “As the world is cruel and full of deceit, thou must learn to see through the middle eye and hear through the middle ear. So, be patient, and thy life here shall last but another minute.”
“Minute! Are you kidding, Tinker? I’ve been here so long, now, I must go with you.”  
I would often try to follow him, to no avail. He would disappear behind a shadow, and I would call and call: “Tinker! Tinker!  Wait for me!  Wait for me!” But as sure as I would awaken the next morning, I would think of him. After my chores were done, I could look forward to meeting with him in the pasture somewhere beneath the branches of the giant oaks or pecan trees. He always had something for me.  Never candy or sweets, but wild fruit and berries he would bring.  
“Where do you get this fruit, Tinker?”
“From beneath the shelter of the sky, my son,” he said to me.
I remember, one time, being so distraught and full of hate that I ran to find Tinker. I held a small dog I’d found on the road that day. 
When I came upon Tinker, tears came into my eyes as I said to him, “They won’t let me keep him.  Every dog needs a friend.”
Tinker sat beneath a giant pecan tree, and a gleam of love came into his eyes as he spoke: “Thy life shall have great meaning and shall bring forth fruit as the fruit that falleth from this tree.”
Then, the anger that had filled me turned to a moment of wonder as I stared into the eyes of the ol’ hobo that were filled with understanding. 
“Be patient, for thy life here shall last but a moment.”
I’d sneak off with Pete, sometimes, and we’d climb up into the arms of an old oak tree and look out beyond Clear Lake Shores to the Gulf, and we’d talk and dream of when I’d be a sea captain, and of the adventures we’d find once we got clean away from there. Planning and preparing was our only encouragement.

*    *    *

Now, they wouldn’t impress a religion on you, and they had different groups come in, like, them Holly Rollers and Baptists. Well, I couldn’t be bothered and that really upset ‘em. When they called my name out at breakfast on Sunday morning, I refused to go. So, on Monday morning they had me on the callout list. I had to go to the office and get a slip to have a visit with one of the preachers they called in. At the time, I didn’t know what it was about and couldn’t figure out why anyone would want to talk to me. 
So, when I walked into the office, they gave me my permit and told me to go down the hall to the recreation room. When I walked in, I saw a guy dressed in one’a them horrible brown pinstriped suits on a high collared shirt with cuffs on sleeves that showed inches below the ill fittin’ coat, with a bible in his hands. 
When he looked up, he says, “You must be Jōd.” I must ‘a looked puzzled as I walked toward him, ‘cause he says, next, “Do you know who I am?”
“I know within three things who yu are.”
“Oh.  What are they?”
“Yer either a cop or yer a preacher or a salesman.”
With an attempt at a smile, he said, “No, I'm the second. I’m the Pastor.  My name is Pastor Walters.”
I said, “Wait a minute.  What are you gettin’ at?”
“Well, it has come to my attention that you need counseling. So, I’ve accepted you on my case load as your counselor.”
I said, “I don’t want no counselor. I don’t need no counseling. I’ve never heard of this counseling stuff.”
He said, “It is for those yet religiously undecided. We would like to schedule a time for readings with you.  Here is some material that we have about ―,” and while he fumbles through some papers, he says, “Do you believe in Jesus Christ?”
“Wait a minute. If I wanted to hear this, I would’a been in church yesterday. I didn’t go yesterday and I’m not goin’a go to church on Monday for sure.”
“What do you have against listening to the word of Jesus Christ our Savior?”
“Look. I don’t wan’a stand here listening to you preach, mister. And if you don’t mind, take me off your list.” I turned around and walked out, back down the hall to the office.
When I turned in my slip, the guy said, “Did you have your meeting?”
“Yes. The meetin’s over. I’m goin’ back to work now,” and I walked back out to the barn. I figured, why come to tell me, be saved. I ain’t done nothin’ to be saved for.  Save them. They’re the ones you should be savin’.  
Like I told a Baptist preacher one time: “Please, Mr. Preacher, if ah got‘a be saved, please, save me from here.”
People used to come to talk to me, give me candy. Boy, I’d cuss terrible at ‘em: “You Mf―in' scum suckin’ pigs you. I don’t need’a be saved,” and I feel that way now. If I’m made in God’s image and put down here, and He says when I’m to die to the very second He terminates me, why I’m His responsibility. 
When I first got to Clear Lake Reformatory for Boys, they had bars on the windows. But when the Shriners came out there for the dedication, about the second month I was there, Superintendent, Owens gave the order and we tore all the bars down. Before the dedication, when you drove in, you entered through a big guardhouse gate. They tore the guardhouse down, too. 
God Almighty, I thought when I looked out there and saw that the guardhouse was gone. Mr. Baylund himself, the Illustrious Potentate of the Arabian Order of the Shriners’ Lodge in Houston, Texas, was there to make the dedication speech, renaming the reformatory, Baylund Home for Boys. Big tables with white tablecloths and pictures on easels were set up to show what a good thing they were.
Well, the Masons are a very, very dedicated group of men who give their money and their time to the orders which they are members. But the mistake those Shriners made, they got to sneakin’ off n’ drinkin’ n’ playin’ and makin’ all them hand signs. You can’t get over a kid’s head with any kind of show of secrecy. I’d just be on point ‘cause they were a bunch ‘a strange lookin’ people to me when I first saw them out there with them hats on all tryin’a be nice. And just as soon as they turned their heads, I ducked ‘cause I had to get loaded. I couldn’t go for that tryin’ to be friendly business unless I was up on weed. 
But the Mason's signing is just like a card thief’s signing up in a card game: duce, Ace, king, hearts, or whatever he needs, so, the Shriners had no secrets on me. Those signs have really helped me a lot in my life.  
Like the Tinker said: “It won’t do thee any harm.” That’s why I learned it. I guess Tinker knows about everything on earth.
When Owens had all them bars on the windows thrown in that Lake at Baylund, they were going to turn over a new leaf. Then, they took you into the office and spread-eagled your ass across the desk to whop you with the same strap but it was in private. Before, when you got a whoppin’, they would put your ass in the back yard in front’a the barn and line a whole compliment up and let ‘em watch.  
The Shriners had said that they were going to stop that extreme discipline and called Baylund a home for underprivileged children. 
I figured, why underprivileged? They don’t have no privileges here. What do you mean, underprivileged? I could never get the connection, really. It went over my head. I figured I was highly privileged, more so than other kids.  
The Shriners did start takin’ the boys to outside games and sports events in the ol “cracker box” bus. It was an ol’ Reo built of solid wood with all her windows missin’ that me and Pete would be ridin’ in to get to Houston to box in the Golden Gloves’ Pee Wee Division for six to fifteen year olds. The Shriners put in the merit system and the Commissary, and they instituted Christmas at Baylund that year.
Still, inside of Baylund, some of the counselors and dorm masters that were there would take favors for some reason. They would identify with certain kids in a way that I couldn’t adjust to. My attitude was, always: Get the hell away from me and don’t put your shit wipin’ hands on me. 
I’d tell ‘em: “I want out ‘a this joint, and I’m takin’ all my people with me,” ‘cause there was no love.
When they rang the bell, all over that lakeshore they were givin’ us warning what perilous attitude they were goin'a take on our asses if we weren’t there by one’a them bells. They had a bell you could hear almost to Webster. I found out that you couldn’t say I didn’t hear the bell no matter where you were on the property of Baylund. They’d whop yer ass for that, quick. 
The first time I told ‘em I didn’t hear the bell, it was wack, wack, wack and: “Don’t you ever lie to us again. We know you hear the bell.”  
From then on, I tell ‘em: “Well, I’m here now.”
One time, Mr. Nelson, the day supervisor caught me in the hallway goin’ into the mess hall ten minutes late. “You missed yer supper!” he hollered out.
I hollered back, “Fuck your supper!”
"You’re on report! You’re on report!”
Sometimes, boy, when they’d start whoppin’ me, I’d holler: “Goddamn, goddamn, goddamn,” every hit they gave me.  That was one’a the most terrible things you could say to one’a them Southern Baptists.
I told ‘em: “Well, he didn’t do no blessing. He might ‘a damned us, but he goddamn sure didn’t bless us any.” That was my understanding of it. 
The preachers run it down to me that I was cussin’ God when I said, goddamn it. 
I said: “Well, it looks like God was doin’ a little cussin’, buddy, if you ask me about it. He didn’t give us no blessin’s. I don’t see nothin’ so purdy around here. What’s so good about this, if you think it’s blessing? I think God did put a little thunder and damnation on us.”  
They couldn’t whop me when the nurse was in the building; she’d hear all those words. Here she was, an old lady walkin’ around with one leg longer than the other one who rolled Prince Albert cigarettes and smoked in her little room all the time. That was the only time you could get away with smokin’ in the hallway, goin’ by her room.
I was always hidin’ off down in the woods or back in the pasture where I had all my stash, and where I’d be dryin’ my rabbit hides. I made little money pouches to sling over the shoulder by a long cord or leather strap. Or, I’d be down in the pasture checkin’ my fishin’ lines and my traps and be gettin’ loaded when they’d ring a work bell or a recall bell to check on us, which they might do at any time. But I'd think, I'm doin' things. I’m not goin’a be runnin’ up there to be linin’ up for them to be countin’ me when I’m pullin’ in a trout line. I know I’m still here. I never could understand why they had to line us up and count us so much. They’d give us dorm count, bed count, yard count, assembly bell count, and if you missed a line-up or a count, that was demerits.  
All the rules were posted. Every morning while we were eating breakfast, a guy in typical khakis, army belt n’ tennis shoes would stand up there to read what we had to do: All those who had permanent chores, who got punished, who was on restriction and for how long. There were those boys who got what appeared to be a loving arm around the shoulders but I was always glad that it wasn’t me or Pete.
When we walked down the line to the chow hall, we’d be right alongside the wall. Maybe, I’d jist bounce against it with my shoulders ‘cause I had big shoulders.
 They’d holler: “STEP OUT!” and it was more demerits. I couldn’t be like those suck-asses, the guys who walked down the hall straight with their hands in their back pockets and smiled at the man when they showed him their hands were clean as they passed him. 
It was one demerit for every infraction. One time, I got eleven hundred demerits in one week. Of course, I got most of them for peekin’ on them girls in that camp. It was a hundred demerits for bein’ off the grounds of Baylund. I made thirty merits a day for milkin’ them cows, and at the end of the week, I wouldn’t have a nickel to buy a candy bar at the commissary.
On Saturday mornin’ while everybody else was waitin’ to get in, they’d say, “Okay, it’s goin’a be a long time before you get to the candy store,” which didn’t mean a thing ‘cause come Saturday, they’d take ten merits away from me and give me five licks for fightin’. I’d jerk it from one’a them suck asses and bust ‘im in the mouth. Naturally, I’d run till I ate the candy up. Then, let ‘em catch me. It was just an endless thing.
The first time they called my name out, I jumped up out of my seat that was facing the wall, and said: “Wow!  Really?” and the whole mess hall laughed. I was on top of the list, and this new counselor was reading it. 
I’d already received permission to stay in the barnyard. It was back there that we could fish, and we had our little trout lines and frog traps set out. Mr. Wheeler gave us permission. It was the only place we could put our “nigger-shooters.[footnoteRef:1]” They were contraband. I never shot nobody with ‘em but I shot everything else there was to shoot. I thought, good, no ass kickin' and candy day.  [1:  Learned from Adults] 

About then, I looked up to see the counselor give me a see-what-I’m-givin’-to-you-you-be-nice-to-me sort of a look that reflected in his mannerisms when he spoke. I saw his purpose.
After dorm cleanup, all the boys are sittin’ outside in front ‘a Baylund at the top of the heart lined with whitewashed trees that extended to the open gate, waitin’ for the commissary to open and talkin’ about what they’re goin’a get. 
I say, “Yah, I know what I’m goin’a git. Just exactly what that suck ass is goin’a git,” and I pointed to him.
Pete Says, “We know what we’re ―”
 I say, “Hey, psssst,” and I motion for him to come closer, “I’m goin’a do it the same way I did it last week and the week before that, and the week before ―” 
“But Jōd, you don’t have ta ‘cause you got merits. You know you got ―”
“Yah,” I broke in, “But that ain’t nothin’. Uh, huh. You know what? I didn’t earn those. I mean, it’s impossible for me to have any merits unless somebody’s jist bein’ good to me on purpose. That queer, Mr. Lollypop, gave ‘em to me.” No good, I thought, this guy couldn't give me nothin’.
Pete gives me a quizzical look, “What’s a queer?”
“He wants ta play with yer peter.” 
Pete looks at me with a wide-eyed blank stare. He hardly knew what his peter was for. Pete was too young to understand that I was expected to submit my dignity.
The commissary bell started ringin’ and the guys all lined up. I lined up right behind this Wendy Hughes that said he was goin’a get all this stuff, the main suck ass.  He had a clubfoot, and he did little chores, like, pickin’ up paper, havin’ the clipboards ready with the name lists; he’d do all that. I hated this kid just like he was poison.  All the little kids had to call him, Uncle. 
“I ain’t callin’ you, Uncle.  You ain’t none ‘a my uncle,” I told him.  
But he was a tough kid from the streets ‘a Houston, that fourth or fifth ward is where he come from.  So, I walked up behind this Wendy Hughes as he was walkin’ beside the dorm master, and, TOOM, I wang at ‘im.
He cries out, “Ouuuuuuu!”
The dorm master hollers, “Who hit you?” and I stood still, lookin’ straight ahead.
This Wendy Hughes turns around and looks down at me and says, “Well, what do you think yer doin’ here?”
I just kick both his feet out from under ‘im, and, as he goes down, I grab his stuff and away I go.
So, the sun was goin’ down in the back of Baylund, and the bell was still ringin’. All the inmates were in the dorms when me and Pete, Goat Murray and Richard Nalley walked back up there. We saw the two counselors at the back door, and the Superintendent, Mr. Owens, standin’ at the top of the stairway lookin’ very disgusted and impatient, all watchin’ us.  
They sent Pete to the little boy’s dormitory and Murray and Nalley to theirs. They took me to Mr. Owens’ office.
On entering the office, there was the shop superintendent and the building superintendent. Then, I saw Mr. Owens and this
Dorm Master, Mr. Lollypop, what the barn crew had tagged him. 
But somehow, I knew that the magnitude of the situation was mine. I knew that this was my moment and that I would control it. An instinctive awareness of the principles of self-dignity welled up with anger from deep inside me and I was to fight hard in the only way I knew how to uphold them. The madness within me, with violence, stood out against them and what they were about to put me through in the moments that followed.  
I looked at this Mr. Lollypop, and I’m thinkin’: boy, I’d like to tear your goddamned head off. If I could just whack you, man. If you get close to me and try ta do any shit, I’m goin’a do it because he had really gone out of his way, not out of any liking for me but out of the intent of his own demented mind had he chosen to be nice to me, and I knew it.
Mr. Owens speaks in his gruffest voice, “So, here you are again, and you were on the privileged list. How good can we be to you? You just don’t seem to want to straighten up. You’re incorrigible!  You’ve broken every rule at Baylund.”
“Fuck your rules. Your rules ‘er no good, Owens!”
 Right then, this Mr. Lollypop started bawlin’, and he reached out to me. Phew! When he got close to touchin’ me, like a rattlesnake striking, I whacked his hand as hard as I could hit ‘im, right straight on, buckling his fingers. I’m thinkin’, now he’s got something to cry about, the dirty queer.
Mr. Owens grabbed me by the arm, sayin’ “All right!  Are you going to take this like a man or are we goin’a have ta strap you down to punish you?”
The dam of violence burst inside me and I ragged at them with horrifying indignation in a vile avalanche of language. My daily weapon had been to cuss at them but this was different. 
“What are you sayin’ when the total intention of Mr. Lollypop is to kiss all the boys, and suck their peters.” 
Mr. Owen’s started comin’ around the desk at me when I said, “You son of a dirty bastard, you! You want me to be like you?  You want me to be like him?  He’s suckin’ dick all night. At Bobby Blaire’s bed, he was kissin’ ‘im in the mouth. You want me to be like Mr. Johnson? He chases the boys around the woodshop to suck their dicks. That’s why you’re whoppin’ me? You’re goin’a have to kill me. You ain’t hittin’ me no more.”
That was the last day, I decided right then and there. If they’re goin’a hit me, they’re goin’a have to go ahead n’ kill me ‘cause I ain’t lettin’ ‘em beat me no more.  But they can whop me till the sun goes down, they ain’t beat me yet.
With violence and madness in his eyes, Owens comes around the desk and starts to grab me. I start whackin’ him, and he gets away, sayin’, “Okay, hold it! Back off. Back off. Everybody hold it for a minute.” 
Owens calls the whole staff into the office, even the nurse to witness the most hellish thrashing. We completely tore up the office. They all tried ta whop me but not the whole staff could hold me down to get one solid lick on me with that leather strap that had holes in it that made blisters come. 
“Get over here,” Owens hollers in husky hard breathin’ tones. 
The tirade of vile language continued as I fought on. I was hittin’ and bitin’, tellin’ ‘em, “You fuckin’ terds, you, the lowest shit that ever lived upon this earth. You beat me ta be like YOU. I HATE YOU!” I broke lose, and I cried out, “I’ll kill you, you queer sons ‘a bitches. I had stamina. Pretty soon, them old men tryin’a hold me down are gettin’ a little weak They’re all pullin’ me and I’m pullin’ against them. I’m strong. I mean to tell you, I get my feet up while they’re tryin’a turn me over and pretty soon them old men start runnin’ out ‘a gas. All those men could not hold me down on that desk and lay one square lick against me.  
Owens says, “Shut up. Stop cussing and stop talking like that. Between gulps of air he goes on, “What are you doing?  You don’t give respect to anybody. I forbid myself to talk like that in your presence. But you are the worst, the most incorrigible asshole that Baylund has ever had!”
“You’re the worst son of a bitch that ever lived! Your mother is a bitch dog.” and we’re both screaming.
Owens is still bent over and leanin’ on the desk hard breathin’. You could hear Lollypop still whimpering.
Owens turned to the stiff-legged nurse, sayin’, “Take care of that.” 
As the office door opened, you could hear the sound of scampering feet. I looked out the window to see Wheeler and Mendez silhouetted against a whitewashed tree watching the reflection from the open window while the kids were down on the ground, underneath, listening to everything that went on.
Owens said, “All right, I’m turnin’ you over to Gatesville Reformatory for Boys. We’ll submit a report that we cannot handle you. If you won’t accept regimentation or due punishment, you don’t belong here. With your record, you’re a cinch for Gatesville.”
“Fuck you in your dog ass, Owens!  Send me any place but send me from here, you lousy donkey turd!”
Totally enraged, Owens hollered, “Git out of here!” and he reached out to hit me with that strap from across his desk.   
Instantly, I jerked that strap out’a his hand, sayin’, “You son of a bitch, you wan’a hit somebody!” and I threw the strap right back at him. “You asshole piece’a snake shit, don’t you ever touch me again, none‘a you goddamn sons ‘a bitches. Don’t touch my brother either. And don’t try ta suck his peter, you punk asshole fuckin’ queer sons ‘a bitches, you!” I turned around and slammed out’a that office, and up the stairs I went.  
I heard the kids that had been listenin’ say, “They couldn’t whop ‘im.”
I was so enraged when I entered the dormitory that when a kid said something to me, I hit ‘im on his jaw and knocked him right out. Everybody thought I had killed him, I hit him so hard. I was in rage and madness. My back was stinging, and my insides were afire. I felt such hated for those men.
They confined me to the dormitory. They ain’t about to confine me to any place unless they tie me down but that’s exactly what they did. They had to impose physical restraint was the way it read on the report. They tried to show that I was mentally disturbed. They tied me to the center dorm pole in the daytime. At night, they shackled me to my bunk. That was before I learned to pick locks, so, I was really in distress. I tried, I turned that bed over four or five times to break that one rod and pull the springs up so I could get out of it.
Billy Lee signed me: When the lights are out, I’ll get it off. He picked the lock five minutes after the lights went out.  
So, they folded that cot up and took it away, put the mattress on the floor where the night dorm master could just look down and shine a light in my face all night. Every fifteen minutes they were checking me.	
That Wendy Hughes came to me with his hand out, sayin, “You’re the bravest kid that’s ever been here. I wish you, luck,” and we shook hands.
Three days later when the people come from Houston, I see all these cars pullin’ up in the circle as I look down from my position shackled to the center dorm pole while dorm masters stand guard, one at each end of the hall. Two women and eight men lead by Mr. George W. Fuller with the white shield on the side of his car walk up the steps to the administration office of Baylund for the hearing. The superintendent and staff rush out to meet him.
Mr. Fuller was a big man, tall and thin, wearin’ round glasses, his manner indicative of his rank. The Illustrious Potentate of the Arabian Order of the Shriners’ Lodge, he was on the Board of Directors of Baylund Home for Boys. They’d really come out in force on learning that an incorrigible inmate had assaulted a counselor causing broken bones.
Superintendent Owens had made out an emergency petition to have me immediately incarcerated in juvenile hall until paperwork was completed to place me officially, upon the decision of the court, at Gatesville. However, this could only be carried out upon the approval of the board of directors. 
 Mr. Owens had a big long table set up with white tablecloth and little flowers down the middle. They were makin’ it real nice for the people from town. I could smell that fine cookin’ when they brought me a big hunk of baloney between two pieces of dry bread, what they’d been givin’ me for lunch for three days.
After the other kids had eaten and cleared out of the hall, back to their dorms, they freed me. One of the guys took a grip on my shoulder to lead me down the stairway.  Right then, I knew I had a good chance to make a beat as two people comin’ up the front stairs gave me a stall. But I was wonderin’ what these people had in mind.
They set me in the hallway right outside the mess hall, one guy on each side of me, while the board was finishing up a nice shrimp dinner. I watched through the crack in the swingin’ doors. I could see that they were going through my records as Mr. Fuller opened my folder while the suck asses were picking up the plates. With my head down between my knees, I swore to all that’s holly that I would win this fight. 
Ol’ man Schneider was back there takin’ off his apron, and he came and sat down, takin’ his place.
I heard, “Wha this boa has more demerits than all the other boas in this institution put tagetha!  Howeva, demerits for misconduct are not a delinquent offense.”
“Yes,” replied Owens, “but this boy has committed assault against one of our counselors and has actually broken two of his fingers,” and bits of conversation followed.
“Ah’ve come to review this case, not to condemn the boa.”
“I request that he be sent to Gatesville," said Mr. Owens. He had the sanction of every counselor there, except Mr. Wheeler. He had been there longer than anybody except Mr. Schneider, maybe, and he figured if Gatesville was anything like Baylund was before, he wouldn’t wish that on any boy.
On Mr. Fuller’s third finger, I spotted a big diamond inside the “G” for Gideon, so, to my mind he had to be good. A big man with dark hair and deep penetrating blue eyes that emphasized his direct to the point attitude, speaking with authority, I heard him say, “What is the issue hea?  Bring the boa in.  Ah would like ta speak ta this hea boa directly.”
As the counselors walked me through the door, Mr. Fuller was startled to see the grip one of them had on my shoulder, and immediately stood up, followed by the people from Houston on each side of him. 
He spoke loudly, with surprise in his voice, “This is the boa y'all are talkin’ about? This seven year old boa here is the one who’s incorrigible?” His face began to redden, and he was fuming  as he said, “Whaaa, he’s just a BOA!  He’s not old enough for Gatesville.  A boa must be ten years old to be sent thea!”  
As I pulled out from under the counselor’s grasp, I looked on that table at the faces of each of those individuals there with eyes that spoke contempt. I knew and felt that I was to dominate the total attitude of that room and the condition of the conversation there. I stood barely waist high to this man from Houston who looked to me to be a giant. 
He asked me, “What happened?” 
I was silent. 
“You can tell me. Why did you attack this man?”
 I just stood there, my feelings of hatred and anger expressed openly on my face. There were fifteen people in there, and the ones from Houston looked worse to me then the ones at Baylund. Mr. Fuller looked as if the whole star of the great State of Texas was tied around his neck. He was Mr. Authority, and everybody there knew who he was, too. What an unlucky kid to have this guy for a dad, I was thinkin’. But he was a man.
Mr. Fuller controlled his anger as he returned to his seat. Picking up my folder, with dismay, he said, “Look at your record. You’ve had moa demerits, moa lickings, you’ve run away moa tahms, you’ve caused this institution moa trouble than all the other boas combined.” He looked into my eyes and I looked right back but I said nothing. He said, “Now, we have a place called Gatesville,” He gave me a rundown on what Gatesville was like and the horrors of it.
I looked him right in his eyes, and I was scared, but I said, “So, what.  Good. You’re no better than the rest’a these dick lickin' sons’a bitches here. Send me any place but git me out’a this son of a bitchin’ hole!”  
The people are horrified when they hear me. They suddenly see the angry defiant hateful seven-year old boy that looks upon all of them with total disrespect. 
Mr. Fuller, eyes wide, says, “I want to caution you about your use of language in front of these ladies.”
“They’re just like you. They don’t mean shit to me,” I answered, as I looked them right in their eyes with total defiance. 
I gave them no mercy with my violent tongue. I used the foulest language I could muster. I had learned that the worst and the most violently disturbing thing I could do against them was to curse at them. 
The people from Houston stood up around the table completely dumbfounded, astonished that I would say the things that I did and especially in front of those women. The ladies present took a deep breath and were frozen. Those nice Christian white ladies had never heard such language in their life. But to me, they were worse than the men. The times I’d been dealt with by them had taught me that behind their politeness and their reserve with the sweet smell that they had was a treachery more insidious than the men’s. I had no respect for them and wanted nothing to do with them. 
Those people from Houston could not believe the defiant attitude of that small boy of seven years of age that filled the room. They thought they had come to evaluate a subservient child, someone to be punished in front of the board of directors. Instead, they found a fiery youth filled with rage and indignation glaring hatred from his eyes and speaking defiance with every breath. They saw a lad wrought with anguish and frustration headed down a path of life experience beyond his years standing there in torment.  
Mr. Fuller saw the anxiety and the desperation. He felt and under-stood that violent stress was going on within me and that I might not be the cause of it. He understood that as he looked in my eyes and I looked right back in his with fire in mine.  Right then and there, I didn’t give a damn if I had to fight him, and he damn well knew it.
I said, “Just git me the fuck out’a here, away from these queers, me and my brother.”
Mr. Fuller dismissed everybody, “You can all leave.  I want to talk to this boa alone. Everybody out! You can leave, too,” he said to the dorm master that brought me in and was still standing behind me.
“Sir, are you sure?  He’ll run.”
Mr. Fuller replied, firmly, “If he runs, I’ll catch ‘im.” I could
outrun him in a New York second, and he knew it. 
When they had cleared the room, he came over and stood next to me, and he said, “Now I want to hea your sahd of it.  Ah’ve read yoa record, and ah’ve heard thea side of what happened hea. Just tell me, son, what’s the trouble? Tell me honestly, what provoked your aggression?”
I said, “Well, if you promise me one thing, Mister.”
“What’s that?”
“Don’t call me son.  I ain’t yer damn son.”
He gave me a long silent look, and he says, “Okay, Jōd.  And you call me Mr. Fuller. Now, tell me, why did you strike this man?”
Standing waist high to him, I looked right up into his eyes, and I said to him, “I’ll tell you, Mr. Fuller. The reason my record can show that I am what I am; all the time, demerits, demerits, demerits. Then, two weeks ago, this guy we call Mr. Lollypop with the funny eyes comes here and he starts givin’ me merits,” I shrugged my shoulders with upturned palms, “for nothin’, winkin’ at me and wantin’ ta touch me and pet me.” Mr. Fuller’s back stiffened and his face reddened as I continued, “When he put his hand on my brother, I pushed him away. I told him, No, not him, not me. Go pet him, and I pointed to another boy.”  By the look on Mr. Fuller’s face, I knew I had him on my side. “The guy looked at me sideways with them curled up fingers in his mouth. When he started givin’ me all those merits, I knew that was his intention, to pet me and to play with me the way they do with those boys at night in the dormitories.”
“Is that going on here?” Then, he shouted at the top of his voice through gritted teeth with fists clenched so tight the knuckles were white. ”OWENS, GET IN HEA!” I mean to tell you, Mr. Fuller was a man enraged with madness. 
I was mad and I’m still mad. To me, Mr. Fuller said, “Are you willin’ to confront this Mr. Lollypop as you call him, face to face?”
I said, “Send ‘im in here!”
Mr. George W. Fuller spoke with loud authority when he sat down facing Owens, his penetrating blue eyes looking into mine. “Would you please repeat, again, what you just told me?” 
I began to repeat what I’d told Mr. Fuller as ol’ man Schneider nervously slipped by the door makin’ out he’d forgotten something, to return to the kitchen. 
“I said OUT! I want privacy,” Mr. Fuller bellowed as he went to the door and called out down the hallway, “Clear this hallway!” the mighty star of Texas in his carriage and in his tone. “Come in here!” he summoned Mr. Lollypop. 
So, now, it was the great star of Texas, the superintendent, the plaintiff, Mr. Lollypop, with two fingers in a splint and me. 
“Is this the person you were speakin’ of?” Mr. Fuller asked, looking me in the eye as he pointed his finger directly at Mr. Lollypop.
I turned and looked, sayin’, “That’s him,” and I retold the story that I’d noticed in the last week that Mr. Lollypop had given me all those merits with a hug condition on it. 
Mr. Fuller, with anger, turned to Owens, and said, “Owens, did you know that this condition existed hea? How much more of it is going on?”
I glanced at Owens, and his face was white like a ghost.
Mr. Fuller, recognizing the truth, their failure to guide the youth under their control, said, “You’ve lost him. You can’t teach what you don’t have.  You’ve lost him.”
In my fight for the only personal dignity I could have, Mr. Fuller realized that there at seven years old stood a young man, principles intact. The remembrance of it saddens me so to think that I had to go through that.
It was silent for some moments as Mr. Fuller glared at Mr. Owens. Then, Mr. Owens, clearing his throat, said, “I’m sure, Mr. Fuller, that this is an isolated case.”
Right then, I pointed a finger at this Mr. Lollypop, and I hollered out, “Just last night, I saw him kneelin’ at the side ‘a Bobby Blain’s bed suckin’ ‘n kissin’ his peter.”
Boy, a heavy thing went down, then. This Mr. Lollypop broke out in heavy sobs, and trying to defend himself, he cried out, “I’ve done no wrong. I’ve done no wrong! I have a deep and sensuous feeling for all these boys,” he boo-hood, big crocodile tears running down his face. I laughed inside. Their shit had started runnin’ backwards on ‘em.
Mr. Fuller got out of his chair and, with his hands folded behind his back, walked to the window in long strides and glanced up to the sky. He paced the floor as Mr. Lollypop continued sobbing. 
Mr. Fuller said, “Could you contain yourself, Mr. Collins.” He looked out the window, again, and he called loudly, “Mr. Owens!” 
Mr. Owens came quickly and stood a pace from Mr. Fuller with the Masonic signs going as he looked directly at him. 
Mr. Fuller ordered, “Confine him to his quarters.”
Mr. Owens turned immediately around to me, and said, “Okay, Jōd, you can come this way.”
Mr. Fuller, indignant, now, wheeled around sharply, and with fire in his voice, bellowed, “Not him, THAT!” pointing to Mr. Lollypop.
With surprise on his face, Mr. Owens said, “Yes, Sir,” and ushered Mr. Lollypop out of the room.
Mr. Fuller tried hard to control his anger, and getting red in the face as we talked, he continued, “Okay. Now, why didn’t you answer the bells? You must answer the bell.”
“Well, the bell,” I shook my head. “I was way back in the pasture. I hadn’t run away. I was still on Baylund property. From where I was I couldn’t ‘a got there that fast if I was lightnin’.  I had jis’ ―” looking down and shakin’ my head, like, how am I goin’ to explain it. I continued, “I’ll take the demerits. I’ll get my own candy. I don’t ask ‘em for no candy. If they don’t wan’a give me none that’s okay with me. I’ll take care of it.” Mr. Fuller listened with a pensive stare as I continued, “You sat here and had this big dinner. You know what they gave me to eat: some baloney and bread!”
“They did.”
“That’s what I’ve had for lunch for three days now.  I’ve been tied to that pole up in the dormitory.”
“Would you tell me what you mean?”
“Yah, that punishment pole, I can show it to you.  I’ve been tied to that for three days, in the daytime. At night they tied me to my bunk till I tore the bunk down. Now, I sleep on the floor with a guy standin’ over me with a flashlight.”  
Mr. Fuller said, “I’ll take care of that. Now, you don’t want to stay hea but we’ve tried to place you in foster homes and you’ve run off. You’re goin’a enter the third grade this year, and it says hea that you’ve run away moa tahms than you’ve been in school. In one week you got eleven hundred demerits for going off the grounds of Baylund. They report hea, for going to the Girl Scout camp.  Why?”
“Cause there’s girls over there, Mr. Fuller.”
“At your age? That’s more demerits in one week than boas who have been hea for five years have gotten.”
“I don’t like it here,” and I looked down, and we were both silent for a moment. I turned half a step to look right in his eyes, and I said, “I don’t belong here, Mr. Fuller, and I’m not goin’a stay. You and the State of Texas lied from the first day.” 
“How’s that.”
“We were promised from day one that you would never separate us brothers.  Now, we’re all separated.”
He said, “Well, for right now, till we find you an adequate place,” bla, bla, blee, blee. He gave me that shot.  “Will you try to be good?” 
“I cain’t be.  I’ve got all demerits.  Do you see what I do for them to take the merits?”
“Well, it says here, you were given demerits July, uuuh.”
I broke in, “But what for: because I don’t walk with my hands in my pockets. Maybe, I want to take my hands out of my pockets. So, every time some kid sees me or somebody sees me they snitch. Ah ha! He’s got his hands out of his pockets and it’s two demerits. They put me on more duty. They want me to paint these goddamn trees, an’ everything.”
He said, “You have a very foul mouth.  Why?”
“Because when I say the word fuck or goddamn, all the grownups get so upset, they forget what they were goin’ to get on to me about.”
He looked at me and started grinning. He grinned and grinned, and he said, “Tell me more about this punishment pole upstairs.
 “Well, there’s a big pole up there, and they tie me to this pole.”
“How come?”
“Because I run. They’ve got other things ta do, so they put two kids there, the dorm master’s little suckies to watch me in the daytime. They walk me to the bathroom and everywhere. I've got'a eat breakfast and supper between these two guys. Durin’ lunch, they leave me on the pole and bring me a baloney sandwich and that’s it.”
Mr. Fuller got up and paced the floor a few times, came back and sat down and started thumbing through the pages of my record.  He said, “I notice that you get caught smoking.  Do you have to smoke?”
I just stood there and said nothing, looking at him. It seemed like five minutes passed in silence while he thumbed through the pages of that record of mine. Then, he stacked all the papers in a neat pile outside the folder, and using his pencil, he erased all the demerits I had which made me even.  
Adding a clean sheet, and adding a star on it, he said, “The star, Jod, is for being honest and straightforward with me. In return, I want your promise that you will stay hea and do exactly what you’re supposed to do. Stay away from that Girl Scout camp. Answer the bells and stop fightin’, and I promise you that by the end of this summer I’ll find a place for you and your brother that you will like and where you’ll want to stay.”
“I’ll do my best, Sir.” Then, I asked, “Since I have no demerits, and since I’m not on restriction, I sure would like permission to go fishing with my brother this afternoon.”
In his military voice, he said, “Granted,” and stood up. Then, walking with me through the dining room doors, he recalled the staff. 
They came back inside and all lined up. I waited in the hallway to hear what he would say. I could hear what he was sayin’ ‘cause, I mean to tell you, he was really layin’ the law down. 
“Incorrigible! Why is he incorrigible? From being tied to a pole! He’s been physically, mentally and emotionally abused.” I could hear him just rapping to ‘em. “Tell me the kid’s incorrigible. He’s a very bright, very intelligent little man. He can speak to you in an intelligent, straightforward manner. He gave me his understanding of the situation,” and slamming my folder down on the table, he said, “and Ah believe it!” That’s where he got to ‘em. “Ah believe he’s right, by God. A little less regimentation around hea is certainly called for. This is not a penitentiary or a reformatory. This is a Masonic sponsored home for under-privileged boas!”
Mr. Fuller took my record with him back to Houston. I don’t remember if Mr. Lollypop left that night or if he went off with the people from Houston that afternoon, but that was the last time I ever saw him.  
On Saturday, they announced that we didn’t have to walk with our hands in our back pockets any more. You could walk with your hands at your sides if you chose.
They suspended everybody. In the next three weeks, most of the staff changed. They came out there and put boards up and put chicken wire on ‘em and plaster, made them poles square. Made ‘em bigger, too. You could really hide behind ‘em.  So, that wasn’t bad.
I told Pete, “They’re goin’a move us at the end ‘a summer. He promised me that. I still feel like I jis’ shook hands with the great star ‘a Texas. So, we’ve got to find a way ta git clean away from here before then.”
 “Okay, Jōd.  Where’r we goin’?”
 “We’ll go to the Gulf n’ catch one’a them ships across the ocean and they’ll never see us again.”
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Chapter II

THE GETAWAY


I saw Mr. George W. Fuller, again, when he came about a month later on a Sunday for a visit. He brought his two kids and his wife to vacation on the lake, and, then, he came across the street to see me. He invited me to have punch and got permission for me and Pete to go with him over to the park.
“You sure are a nice guy, Mr. Fuller, really,” I told ‘im. “I cain’t go across over there unless I have somebody take me, and I wanted to go swimming more than anything, today, and here you are.”
“I know.  I know,” he said, “It’s one of the rules.”  He added, “You do have quite a record about this running off, though.”
“That’s in the past. That’s not now, Mr. Fuller. I’m really puttin’ my best foot forward, and ah’m lookin’ forward ta goin’ back ta school in the Fall.” 
Yah, I know you’re really doin’ good but many restrictions are still imposed because you are known to be . Well, let’s forget about that. I know you’re doing your best.” Then, he adds, “For that, you can come swimming.”
“Okay, Mr. Fuller.”
So, Pete went with me, and we went across to the park and went swimming that day. It was like a touch of family life with Mr. Fuller and his two kids and his wife. They were being very, very nice, and me and Pete showed Mr. Fuller that we were very, very nice. So, we were dead even. That’s all I wan’a do, let ‘im know that I’m very, very nice because I’m real close to runnin’. I got to thinkin’, yah, Mr. Fuller, I’m goin’a go. I’m goin’a get away. 
But that day was a very pleasant day with Mr. Fuller. When we came back in, all the counselors that where there and Acting Superintendent, Willoughby were very nice to me.  Oh, they were nice to me ‘cause here was the “Joe Goss” of Texas. For all I knew, he could’a owned Texas.
Texans have got a great outlook on themselves, and he was one’a those that had a great outlook about his self and about Texas. When he came across there, the way he walked with his head held high, they looked at him with such respect. He really made an impression as a man. He was a total man, regardless, and his convictions were together. He was a Baptist and a Mason and a Shriner, so he fit right in with the scheme of Texas and Texans. 
So, Mr. Fuller got a good report on me, and he gave me three more stars on my record that day. He said, “We’re lookin’, and I think we’ve found a home that you and your brother is goin’a like.”
I’d been doing good and really getting’ merits but what happened, I goofed up and lost all my merits. Here, again, that full blood Cherokee Indian, Mr. Wheeler caught us. 
I’d ducked out, one night across the street to the wayside park and stole a ‘38’ pistol from the glove compartment of a 1935 Oldsmobile, and a box of shells. I was just dyin’ to shoot this pistol off.  Only Pete and Goat knew that I had the gun and had it stashed.  So, I did exactly as they told me to do. I even answered the bells. I showed them that side of me, too.  But it was a devious attack against them. 
Pete and me, we scammed and schemed around, and I was just itchin’ to shoot off this pistol. So, I asked, “Mr. Wheeler, can we have permission to ride the horses taday?”
“Well, you’ve been good boys. I don’t see why not but what’s your intention?”
I said, “Jis’ to have a ride. Gee, Mr. Wheeler, we cain’t go swimmin’, so, how about lettin’ us ride down to the pasture. We’ll pick some wild muscadines er sumpin’. Don’t you ever jist like ta ride, Mr. Wheeler?”
“Yah, I understand. All right,” he said, “you ‘n Pete, Goat Murray ‘n Nalley can go. Abernathy, you stay here. You’ve got barn watch.”
That was to keep anybody out of the barn. They had their system. You couldn’t be in a building if you didn’t have a permit to be in that building, and you had to sign in and sign out. Oh, shit!  I’m not signin’ nothin’, was my attitude.
So, Wheeler gave us permission. Now, that morning after barn cleanup and we’d finished our chores, then, we could saddle up and go. Pete and I rode bareback. There was just one saddle, so we pitched and Goat won the toss.  He had to pack the heater out. He saddled up the horse and stashed the gun under the saddle blanket behind him.
My heart started pumpin’ ‘cause I thought, oh shit, it’s goin’a fall out. I whispered to Goat, “Hey Giazoat, it’s goin’a fiazall.” He heard me and reached back to push it up under there with his hand. 
I don’t know if Wheeler understood it or not, but he didn’t snap or act like he did.
He gave us final minute instructions and told us, “Be back in about an hour, and don’t git too far out ‘a sight.”  
We rode on through the cow lane, and as soon as we got down the lane, Goat reached under and got the gun. I reached down from my horse and undid the gap, and we just rode across through the pasture. We’ll do it up when we come back through. We rode as far off down in the pasture as we could, way back through the underbrush to ol’ Kirby Slough.  
We tethered the horses and walked a few feet to the edge of the slough with each of us sayin’, “I’m first.”
“You’re first after me.” I cocked the pistol and laid the sights on the target fifty yards out, gator eyes. BALOOM! We each took a turn shootin’ at the target, the eyes of this alligator. I mean to tell you, my ears were ringin’. It was the first time I’d shot a pistol off. Boy, it was quite an experience. The gun jumped in my hand as the bullet hit the water makin’ a big splash five feet high over the alligator’s head, and I thought I was right on ‘im, too.
Pete had his turn, BALOOM! He hit high. Goat Murray had his turn, BALOOM! He hit low and the alligator started to move. Now, Richard Nalley, by a stroke of luck, hit the alligator in the tail, and the ol’ reptile really started thrashin’ around.
Wheeler had a stallion, a stud horse called Buddy that he would never let us ride. Only Wheeler got to ride Buddy. Wheeler had gone into the barn, saddled up and followed us down to the slough. 
He walked up and grabbed the gun, sayin’ “I’ll take that!” with a look of total disbelief on his face. “What are yu doin’ with this?” He looked at it, and said, “Now, where on earth would y’uv stole this from?” Then, he ordered, “Git them horses. But don’t y'all dare git on ‘em.  You’re leadin’ ‘em all the way back to the barn.” 
It was about three miles back to Baylund from where we’d been shootin’, and we lead the horses every step of the way. 
Ol’ man Wheeler was just a-talkin’, “I’ve been here for thirty-five years and this is the worst thing I’ve ever seen any boy do. Here, you’re off shootin’ a stolen pistol.”
“Ixnay, ixnay, niazix,” we’re sayin’ to each other.
“I know you’re nixin’, you’re not sayin’ nothin’, but I’ll git to the bottom‘a this.”
It took us near an hour to walk back up there leadin’ them horses and Mr. Wheeler didn’t say another word. When he got us up there to the barn, we unbridled the horses and turned ‘em loose in the horse corral. Then, he just marched us in front of him, right up to the desk in Acting Superintendent Willoughby’s office. 
Ol’ man Wheeler looked at him, and said, “Now, what do you think of this here,” and he slammed the gun down on the desk. “Now, this is what they were playin’ with. Where in thunder and tarnation would they’uv got it from?”  
“Mr. Willoughby, picking up the gun in his hands, says, “My god, where? All right, you boys, one of you! Jod!” addressing me with anger and in an accusing tone. Who does this belong to?” 
I wouldn’t say a word to him but just stood there and looked at him. 
“I’ll get to the bottom’a this. Now I want the truth. Nalley, you’re involved in this? I didn’t expect this from you. All right. You three, out in the hallway! I want to talk to Nalley alone.” 
 As I walked out, I looked at Nalley, givin’ him that look: if you snitch, man, it’s all over for you.
 Nalley don’t say one word but, “Ouch. Oh, don’t hit me.” coppin’ a plea not to get hit but Nalley really didn’t know.
They called Goat in and he didn’t say a word.
“That’s the only thing, don’t say nothin’,” I told him out in the hallway. But that is the main thing, be quiet about it. If nobody reports it stolen and they don’t know where it comes from they’ll just keep it and that's what they did.
Mr. Willoughby called me in and slapped me up side’a my head, “You did it. I know it.”
I wouldn’t answer. I just looked at ‘im and shrugged my shoulders. When he had Wheeler get the strap that still didn’t impress me none. My action was to react against ‘em, never to give in, not one inch. They couldn’t budge me. When they tried to move me, I planted my feet. When they tried to pick me up, I forced my weight down against it. I wouldn’t tell ‘em a thing ‘cause the only thing they’re goin’a know is what I tell ‘em.  A rat, a snitch, a fink, a punk: those are the worst things you can be. That’s the first thing I learned not to be. This went on for about a week with them questioning us at different times about whose gun it was and where the gun had come from.  Nobody knew.  
Sure enough, at the end of that week, they called me to the office and took all my merits away and put me on permanent, main facility, restriction. In other words, the only time I leave out of Baylund is to go to the hospital or to attend school. They took all my privileges away and I had to start from zero. I could go to the laundry and to the library where I had one’a my stashes, tobacco and barter. Everything I did after that, they were watchin’ me. I’d git caught smokin’ three times a day, whereas before, I went for a whole month with them lettin’ me slide. No matter how hard I worked to get merits, I just couldn’t keep any. I tried ‘cause when you got five, you were entitled to go into Houston or to Baytown to see a movie or go to a rodeo. In the year and a half that I’d been there, I’d only been allowed on two outings: one for Splash Day and the other to see a Shriner Rodeo.  On both events, I lamed it.
A couple days later, Mr. Willoughby calls me down, again, to the office. He tells me, “I’ve decided to notify Mr. Fuller of this delinquent activity, this gravest infraction of our rules. You’ve stolen a firearm, a deadly weapon that could kill people or could kill animals. You were caught with it in your possession firing it, this STOLEN PISTOL!”  
“Sorry about that Mr. Willoughby. I wish you wouldn’t do that but you have ta do what you have ta do, Sir.”
He said, “Yah, I know, that attitude, again!”
“Fuck you, too, Willoughby. Write that down.”
He pointed his finger to the door and hollered, “Get out!” 
So, now, I was really lookin’ for some way to get away from Baylund. Abernathy and Benson were going to run away from Houston. I figured if I could just get to Houston, we’d meet at the railhead. 
Goat, Nalley, Pete and me had been preparing for some time to steal the horses with all our gear. We figured that we could stay out in the backwoods for a long time and if we kept ridin’ in the same easterly direction, we’d ride right out’a Texas. I mean, we planned it. We made sure the horses were taken care of good, and we had extree grain and oats stashed for ‘em. 
Then, I got a real opportunity. When Coach Ward posted on the bulletin board that they were organizing a boxing team for the Golden Gloves at Houston and anyone could qualify, I told the guys, “Hey, man, ah’m hittin' that boxing team. That’s my only out.” 
Posted along with the notice was a list of names of those boys that had already qualified and were on the boxing team, and although I’d fight any one of ‘em, I never was on the boxing team as such. The only time I boxed was when I had an altercation with a kid, which were many and frequent. When you got caught fighting, you had to settle it with boxing gloves. So, I settled my beefs in the ring. We fought it out. 
A husky fiery fleet footed kid just turned seven in April of that year, and as broad as I was tall, which was no bigger than a minute, I was always gettin’ ribbed about my big nose, my big hands or my big feet, and my little beady blue eyes that would be lookin’ right through a persons eyes to see their thoughts. 
Coach Ward kept tryin’ to get me interested in boxing. He wanted to make sure that every boy in Baylund went out for a sport that he was interested in. Each boy, in striving for self-recognition, got his best chance through sports. The basketball team and the baseball team were the best in the area but I wouldn’t sign up for nothin’. I got no personal satisfaction in the thought of joining any clubs.
So, that same day, while we were working out there, here comes Coach Ward across the yard with his little clipboard and his whistle, a Rice Institute graduate.
I called out, “Mr. Ward, Sir.”
“Yah, Jōd, what’s the problem?”
“No problem, Mr. Ward. Ah jis’ hear that yer goin’ around to all the departments lookin’ for boxers ta join yer team.  I’d like a match. I’ll fight out’a my weight class, if ," but before I could finish,
“Well, I do have a few more openings, checking his clipboard, “and in your weight class your brother Pete is already on the team but you’re on such restriction. You’d really have to prove to me that you were goin’ ta fight and represent Baylund.”
“Mr. Ward, that’s what my intention is. Forgit all that other stuff I ever did. Hey, I wan’a really do somethin’ good for Baylund for a change.” I know that’s the con; that’s what he wants to hear. 
Goat and Nalley, Abernathy and Benson are there givin’ an animated cartoon of me behind the guy, tryin’ ta make me laugh while I’m tellin’ him how nice I’m goin’a be.
Mr. Ward said, “All right, but who could you fight?”
Goat called out, “Let ‘im fight Alfonso.”
When I first got to Baylund, I asked one of the guys his name. So, I called out “Hey, Nigger,” and he came over to me.
“What did you call me?” and he started punchin’ me.
Well, I hit him five times real quick and jumped away from his big long arms. So, I know I can whop ‘im and he’s twice my age and twice my size. There was nobody in my weight class and only a few bigger guys who would get into the ring with me.
So, I told Mr. Ward, “Yah, I’ll fight Gonzales. Bring ‘im on.”You know, he’s really got long arms, and he can hit purdy hard.”
“That’s okay, Mr. Ward.  I wan’a fight ‘im.”
“All right, I’ll set it up.  But if you mess up, I can’t do anything about that. You stay on your best behavior and, I guarantee you can go, if you win the match.”
“Okay.  Good.  Thanks, Mr. Ward.”
Coach Ward made the match for that next night, and everybody in Baylund could come and see the match that wanted to see it. It was a free period when we could go to the library, the woodshop or watch the fights.
That night, Coach Ward came to me at the supper table. “Okay, Jōd, you can sit over here,” and joined by the members of the boxing team, Coach Ward says, “Now, you know the rules to this fight. The winner qualifies for the boxing event in Houston. The loser stays at Baylund.”
Well, I didn’t eat much, a little’a this and a little’a that, and a biscuit. But I stashed some. Bean sandwiches, spaghetti sandwiches, I’d jis’ put anything between them biscuits, and I stashed ‘em for after the fight ‘cause ah’uz hongry.
After supper, everybody was takin’ seats. We were bettin’ Bull Derm and Bugler. Sure enough, all the kids showed down at the gym, and we were really carryin’ on: “Hey, all right! Knock ‘im down! Do sumpin’ to ‘im!” and when they rang the bell, we looked like David and Goliath. Gonzales was a real black Mexican with Indian features. 
I looked up at him and thought: wow, man, I shor chose off me a good size one here.”
Coach Ward said, “Now, do either of you want to quit before we fight?" 
No chance, I’m thinkin’, I’m goin’a Houston. So, they read off a few don’ts, gave us some kind’a warnin’ and sent us to our corners.
When they ring the bell, I come out’a that corner and come in real low. Gonzales was going to dance a little bit and jab a little bit. Well, I ain’t got time for that.  I’m thinkin’ bout them biscuits I’ve got stashed in my locker. So, he was kind’a jabbin’ and stayin’ away from me. Why, I come right into him and git that boy against the ropes and just start goin’ to the kidney, just hard hookin’. When he comes in, his hands down, I go up with an uppercut little swing with both gloves, in a quick staccato, and I go right down again, fast. Alfonso was a long gangly kid. He had such long arms he had no chance against me at all. When I got into him where I could hit him, he was unprotected. He was at my mercy. I could see he was falling on me, his eyes kind ‘a whimperin’. So, I gave ‘im a few more of those quick punches up about the head and face with them big gloves, knocked his ass out. They didn’t ever ring the bell again.  
Coach Ward said, “All right.  You did it.”  
It was three weeks till the date to Houston and I’d have to fight a couple more guys, or whoever challenged me, I’d fight ‘im. I didn’t have any competition at all. I mean, Coach Ward wouldn’t pit me against a guy weighin’ a hundred n’ fifty pounds, even though I could whop the big guys. They couldn’t whop me. I was too fast for ‘em. The guy that weighed eighty pounds was the guy I had trouble with.
A new kid had just arrived at Baylund, and it was a week before Houston. Coach Ward says, “Well, I’ve got another match for you, a kind’a warm-up match.” 
“You might as well forgit it, Sir.”
“What do you mean, for ―?”
“I won’t have enough merits, Sir. I got caught smokin’, taday. They took my merits away from me, again, twice.”
 “Ah, Jōd, you must have five merits before you can go outside of Baylund.  That’s one ‘a their standard rules.
“Mr. Ward, I’m doin’ the best I can.”
“Why do you have to smoke?  It’s bad for you.”
“Mr. Ward, it’s against the rules.”
“Because it’s against the rules, that’s why you smoke?”
“Certainly, Mr. Ward, why else? They smoke because it’s against the rules,” and I nodded toward the big boys. “They post the rules, I smoke.”
He said, “Ah, ha.  Oh!” I saw the shock on his face. It just woke him right up. He said, “Oh, I see. Okay. I’ll do my best to see that you can go. But, now, you promise me one thing: that you won’t run.”
“Mr. Ward, school’s goin’a start in a few weeks. What ‘em I goin’a run for?  I don’t wan ‘a go to school with all my hair shaved off, again. That’s why I run away from school.  They shave my head n’ send me ta school.  I look so ridiculous, I run away.”
He said, “Oh,” with a respectful chuckle, “all right,” thinkin’, this boy’s got reason why he does things.
Just three days before the day we were to leave for Houston, me ‘n Pete ‘n Goat Murray were talkin’ to Coach Ward, and Pete asked him, “Mr. Ward, can we give ‘im a couple of our merits so he’ll have mer."
I broke in, “I need three more merits ta go an’ there ain’t no way I can git ‘em before the bus leaves. They’ve already taken thirty more merits from me an’ ah’m operatin’ on the red side.”
Coach Ward, said, “Okay, Jōd.  I’ll tell yu what I’m goin’a do. I’ll make sure that you have five merits on the white side if I have ta give ‘em to you myself for good conduct in the gym. However, fowl up, and there’s nothing more I can do for you.”
I said, “Okay, Mr. Ward,” clapping my hands. “Thank you, Mr. Ward,” and we shook hands, and away we went. To the guys, I said, “Wow.  He took the tackle,” and that was just my attitude about it. He was falling into my plan to run and completely escape from Baylund and Texas.
Well, the gun might have been reported stolen where the people who lost it came from but it wasn’t reported stolen in the park or at Baylund, or anywhere else. So, we slid and we slid. 
When Coach Ward posted the names of the boys that were going to the matches in Houston the day before the fights, Mr. Willoughby called him into his office, and he said, “There’s one exception. Did you put Jōd’s name on the list?”
Mr. Ward answered, “Yes.”
Mr. Willoughby said, “Well, does he have the merits?  Make sure he has mer―”
“Yes, he has the merits,” broke in, Mr. Ward. “I just issued him three. We’ve got’a let this kid fight. Jōd can beat anybody in his weight class and division in the State of Texas. He could become a state champion and go to the national finals. It will be good for Jod, also. Show that we have some confidence in him and I know, under my direction we can get him started on the right road. He’s not really any worse than any other boy here. Besides there’s no one three times his size in Baylund Home that can fight ‘im. Under a training program and a good boxing schedule, he’ll gain pride and confidence in himself.” Coach Ward was really pitchin’ for me. He continued, “As far as smoking is concerned, he only smokes because it’s against the rules.” 
I was peekin’ through the crack of the door, slightly ajar, and saw Mr. Willoughby swivel around in his chair to peer out the large window that looked out over the back yard of Baylund. He reached on the desk and picked up a paper and said, “This is the issue, here. So far, we don’t know where this pistol came from. There were four boys involved and none of them have come forth with the truth.” 
Coach Ward said, “Well, hell, I remember when I was a kid. Me an’ my brothers and two other boys, while swimming one day, we found an old rusty Hex barrel ‘22’ with no stock. We worked on it and fixed it up, kept it a secret from our parents until the day we were shootin’ it and got caught. There probably is no more to it than that. You yourself probably got caught messing around with guns when you were a kid.”
Mr. Willoughby kind’a chuckled with him, and then, he said, “I really would like to get to the bottom’a this. I’ve heard rumors that Jōd and some other boys are plannin’ to try to run off.” 
“Superintendent Willoughby, Sir, that’s a bunch'a bull crap. He didn’t know he was going until thirty minutes ago when I announced it in the dining hall.”
Mr. Willoughby said, “What if he should run off?”
“He’s given his word and I believe he’s sincere. This is an athletic outing and they’ll be on the bus most of the time. We have more than sufficient supervision with only eighteen boys.” 
When I saw Mr. Willoughby get up, I ran five big long silent steps down the hall and quickly sat down against the wall, Mexican style. When he looked out the door, he said, “Jōd, come in here.” 
As I entered, Coach Ward crossed his fingers so Mr. Willoughby couldn’t see it and gave me the good luck sign, and a wink. 
Mr. Willoughby stood behind his desk with Mr. Wheeler’s report in his hand, and with his hands on his hips, he said, “I’m goin’a ask you one more time, and I want the honest truth,” looking straight down at me as I looked straight back at him with honest anticipation in my eyes.
“Yes, Sir!”
He reached in the drawer, took the gun and laid it down between him and me, crossed his arms and in a loud voice, he said, “Now, where did this pistol come from?  And I want the truth.”
I looked right in his eyes, “I don’t know, Mr. Willoughby, really. All I was doin’ was shootin’ it.”
He grabbed the pistol and cried out with frustration in his voice, “Damn it all to hell,” as he crammed the gun back into the drawer and slammed it closed, “I’ve heard that lie, now, till I’m sick of it.”
I Said, “Mr. Willoughby, “It’s better if I do lie to you.” 
“What?”
“Yes, Sir. You ask me to tell you the truth and when I do tell you the truth, you call it a lie. It’s better if I do lie to you.”
He paced up and down for a minute, “Well, I see your point, and I thank you for being quite frank with me.” I had ‘im, and I knew I had ‘im.
Mr. Willoughby walked around for another minute or so in silence. “Do you think you can behave yourself if I let you go to this boxing match?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Okay, you’re dismissed.”
I turned and headed for the dorm with jubilation in my heart. Now, with the two merits I’d salvaged from my job, I had a grand total of five merits, just enough to go. I remember, I had to restrict myself to keep those five merits, and that was hard to do. I stayed in the dorm weaving some leather quirts and practiced tying knots from the scout manual. That’s all that occupied me except eatin’ the candy bars my buddies brought me.

*    *    *
The Crack of Dawn on that Late Summer Day, 1938


After lineup, as we head out the back door to the milk barn, them roosters are crowin’ and the sun’s just peekin’ its head up from the Gulf beyond Clear Lake Shores. There were the superintendent’s and dorm master’s houses back off to the right, and the barns out back. Out the big windows that lined three sides of the dorms, you could see out over the lake and beyond to the game reserve and park to which hunting clubs, vacationers, fishermen, Sunday picnickers, all came to enjoy the natural beauty of the surroundings. It was a purdy, purdy lake but I knew, I just knew it was the last time I’d see that lake.
When ol’ man Wheeler opens the barn and heads to his office, while the rest of the milkin’ crew are pourin’ the feed for the cows down the feed trough, I take a quick duck behind the milk stalls and out the back of the barn with some of the stash I’d hid in the feed bins. The book satchel is full: fish hooks, sinkers gill net, bait casting net, magnifying glass, a couple of spools of fine wire I’ve collected to use for snare traps, the hatchet, hunting knife, gill net and a four foot casting net, the boy scout cooking kit with canteen, the compass, sugar, cocoa, salt, pepper, a couple of cans of Bugler and the weed I have. I run past the horse stalls and tool shed and into the back of the bus barn, jump into the ol’ cracker box and slide the book satchel and my slicker suit down between the wooden seat and the wall where the frame is built up over the right rear tire, leaving a good hiding place. Then, I unscrew that mirror over the driver’s seat and bury it before I race back for milk count.
The book satchel has two pouch pockets in the front and two little pockets on the sides of it and a strap to carry it over the shoulder. I can hold it by the strap, swing it around over my head and throw it for quite some distance, like, when I have to jump over streams. When I need to bed down, I’ll climb up in a giant oak and pull the satchel up on the limb with my cotton rope, like I did all my stuff ‘cause there’s too many snakes and varmits in Texas for me to be sleepin’ on the ground.
Abernathy and Benson have just about finished milkin’ my first cow when I get back, Abernathy milkin’ a tit of his cow and a tit of my cow, Benson on the other side doin’ the same thing. 
When we get through milking each cow, we bring the milk out to the milk room, an all white room right next to ol’ man Wheeler’s little office where he sits keepin’ count in his book by the light on his roll top desk: what cow, how many gallons, etc., as us milkers strain off the milk into the twenty gallon pails. One of the boys, a feeder, is in there with him. He keeps the milk strainer changed. After each bucket is washed, he puts a new strainer in and issues each milker a milk chit. 
When ol' man Wheeler blows the whistle and calls out: “Stalls open!  Cows out!” 
For the last time, I duck to the bus, again, with Pete’s pack and some of the other boys, stuff, and place them alongside my satchel.
I can hear ol’ man Schneider call out the kitchen door, “Okay you boys, don’ eat dos cookies out ‘a da sacks,” as the boys from the kitchen carry a box ‘a lunches to put in the front of the bus.  
So, I stash all our stuff and get back in line, quick as I can.  I know I can do it.  I trust myself to get it done.
When I see ol’ man Wheeler standin’ in the middle of the barn, I wait till he says, “Milkers in!” and turns back to the milk room to get the milk sheet. Then I run down the middle of the barn and get in the back line, in my place, milk bucket down. We’re in a column of twos to carry the milk to the kitchen.
Ol’ man Wheeler can see that I’m breathin’ hard when I say, “Sure feel good, Mr. Wheeler. Just been doin’ a little trottin’ workin’ out for today’s match.”
With a suspicious look, he says, “Uh, huh. You haven’t been runnin’ anywhere?  What have you been doin’?”
“I’ve jis’ been jumpin’ up and down, exercisin’ a little bit.”
“Uh, huh,” he says, and he’s smokin’ his pipe. 
We could trace him by the smell of that pipe like he could trace us by the smell of the weed, so, we were kind’a even. In a lot’a senses, Mr. Wheeler had a disadvantage because he only had two eyes, and we had, like, a hundred eyes to watch him.
Mr. Wheeler blows the whistle and we take five steps out
carryin’ the milk pails. We stop when the last one turns around and closes the barn doors. Then, ol’ Wheeler puts the latch down on it, turns and says: “Let’s go,” and walks to the administration office to turn in his barn report as we march, by twos, a twenty gallon milk pail between us, to the kitchen.
The moment we hit the kitchen with the milk, I go back down the steps to the basement window of the laundry, reach under the screen where Willy’s waitin’ with my clean pack: a rough Levi jacket, T-shirt, pair of socks, the old saddle blanket I’d found back in the barn that I gave Jerry to wash.  It shrunk but it was pure wool, and it was heavy. I roll it up to take with my bedroll.
I grab the umbrella I’d hid in the utility closet by the stairs. I notice a black raincoat in there. I grab it, too, as I hear a soft whistle, and I turn to hear, “Hey, Jōd,” and Abernathy tosses down four sugar sacks of food from the pantry: dried fruit, packs of punch, cookies and cornmeal.
Abernathy had a lot of balls. Schneider’s desk was in the pantry, and no one was allowed in there at any time. Murray kept jiggers for Abernathy while Schneider put the milk pails away in the walk-in icebox. The door of the locker blocked his view into the pantry just long enough ‘cause Abernathy moved fast.
With my clothes and an armload of stuff, I run across the yard to the bus barn and stash everything behind the bus, in back of the spare tire where they kept the tool chest, a jack and a can of oil. I take that out and put our stash under there. Then, back I go through the basement door and up the stairs, like, I’ve just come from the laundry, in case anybody asks me where I’ve been, to meet the boys waitin’ and stallin’ for me to get there so we can all go back upstairs to the dormitories for inspection before breakfast. 
They line us up and count us as we stand at the end of our bunks. Everybody stands straight, at attention, no talking. The dorm master comes around and checks our hands, palms up and then over. This morning he just walks by fast. Then, the second bell rings. It sounds forever, this bell.
 “March by twos!” 
Everybody marches in lines down the big flights of stairs to the main hallway on our way to salute the flag, the big boys on one side and the little boys on the other side. Out the front stairs through these big doors, four across, we circle, marching around the heart to line up facing Baylund to the bell that you can hear all over that lake front. The flag raisers come out with the people there, the superintendent, the dorm masters, everybody is out there lookin’ at the flag. Ol’ man Schneider is lookin’ out through the dining hall windows with his arms crossed watching us. Up the flag goes! We pledge allegiance to the flag.  
Then, they call on one of the big boys to give the daily inspirational. With our hands still over our hearts, we sing, “The Eyes of Texas are Upon You,” the Battle Hymn of the Republic of Texas before it became a state. Then, they raise the other flag, the Lone Star flag. 
The whistle blows, and we turn in columns of four just like we came out, and march back into the dining hall. All stand in back of their chairs and the whistle blows, again. “Chairs,” they call, and everybody pulls out their chairs. “Seat!” We all sit, simultaneously, the sound like the roll of a drum.  
Shit on a shingle, mush, leftover stew, Schneider made real starchy stuff. We got all the milk with cream on it we wanted, and he always had biscuits. Those biscuits, boy, got to be a treasured item after I’d run away back in them backwoods, lost, like a dog, no whistle to tell me what time to eat.  
After breakfast, the dorm masters check the dorms. The eighteen boys that are going to Houston are kind of, like, privileged. First, we line up downstairs in the hallway outside the administration offices, two by two to make sure they’ve got the right boys with all their things.  
Well, they can count us and shake us down to kingdom come ‘cause we’ve got everything stashed on the ol’ Cracker Box. So, we stand the shakedown and the do goods, and right then, they change our merits into cash.
Pete says, “Hey, Jod, if you give me one’a your nickles, I’ll have twice as many as you got.”
I look at mine, and say, “If you give me one’a yours we’ll be even,” and we laughed. 
Now, I’ve got thirty cents, the most I’ve had for any outing during my time at Baylund.
 In the hallway, Mr. Willoughby gives us boys a pep talk and a list of does and don’ts while on the outing. “You should put Baylund’s best foot forward, and I know you will,” chuckling. “But I still want eighteen victories. You boys are the best in your weight class and divisions. This is only the first step. The next step is Austin. Be competitive! Now, you may take your places on the bus without talking.”
We’re all winkin’ out the door. In a horse whisper to Goat and Richard Nalley, I say, “We ain’t goin’a see this place no more,” and I goose ‘em right in the butt.
“All right, you boys, keep a straight line. No talking.” In military style, down the administration hall, turning left down the wide steps of Baylund, and on to the bus, we go.  
Now, we’re headed to Houston, a big box of lunches under the front seat. I’m two seats back from the satchel and two up from Wheeler, right in the middle. Mr. Green is driving.
As soon as ol’ man Wheeler lights up his pipe, everybody passes sticks back and forth, thumpin’ ‘em across or passin’ ‘em along the wall. “Okay, boys, let’s strike up a song,” and everybody strikes a match and lights up while a few boys strike up a tune.
The only time Wheeler couldn’t smell it was when he was smoking his pipe. But Mr. Wheeler would never write a boy up for smoking. He wouldn’t write you up for something he did himself. It was Mr. Wheeler who always took the regimentation out of an event. He believed that being boys, we were goin’a do what we were goin’a do. He’d let us trade seats and talk, look out the window, pass candy around and do our dealings. We had a lot’a bets goin’ on, and kiddin’ back and forth. That last day with my brother and friends was a pleasant day, and I shall remember it always.  
When we get inside of Houston, we know they aren’t turnin’ back, and as we pass these little ol’ country girls without turnin’ a head, we whistle, and holler, tryin’ to change our voices, “Hey, baby,”  We were always shuckin’ with the girls. 
The first guy off the bus goes right alongside to the back where Nalley passes him the stash out the open window and he quickly ducks it under the spare tire.
We all walk in line, two by two, into the gym, and mine is the second bout. My opponent is one’a them little ‘ol snotty nosed city kids and we’re all tough boys. Everybody tried to beat Baylund but Baylund never did get beat ‘cause we were all outcasts. This city kid doesn’t last beyond the first punch. Boom!  I bloody his nose and down he goes. I can see he’s just holdin’ back the tears when the referee says, “Fight,” and I knock him down, again, harder this time. I hit him right in the middle of his forehead. The referee goes over to talk to him and he lasts another two punches and they stop the fight. The referee holds up my hand, the winner, and I head to the lockers.
After I shower, I sit there waiting, biding my time when, suddenly, the opportunity comes, and I take it. Ol’ man Wheeler gets off the door for a second. He goes to the lockers to help a boy with something, which gives me the chance to duck through the door, and I run down the hall to the nearest exit. Mr. Wheeler sees me and blows the whistle puttin’ ‘em all on point. 
Mr. Green is swinging open the inside door just as I get even with him and the outside door. He almost gets a hold of my shirt. But I run right out that door to freedom.
I could hear the whistle loud and shrill coming from the small windows high up in the gym, and Mr. Wheeler callin’, “Mr. Green! Mr. Green, come quick, they’re all tryin’ ta run.”
I hooked ‘em up around the gymnasium in the opposite direction back to the bus to gather my stuff together. They never suspected that I had gone back to the Cracker Box. I took the time to separate my gear from the other boys’ and to prepare. But before I snuck off, I passed by the front of the bus, and easin’ some of my load to the ground, I lifted up the first wooden seat, reached inside and grabbed four lunches, tying them together with a small cotton sash.
Then, I hooked ‘em up down Harrisburg Boulevard to the bridge over the viaducts where we were all going to meet according to plan. I waited and kept watch all that day as the police and the truant officers cruised the neighborhood. I knew they had to be lookin’ for me, so I stashed myself on top of a big support beam. 
While I was lyin’ there, a cop came under the bridge looking. I heard him report back to his companion, “No, there’s no one under here.” 
I waited out the long afternoon eating the sandwiches and the good cookies that ol’ man Schneider had made. 
I felt remorse for runnin’ without Pete, although I sensed that he was too young. I figured that I’d put ‘em all on point, and they’d really hemmed up on him. I thought, he ain’t got no chance ta run. If he did run, they could’uv caught him before he got here.
After sundown, I caught me a ride across Houston to the Liberty Highway. I was walkin’ down that road toward Liberty when I spotted this ol’ dump truck, an old Mack. It had a throttle and a choke, but I had to stand up to see where I was goin’. I took it out of gear, and it started right up. I had to push as hard as I could to put it in gear, again, and it started goin’ backwards. When I finally got it into first, it started rolling forward, and I just let it roll on down the road. I pulled the throttle wide open and changed gears just once more and it got to goin’ a little faster. But, boy, was it loud. There was an old crate on the floor next to the driver’s seat. I pulled it up behind me to lean back against. I found I could stand a little easier to guide the big ol’ wooden steerin’ wheel. I had to really put the muscle on it to turn it in any direction. If that dump truck had ever come to a stop, I would have never been able to turn the wheel no matter how hard I tried. I just wasn’t heavy enough. 
I moved along in the dump truck all that night. I pulled one of the levers comin’ up from the floor for the second time and the dump bed rose up on it and stayed up for the rest of the trip. Around Liberty, the country started gettin’ hilly. I kept a tight grip on the old wheel, and the truck carried me along, up one side of a hill, pullin’ all the way to the top, and then, picking up speed, down the other side. When I stood on the clutch with both feet, that ol’ dump truck went fast as hell goin’ downhill. I was grinnin’ from ear to ear. I couldn’t stop laughing.  It was scary but it was a great thrill. I was just waitin’ for somebody to try to stop me. I thought, I’ll run right over ‘em with this big truck. The bed tore down low-slung lines and ripped limbs from trees, everything in its way. I was just havin’ a big ol’ time. 
It was gettin’ to be about dawn when the old truck started sputterin’ ten miles past Liberty, Texas, just as I came to this little ol’ roadside park. I pulled hard to get it off the road before it stopped, and I shut off the engine. It left my ears ringin’. I could still hear that urr urr urr urr, yet, it was so quiet all around, so desperately quiet. Then, I began to hear the birds singin’, and the sun started comin’ up a little bit.
At daylight, I was just sittin’ there on the running board of the truck when I heard a car comin’ down the road. I didn’t pay much attention to it. But when it started turnin’ into that roadside park and I saw the spotlight on it, I knew it was the sheriff. 
So, the ol’ sheriff, he pulled up alongside there, and he said, “Howdy.”
“Howdy,” I say to ‘im as he opens the door and turns out puttin’ his foot on the running board.  
He reached back and took out a big ol’ thermos, next, and said, “Y'all want some coffee?”
“Uh huh. Shor do want some coffee,” and I took a drink. 
He said, “Where’s yer pa?  Sleepin’?”
I shook my head, “No, he’s shittin’.” I just stalled ‘im out.
The sheriff raised he eyes, and said, “He is, is he,” kind ‘a under his breath. So, we sat there for a spell, drinkin’ that coffee, just passin’ the cup back and forth. He talked about this and that, about the weather, when, lo and behold, it came on the radio that somebody had stolen a dump truck over near East Houston Heights. Right away, he tuned in on it. Then, he poured what coffee was left back in the thermos, and said, firmly, “Where’d you say yer pa was?” 
“Out that a-way,” I said, motioning with my head to the woods.  
He went around the truck and off in that direction. He no more than got out of sight when I grabbed that thermos bottle and his lunch pail, threw his car keys as hard as I could into the brush, grabbed all my gear n’ hooked ‘em up down the road. Away I went through that woody country.
I came to a little dirt road, and I followed the road, headin’ due south way up till late in the afternoon. As the sun was goin’ down, I came to a little filling station and store, and I got up alongside an ol’ moss covered tree to observe the situation. I wouldn’t walk up on anything but looked things over real close’ first. I was gettin’ a little hungry, so, I ate the lunch and drank the rest of that coffee. The thermos and the lunch pail came in handy in the days to come. 
I went inside the store and picked a few potatoes out of the bin, and the storekeeper was watching me. He weighed them and looked down at me, sayin’, “I didn’t hear a car pull up.”
“My dad’s pulled off in the roadside park down the road,” I tell him. In Texas there are roadside parks everywhere, made by the prison gangs.
More relaxed, now, he says, “All right, what else would you like?”
“A pound ‘a bacon and a pound ‘a coffee.”	
“Would you like the coffee ground?” He asked.
“Yes, Sir.”
The potatoes were ten cents, the bacon, twelve, and the coffee about nine. I gave the storekeeper the fifty-cent piece a kid at Baylund had given me to buy Bugler in Houston and he handed me the change. 
After I left the store, from a distance, I watched the storekeeper close the store down and lock up the gas pump. In those days, there were gravity flow pumps. The old man opened the bypass valve to let the gas drop down into the bottom of the tank. Then, he put a lock on his pump and went inside. 
No sooner had he gone inside than he came back out and put a note inside the breadbox and put the lock on it. Then, he placed the key for the lock underneath the porch. I thought, that’s a good deal. Now, I won’t have to break in to take the milk, bread and whatever else the delivery man’ll be puttin’ in the breadbox in the mornin’.
Usually, I didn’t travel daytimes. But on this day, as it was gettin’ late in the evening, I got off the road and walked way back in the pasture to a creek where I made camp through that night. Them bull frogs were croakin’ all around. The most important thing for me to have was a flashlight or a light of some kind which I didn’t have, so, I started a little fire and caught me three big bull frogs with my casting net. I fried ‘em up with that bacon in the fryin’ pan from my boy scout cooking kit. Now, I was sleepy. I climbed up into a big tree, and straddled a big limb that I laid the saddle blanket over, pulled my pack up with my cotton rope, and with my umbrella over me, just fell asleep. 
A rooster’s crowin’ woke me early that next morning. It was usually pretty warm in Texas that time of year, but I was shiverin’. From then on, when it was cold, I’d be sleepin’ with the canvas over. I’d undo my bedroll, the canvas I took from the chicken house door that I washed and treated on one side with tallow, and another saddle blanket I’d found while cleanin’ out an old shed that I’d washed out in the horse trough and hid from Wheeler. Lying on one blanket and coverin’ with the other, high up in the gentle arms of a giant tree, with my umbrella over me, I would fall safely to sleep.
I gave everything a real good once-over before doin’ much movin’ around. I heard a truck comin’ and I listened while I covered up the fire, ready to go. My satchel and bedroll were strapped across my shoulders. Then, I heard the truck stop, and I knew, right away, what truck it was. I took off across the pasture, and when I got half way across, the truck had moved on and was making another stop.
At the edge of the road, I waited and listened. The truck started up, again, and when it passed, I saw the milk bottles showin’ from the back of it. I ran toward the store to see the driver, just then, puttin’ the key underneath the step. The truck wasn’t out of sight yet when I made my way, quiet but fast, to the breadbox and the key. I opened the lock and helped myself to three quarts of milk, one was chocolate, some cookies, sweet rolls and bread. I unfolded a sugar sack I had in my satchel to store everything, and away I went, again, in the same direction the truck was going. I jumped from the road three or four times that morning as I heard cars comin’ down the road, and I was still goin’ steady south.
Late that day, I was feelin’ kind of sleepy, and I looked for a place to rest. About a half mile off the road, I came upon a big ol’ oak tree covered with Spanish moss hangin’ almost to the ground, and underneath that tree was a deep soft mat of St. Augustine grass. I could tell by the beer bottles and trash around, and a couple ‘a used condoms, that it was somebody’s spot.  But I was so tired that I climbed right up in that big ol’ tree and made my house with the canvas and saddle blankets and the umbrella, finished up a quart of milk and some sweet rolls and fell asleep. 
I woke later that afternoon to the sound of someone moving near through the woods. I ducked under my top blanket and waited to see who it was. I heard a girl’s voice, sayin’, “Honey, are you there? Honey?”
When she came in sight, I got a glimpse of her, now and then, through the Spanish moss. I could see that she was real pretty, and she was comin’ right to the tree. She sat down and raised her flour sack dress, makin’ it easy for me to see everything. 
Strange, exciting things happened inside me as the moss blew and I got a glimpse of her as she played with herself. A tingle ran through me from the bottom of my feet to the top of my head. With my keenness of eye, I saw “Honey” sneakin’ through the woods, and I watched as he snuck behind the tree I was in. I think the girl knew he was there. All I could hear after that was mumbling, giggling and laughing. They held each other in silence for long periods of time. I watched in boyish glee, dreaming of the day when I would take a girl that way.
When they had left, I let my gear down, and I climbed out of that old oak tree and made a fire in a well used sit. I used the pot from my cooking kit to heat the quart of chocolate milk, and I filled the thermos. I cooked some bacon for sandwiches later. Then, I left that ol’ oak tree to her silent watch over lovers and runaway boys, very glad and thankful I had passed that way. With my thermos full of hot chocolate and my belly full of food and drink, I made my way back to the road for easy moving through the night, at peace with the world and myself.
Not long after I had started down the road, I saw, ahead of me, a Model A Ford and a pickup truck parked in front of this big farmhouse. I needed a flashlight, so, I shook down the car and found two of ‘em. Boy, I was in luck. I found cigarettes, one half box of candy, and under the seat of the pick-up, a 6l model .22 caliber Winchester pump rifle and two boxes of shells. I got the hell out’a there, then.
It was a full moon that night and it shown bright to light my way. I snuck back behind a farm and got me a chicken and some eggs in a tow sack. As the moon began to set, I came upon a bridge over a river and made my way beneath it. I chopped some kindlin’ off a big beam and gathered up the dry wood around. I had a little fire going in no time. 
With the hatchet, I mercifully chopped off the head of the chicken, sayin’, “Yah, chicken, time for you and me to part company.”  I didn’t pick the feathers off but skinned it and roasted it black on the fire.
I put out my throw line usin’ the guts for bait. I had no sooner put that throw line out when I got a hit on it; caught me a catfish. I stuck a stick through that catfish and roasted ‘im. I had a good, good time eatin’ that catfish. The chicken, I carried with me. According to my custom, I didn’t bed down that night but kept goin’. Being a youngster, my stamina was unbelievable.
Come early next mornin’, when the sun was just lightin’ up the sky, I saw another farm about a mile ahead. I circled the farm through the woods, got myself up in a mossy tree and bedded down for the day. Ate some chicken and saved a little for later. Till late in the afternoon, I lay and slept, and I smelt the smoke from the smokehouse of that farm.
When I awoke, in a flash, I was ready with all my gear. I kept to the woods and circled back to the road. I put a quick half a mile between me and the farmhouse. 
Then, goin’ up over an old dead tree, I found wild sticker bushes growin’. There, I stashed my things except my flour sack and what I carried on me: the compass, knife, fine wire, matches, salt, pepper, money and a whetstone. I wore overalls over pants and both had belts. If I were ever to get separated from my stash, I felt confident that I was prepared to survive. Then, I headed back.
The lengthening shadows of evening gave me my cover but when I flung the door of the smokehouse open, it was too big for me to hold and it hit against the smokehouse wall, wang, wang, wang, wang. That set the dogs on me.  Still, I took the sack and filled it with one good size ham and about twelve links of sausage. I was eatin’ as I was runnin’. I could hear the dogs comin’ after me, so, I threw the ring of sausage out in the back yard for them.  
When I heard the old Model T, I took off across the pasture. Lo and behold, it come circlin’ around me, some way, and just as soon as I stopped behind a big tree to catch my breath and take a couple’a bites, here come a couple’a long legged boys with sticks. 
When they saw me close up, they stopped in their tracks. 
The oldest said, “Why, heck, y'all ain’t nothin’ but a kid, and a bitty at that,” and to his brothers, “Look at this hea youngun.” 
They had to be sixteen year old strappin’ kids but I started runnin’, again, till they just flat run me down, put me in the ol’ Model T and drove me back over to the farmhouse.
Their folks said, “Ah, we’ll find out who yu are.”
Shit fire! It’s gettin’ about dark, and I know one thing: let the sun go down, and they’ll never see me again in life. 
So, they relax a little bit because I ain’t spoke’ a word to ‘em, not one solitary word. They don’t know if I can speak or if I’m a mute. When they turn their heads, out the back door I go.
I made a circle on 'em. I left the road to the right and ran parallel with it till I heard the ol’ Model T stop where I’d left the road. By that time, I was a hundred yards ahead. As I re-crossed the road, I heard ‘em soundin’ recall by blowin that Model T horn, uga, uga, uga, and they took off to the next spot where I’d crossed the road.
I heard hollerin’, “He must be over here.” “He must be over here!” “Look over thar.”
I crossed the road, again, under the deepest of gray twilight before the darkness fell.
I collect my stash and run all that night. I run and keep runnin’, and every time I see a car, I duck off the road and hide. I make a lot’a miles that night.
The next morning, I was on quite a busy farm road, so, I took off through pasture into woody, marshy country. I covered up and went to sleep. I slept all that next day.
Then,  in the evening, I started runnin’, again, steady south, southeast and into that big thicket. Phew! The big piney woods thicket is a hostile country. Everything in it wants to eat you up, kill you or make you do something you don’t wan'a to do, and I ain’t havin’ no part of it.  I just want to be left alone. I don’t know where I’m goin’ and don’t care where I’m goin’, as long as it’s out’a Texas.

Chapter III

THE GYPSIES


I learned to duck them redheaded suspenders-with-a-belt-wearin’ rednecks, chow dogs and Jergen’s Lotion™ smellin’ white ladies as I headed down the road ‘cause every one of ‘em would want to be catchin’ me, sendin’ me, settin’ me, makin’ me do their does. I didn’t come to a manned drawbridge or a ferryboat that I didn’t take a detour around. To get across a river, I’d go as far as five miles, sometimes, before I could snatch a boat to cross to the other side. The boat became a retreat as well, in case the other side proved to be “real Tom.” I jumped back in a lot’a them boats and headed downstream.
Now, it must’a been three weeks or more that I’d traveled off down in that miserable country, day by day, sleepin’ by day and travelin’ by night through that mosquito ridden, snake infested, wild animal and wild people bunch of the untrustingest sons ‘a bitches on the face of the earth, — that’s why God put ‘em down in that asshole of the United States called The Big Thicket, ― when, lo and behold, while off the road one night, stayin’ along the river bank with my fishin’ lines out, I heard a racket downstream and I looked up to see fire lightin’ up the early dark. It was routine for me to investigate every fire I’d see and I headed toward the direction of the sounds.
I ran about fifty yards through the thicket to a tall oak tree and climbed up on the dark side.  From high up in this giant tree, I saw a band of people on the warm sandy banks along the Trinity River. Their wagons, like, circus trailers, rode rubber wheels and formed a half circle. They had backed their wagons to the river, and a huge fire burned in the center of the camp that was humming with activity.
The boys were gathering up wood for the fire while the girls were fetching water from the natural bubbling springs that fed the Trinity along its sandy riverbanks to fill the big barrels that hung on the sides of each wagon.  
Along the backs of the wagons, ropes were strung from one wagon to the next with blankets that hung to the ground closing the circle to create privacy and to make a good shield for the campfire from the wind. Other blankets hung, diagonally, between the wagons, back to front, creating two enclosures, one for the men and one for the women, where they could change clothes and bathe. Just beyond the circle of the wagons, men pitched hay and groomed and fed the horses that were tethered to a main rope stretching from the end wagons to the outlying trees. The main rope would form a temporary corral through the trees once the horses were fed.
I returned to my camp and pulled in my throw lines that had two more fish on ‘em. Stirred up the fire and cooked those two fish and the three I’d already caught. Ate some, and I saved some. Then, I packed up and headed toward the light to check these people out when I saw another blaze light up the sky.
I looked things over real good before I took the chance to hail the camp. I circled around to the down river side where, if they were hostile, I could keep on runnin’, the same way ah'uz goin’, downstream, along the Trinity. If I’d hollered on the up side of the camp, I might’a had to run back the way I’d just come. I damn sure didn’t wan’a go that way. There wasn’t nothin’up there but hell.
So, I circled around, and I had to be quiet because of their dogs and those horses. I could tell that they were very hainthy people; they had a watchman out. I noticed two women bending down and milking these goats. They had six nannies, one billy and eight kids corralled between two of the wagons. Both women were really fillin’ them jugs while the little girls held back the kids.  
I watched men working on harnesses and others working on their gear, greasing wheels and such, while the continual ping, ping, ping of a hammer striking an anvil rang all around.  
Then, I smelt the sweet scent of home cooking and a twang of loneliness came over me.
When I got to the downriver side where I wanted to be, I climbed the dark side of a wild pecan tree and watched. At the back of one wagon a man was working with iron over a hot forge. The wagon, big and heavy, rode on tandem wheels. Inside hung bridles, harnesses, gear for the horses and tools on the walls. Scrap iron lay around on the ground.  From my solitary perch, I watched the man make a set of horseshoes.
In the next wagon, one old woman was working dough with her hands while another woman was patting the dough between her hands making what looked like thick tortillas. She shaped them and put them right on top of a hot stove, like a wood burning cook stove with an oven. Then, she stacked ‘em in a tin bucket that sat at the edge of the stove to keep them warm. A girl about ten had one leg cocked on a stool with her skirt pulled up over her knee where she was turnin’ and pattin’, makin’ the little balls of dough into the flat round breads and puttin’ them on the stove. Every time she reached to put one on the fire or turn one over, she’d put a cooked one in the bucket. Everyone was busy and everything had its purpose. I could see that they wasted nothing. 
I searched around and watched till they started settlin’ down a little bit. Then, I climbed down from my perch. I saw the lookout bend down to shit, so I moved through the bushes to the edge of the camp with my twenty-two slung over my shoulder, barrel down in a peaceful gesture, and called out, “Hello the fire!  Hello the fire!”
“Hola. Venga aqui[footnoteRef:2]” said one man, and he gave a quick whistle. I heard, “Acercate a la luze.”  I noticed people were dispersing, and I knew they were searching. [2:  Translation: Page 114] 

“Who is with you?” 
“No one.”
He spoke in Spanish to the man that ran up behind me, “Vas bajo con la corriente y nolo viste?”  	
His reply was, “No vi a nadie. Fui al baño acagar.”
Some of the people he’d sent out were coming back into camp as he said, “Esa es buena. Ha. Ha. No te agarró dormido. Te agarró cagando.” They all laughed.
I came to the edge of the firelight where they could just see me, and everybody got up on their feet around the fire. 
“Es solo un niño!  Runaway?” the first man asked. Only one man spoke to me, the rest listened.
I just looked at ‘em sayin’ nothin’ and all the people looked back at me. We were just lookin’ each other all over real good while the dogs came up and smelt of me with their hairs all up on their backs. The dogs smelt the same smell on me of the campfire and the woods that they smelt on their people. The man whistled to call them off as one ‘ol dog started waggin’ its tail. A couple of kids about my age ran up in front and looked at me.
They motioned, “Ven. Acércate. Ven al fuego. No tengas miedo,” they all called out to me.  
When the old woman beckoned to me, “Niño, venga aqui,” in a comforting voice, I came right on in, my twenty-two rifle over my shoulder, to within five or six feet of ‘em.
The leader says, “Where you going?”
“I’m jis’ goin’ down river.”
“Down river?  Where?”
“Wherever down is, that’s where ah’m goin’.”
The leader translated, “Adonde quiera que valla.” and a ripple of chuckles and laughter ran through the camp.
I recognized the Mexican word, conejo, meaning rabbit, and associated the word with my gun. But what was said was that I was more than likely a runaway kid. They saw how prepared I was with my pack and my umbrella and gun, and that I was alone. 
I heard, “Un chamaco cabron.” They began to show some respect for me. 
“Ven toma un poco de chocolate,” the leader said. He motioned for me to sit down with the children as the old woman brought a wooden cup of thick hot Mexican chocolate made with goat’s milk. 
“Yer hungry, huh?” the leader said. I nodded, yes, and he called to his people, “Venga!  Venga comer!” and all the men came and sat down to eat together. The woman and children ate their food separate from the men.
I wasn’t really hungry because I had already eaten two catfish. Still, I ate everything they gave me, a couple of pieces of flatbread with a plate of beans, papas fritas with chili and meat in a red sauce, and I drank a cup of coffee.
I got to lookin’ around, and what I saw was a Kampania of three families, in five wagons, all together. The young people began to sing a song around the camp, and everyone joined in. One old man began to play the concertina. His fingers just flew as he played. One played the french harp, another, the violin, others played guitars. One old woman played a small harp that rested on her lap as she plucked the strings, called an auto-harp. They made the finest music as the young ones danced and sang.  
Boy, I thought, what a gay, gay people they are, and in their array of colors and gold and silver jewelry and beads made of agate, they were fun to see.
They could set up tents with board floors and board sides that folded in on hinges for easy loading and that hung in slots along the sides of the wagons. They would just take one out to make a dance floor in no time at all.  
I was good and full, and I just fell right to sleep beside a log with my gear right alongside. It was the first time I’d slept on the ground since makin’ my beat.  
When I awoke, a mat covered me. The music had stopped and the gypsy children were all sleeping around. I just remained there with my eyes open, smellin’ the campfire and all the smells along that river blending with the smoke and listening to the night sounds, the crickets and the frogs, the tree frogs and the bull frogs and the locusts sheddin’ their shells. Ah, it was a nice thing. And the sand was warm, the white sand of the Trinity River. I could hear that someone was awake, somewhere, but I just lay very, very still. Finally, I snuggled down on that sand and just went right on to sleep.
Just at the crack of dawn, like a coiled spring, I came wide awake and looked around from underneath my mat to see these tiny bare feet. I peeked out, and there was this little girl and then, her mother coming along behind carrying her shoes. As they came by me, I relaxed, thinkin’, wow, everything’s okay, and I rose up a little so my eyes could follow them to the women’s privy. The sounds I heard rang back to my ears a symphony and pulled the skin so tight on my little body, I couldn’t blink my eyes for ten minutes, so, I just lay real still. 
The first man that got up walked a ways out of camp. So, I jumped up and walked out behind him. I stood there with my fly open when he turned his head and jumped about two feet in the air, pissin’ in a half circle.
He cried out, “Hijo‚ é la chingada!” He got his boots wet. “What you doin’ eer?” he says, “Scare a man ta death,” and a few more cuss words followed.
I chuckled, “I’m pissin’.” Then, I doubled over with laughter. One of the consistently funny things in my life has been to see someone truly scared.
He chuckled, “You should wear a bell like a goat so one can hear you when you come up.”
The women and children were gettin’ the fire a-goin’, so, I hustled up some firewood on my way back. Drummed that fire up ‘cause I could see that everybody in the camp was comin’ awake. I got that fire just a pine knot cracklin’.
Then, a surprising thing, while I was standin’ there with a load’a wood in my hands, they all gathered together to pray, all the children and the adults.
The mothers cried, “Cállate!” cease. 
Then, the rombaro, Santos de Salvo prayed in Romani for a profitable and a happy day, and one that would bring to them no harm. I just stood there watchin’. 
The old gypsy ladies held the hands of the tiny children through the prayer, then, quickly kissed their palms and let them go, and the day was begun.
The men received total respect from the women who did everything in regard to food preparation. 
The older women would gather herbs from the fields for medicine and for seasoning. They ruled the camp and the children obeyed.  There was no time for dissent. 
The men always ate in a pod, and they were served first.  The women and children ate together after the men. It had been a custom for many generations of Rom long before their departure from old Armenia in their flight from the warring Turks. 
Oh, and when you could smell that bread a-cookin’ on the stove in Lupe’s wagon and the food cookin’ on the open fire. For me, it was the best thing I’d ever seen.  Oh, it was good.
It was a day with heavy windblown dark clouds, and I asked Ramon, one of the gypsy kids, “Is it okay if I ride with you awhile?” 
“It’s okay but you’ll have to ask Papa Cocova, the old one there.”
After breakfast, the men were talking, and the leader, Santos De Salvo, asked me, “Where’s your destination?”
I said, “I’m lookin’ for the river that just by crossin’ it, I’ll be out of Texas and I’ll be in the U.S.A. If you’re goin’ close to that river, I’d appreciate a ride with yu. And I’ll do my share.” 
The men regarded me for some time and they were talking amongst themselves in Magyar. You can imagine what they were sayin’, like: look at this little bastard. Everything he’s got he’s probably stole. He’d probably make a good gypsy. They all laughed. 
Arturo, Ramon’s big brother, was the caravan master. The Cocova family took care of the wagons and the rolling, the routes. Everybody in camp took care of the animals; each had his part in it.  But I had to get permission from the oldest and wisest member of the Kampania to stay, the grandfather, Cocova, who everyone called “Papa.”
They were all busy breaking down the camp and I really tried to be a big help while they were loading the wagons. Then, I asked the grandfather, “Papa Cocova, can I ride with you a while?”
He looked at me a moment, a kind’a twinkle in his eyes while all the gypsy women looked sorrowful and sad eyed, and he said, “Ah, I guess so. But if you see anybody comin’ around lookin’, you hide. You're Gadje.”
“Güerito,” one of the gypsy ladies called to me.
Ramon motioned for me to come, “José, di a Lupe.”
I jumped into the wagon and Aunt Lupe tied a bandana around my head to make me look more like one of them. But when she started to take my pack, I backed away.  
Aunt Lupe spoke to me in Spanish in gentle but firm tones while Ramon translated, “Nosotros no nos robamos en esta familia. Nuñca agarramos sin preguntar ó pedir primero. We never take, without asking, from one another.” Then, she took my satchel from around my neck, then, my canteen and the cooking kit I had on my belt. We took everything off. Then, she put a sash around my waist, and said, again, “Nosotros no nos robamos. Nuñca! Y todo nos pertenece. Never! It all belongs to us.”  She gave me that little theory right there.
I heard the crack of a bullwhip and a hardy giddy-ahhh, and the wagons started moving. The Grandfather, Ramon, started to play the concertina, again, and he began to sing a prayer in Romani, and young Ramon translated, saying to me:
Thank you for the safety of the night
And thank you for the use of the land. 
We hope that we left more than we took from the land.
Each day, may our wheels roll into another safe land . . .
When the wagons were going, he began to play this real gay music. The gypsy woman with the auto harp and the fiddler joined in. Soon, they were all singing in Spanish. Oh, it was so good! And to be away from Baylund, and I was one of them.  It seemed that I had come upon another world and had joined it and was accepted. I thought: I wish my brothers were here. I jumped down and ran alongside the wagons, running and jumping, I was so happy, up one side and down the other with Ramon and a few of the boys. 
I shouted, “Aye!  Look!  Look at me!” And they all sang and clapped to the music.
Armondo, the father of Ramon was driving the lead wagon and motioned for us to come, “Venga.” 
I jumped up alongside, grabbin’ a hold as I moved to the front. Ramon reached out his hand to steady me as I moved between the wheel and the wagon and jumped in front next to him. Then, they sang a song: “Somos buenos chamacos.”
It commenced to rain and thundershower, so, Armando said, “We’d better get to high ground,” and they sent out three of the younger men all in different directions in search of high ground.
When we came to the high hard road, they loaded the goats and everything that needed protection inside the wagons. The young men rode with the remuda alongside and behind. It turned dark and stormy, rainin’ and thunderin’ with lightnin’ flashing, yet, the men stayed out in it to drive the wagons; for, like so many storms in the southland getting’ into the Fall of the year and durin’ hurricane season when the sky goes black, black, black, and the wind blows till it seems it’s goin’ to blow everything away, it was a Gulf storm, the wind and the rain were warm.  Lightning struck a tree and just knocked it down close to our wagon train, yet, the men thought nothin’ of workin’ right along as usual.
Knowing that country well, the gypsies never stayed but went through it. That’s one’a things about the gypsies I loved, they went through the country; they never stayed and lingered. You could either see their gladness or you could feel their gladness ‘cause they were goin’a be takin’ somethin’ from you and they were goin’a be usein’ it.  Ah, what a remarkable bunch of people they were.
That next day, I looked over my shoulder to see the grandfather, Papa Ramon, as he sat inside the wagon on a sack of feed working a bridle. There, they had put all my gear. I watched him through the open windows as he eyed the twenty-two I’d stole’ out of the farmer’s pickup. He turned to me, and asked, “Por favor, puedo ver tu arma?” as he pointed to the gun.
“You want to see the gun?  Sure.” I answered, happy that he would ask me anything. 
He untied the twenty-two and lifted it from my pack to examine it. “Quiero hacer cambalache por tu arma.  Que te haria feliz?”
Ramon explained, “He wants to trade.”
“Okay, we’ll trade.”
“Okay.” he said, “What do we trade for?”
“I’ll trade you for givin’ me a ride to the river. That’ll be trade enough.”
Papa Ramon called to one of the horse riders and threw him the gun and a box of shells. The rider went off into the woods. When he reappeared an hour or so later, he had eight squirrel and four cottontail strung across his saddle. He delivered the game to the women in the cook’s wagon, and you could hear them gaily talking as he rode back and tossed the gun to Papa Ramon.  
To me, he said, “What a fine gun you have here.”
“It’s not my gun.  I traded it to the old one.”
Ramon put his arm around my shoulders and they all smiled at me givin’ me the warm confident feeling of acceptance. We rode many, many hours talking together: Ramon, his dad, his grandfather and me.
Papa Cocova called a halt about three o’clock in the afternoon close to a little town. We had pulled off in a pasture when the owner came ridin’ toward the wagons and hollerin’.
 “Get off my property! Get off ma land er ah’m goin’a shoot, yu dirty thievin’ gypsies!” 
I hated the man from right then and there. When the Gypsies turned off, headin’ to the banks of the Trinity River, I jumped off behind some shrub oak in the cow pasture and watched while this heathen followed the stock lane up the hill and through the barn. He stopped just long enough to unsaddle and unbridle his horse, and to feed and drink him.  So, I circled around the bottom of the hill and on up behind the barn along the back fence.
I looked around, and two of the gypsy kids, quite a bit bigger than me, were motioning and calling, “Venga. Venga. Venga pues,” as they ran to the spot where I’d jumped off. 
I gave ‘em the hush sign and kept on goin’ past the cow pens and on up alongside a bank where the man threw his trash to the cover of shrub oak that grew all around the pasture and up the hill.  
I was within’ seventy feet of the house when I saw the man turn his back to me to lean the big shotgun up against the porch. I darted to the corner, crouchin’ down low, and carefully raised higher to see the screen door slam, and the two dogs. They’d got my scent but didn’t react till I’d darted on the porch, snatched the gun and was off, headed for the oak shrubs.
Phew!  Boy, did I run, but this time, straight for the bank and over through the trash, slidin’ the gun alongside as I rode my ass past the cow pens, and just kept on high tailin’ it.  The farmer didn’t know where the heck I went.
When I got to my friends, I raised my arms to show them, now, clappin’ their hands and jumpin’ and shoutin’ with joy, “Olalayeee!”
“Boy, we got a shotgun!” I cried, offerin’ the gun to them to get a good look at it.
“No, no,” said Ramon. “You got it. You must give it to Santos. He must know about it. Everything we get, we must take to him. It belongs to everyone, now.”  
They explained that the Rombaro, Santos de Salvo, was the business administrator of the Kampania. He had control of the money, and he made all the deals. He never made a bad deal for the troupe. He also took care of the guns and the ammunition stashed in the bed of the forge wagon. They stashed their guns and all their valuables in there.
After we left the cow pasture, back around the hill not too far, we heard a whistle, “Phu-phieuu!  Phu-phieuu!”
We whistled back, “Su-sieuu, su-sieuu.” We knew right where we were. The gypsy men had waited and were watching for us as we came runnin’ through the brush.
“Bueno!” they shouted, and they danced for joy, all the men with arms across each others’ shoulders, just a-jumpin’ and a-kickin’ in a ring as the old man, Papa Ramon started playin’ the concertina, again. Oh, could he play. He really made it dance. So, we jumped back up on the lead wagon and they went another few miles just playin’ and singin’.
The first time we stopped, the gypsies stole all the ten gauge shotgun shells the storekeeper had just in no time at all while goin’ through the store. Everybody was wailing. Every time the storekeeper turned his eyes, he was losin’ things. It was unreal. He knew that we were stealing but he didn’t see it. Boom! Bow! Everything moved. We took something and put something in its place. That’s when I really learned the fines of stealing. It’s not what you do, brother, it’s when you do it.  
In those old stores, the only things hard to steal were hats. That’s what the grown folks had to take ‘cause the hats were always up high. Bein’ small slows the good hat, and everybody got a good hat. Of course, I got the old style felt one 'cause my head was so big. But the old man's hat was perfect for me.
Now, Lupe’s wagon made chocolate fudge. When Lupe called us to the back of the wagon, with a little flat wooden scoop, she put a nice chunk of fudge on every outstretched hand. The children all stood around there and ate the fudge and giggled and laughed and talked, and that was good.
They were a close-knit community of families. In each wagon, a family had a project going. Each wagon had its own purpose and was self-sufficient but together they were one. They talked through the walls to one another. There was no chance of betrayal because no stranger could get in. I was an exception, if only because of my independence at my age and my moxie.
While walking alongside the wagons that next morning, I spotted a dead bird on the slope of the ditch along the road. I thought at first that it was a dead chicken but it was an owl. I called out, “Hey, there’s a dead owl here!”
The wagons stopped and the women and girls jumped down and brought the owl to the middle of the road. They laid it on a cloth, and the young girls began to pick the feathers from it.
Senora De Salvo, in her full gypsy dress and manner, said, “The third day and we’re heading east. I told you, he came in the night. Now, the owl, no one sees it but him. It’s a good omen,” and she clapped her hands over her head. As she turned to the other ladies, they spoke in Romani and clapped their hands, and they made a sign over my head.   
The men did all the work outside of the cooking, cleaning and sewing, and the bathing of the children. The women made sure that all the children under fifteen were bathed every day. I’d refuse and say I didn’t want to bathe but into the river or the tub I would go. Something I had never seen in my life was their total family concern for the children.
“Come on. I got a place for you to stay,” says the old man, De Salva. Underneath his wagon, there was a possum belly built about five feet across to carry their tools and a spare tire. “I’m going to take the tire out,” which he did, and said, “You take the tire out and put it back in the mornings. All this stuff goes back in there.”
So, from sleepin’ in the trees, for the next few weeks, I slept in the possum belly and became a member of the Kampania. I found that the more I involved myself with the gypsies, the more they trusted me and the more they liked me. I was never made to feel like a gaje, for, the women cared for me as well as they cared for their own which, for me, was as good as being one of them. I wanted to be a part of them because I loved their life. It had such a jovial atmosphere. Everything they took from the land they used. They didn’t take what was useless to them, and they didn’t kill for killing’s sake but only for the food that they ate. Nothing was ever wasted.
The children were so gay and so happy. They were children who hugged each other. Just about everywhere Ramon and I went, we walked with our arms across each other’s shoulders.  
If something happened to any child, should any one of them be sleepy, fall, cry out or be hurt, the closest person, a cousin, an aunt, grandfather, sister or brother would hold them and care for them. There was complete trust.
One time, I stepped on a nail and four of the gypsy band grabbed me and carried me to Lupe’s wagon. She soaked my foot in coal oil and wiped me down from head to foot with a hot wet towel. Then, she made a big bucket of gypsy tea, and said, “This will make you feel better.”
Ramon told me, “Whenever anyone gets hurt, she makes tea.”
The women cuddled me and patted me as Lupe wrapped my foot in a clean white cloth and gave me a mug of tea. I drank it and fell instantly asleep on one of the ladies laps. When I awoke, I saw the wrapping on my foot and felt the warmth and the tender caresses of a warm hand on my brow. I had never known such comfort or felt such security as in the arms of that soft kind gypsy lady.
Everyone in camp was concerned about me. They all asked me how I was feeling, was I okay, and patted me.
Lupe was raising cane about my shoes, and I asked Ramon, “What’s the matter?”
He said, “I think you’re goin’a get a pair of boots.”  The tennis shoes I’d been wearin’ since my run-off from Baylund were worn plum out. 
Sure enough, the next day as we circled around a little town, and all the families were lookin’ in the stores, Ramon’s father went into the mercantile to get the boots.
Ramon and I watched, as Loupita picked out some threads and needles from one of the shelves at the general store. She took a ten dollar bill from her pocket to pay the store clerk who made change from a cigar box that he brought out from underneath the counter. When he put it back and went from behind the counter to help a customer, I ducked through the opening grabbed the cigar box, and Ramon and I left the store.  
I tried to run down the street but my sore foot slowed me down some. Then, Ramon spotted his older brother, Arturo, coming toward us on his horse and hailed him. 
He said, Jod acaba de robar una caja de dinero!”
Arturo reached behind to the sack’a feed slung over the back of his saddle that he’d just purchased and dropped it to the ground telling Ramon to watch it. He grabbed my hand and slung me up in back of him.  I held the box tight to my body with one arm, and with the other, I clung to Arturo as we rode swiftly back to camp.
Entering the camp, he set the horse down on his haunches and I quickly jumped off. Arturo spoke in haste, “Come, you must give the box to Santos as is our custom.”
The old Armenian took the box without opening it and set it inside his wagon. He patted me on the head, and said, “Go and wait by the river.” 
Arturo jumped back on his horse and spurred him to a swift gallop back to town for the feed. 
It seemed only a few minutes had lapsed when Ramon came running to me where I waited by the river, and with some excitement, he said, “They got you a pair of boots,” and then, so only I could hear, “but you’re not supposed to know it,” and he winked.
They called us back into camp, and Ramon’s father called to us, “Aprisa, suban a las carretas,” quickly, get in the wagons, and they started moving out.
I asked, “Papa Cocova, when will we get to the river that when I cross it, I’ll be in the U.S.A.?”
He gave me a pat on the back, and he said, “Since I was a small boy, like all gypsies we search for the river that when we cross it we’ll be in a better land. Don’t worry you’ll be there soon enough.”
We rode the long afternoon hours talking and listening to the old grandfather, Papa Cocova, as he worked the leather of the harnesses and told stories about his boyhood days. They made no mention of the cigar box the whole afternoon.
It was early in the evening when we came to a field and made dry camp, wagons in a checkerboard pattern. Again, we started the fires and the feeding of the animals, and the beautiful smell of the cooking flooded the camp.
After supper and chores, we sat around the campfire. It was then that Santos de Salvo brought out the box, and, before everyone, dumped it out on a blanket. Their eyes grew big and smiles came upon their faces. The shine of admiration in their eyes was there for me to see as he counted the money, over two hundred dollars.
I heard, “Que bueno jitano eres muchacho,” as they all started singing and dancing, back and forth, around Santos de Salvo and me.
Then, Lupe came into the circle with a box in her hands, and the music stopped, and she said, “Here, this is for you,” and she bent down to hold my face in her hands and kiss me on the forehead.
I opened the box with great excitement; for, I had never received a gift that I could recall, let alone such a gift as the shiny new pair of black boots that lay before me, and a pair of socks, too. The boots were a little big, so, Lupe brought me another pair of handmade wool socks which I put on over the others, and the boots fit just fine.
The only time we rode the wagons was when we traveled the hard road. But for the gathering of the food, which was done by the men, in most part, as the wagons moved through the sparsely populated farm country, me and Ramon and some of the other kids would run alongside the wagons or in front, or follow along with the horses as the men hunted. 
The first time I saw the throwing sticks, we had come upon a little band of razorback hogs scurrying around, feeding. The men approached them on horsebacks. Then, while a couple of the men cracked their bull whips, fightin’ to separate and drive off the boars and the sows, the other men snapped their throwing sticks from the leather straps that hung around their necks. They wrapped the straps around their wrists and held them between thumb and forefinger to a countersunk hook in the javelin like stick, and with a lightnin’ thrust, they pinned the little sucklin’ pigs to the ground.  Boy, it was exciting. 
As soon as they pinned ‘em down, me and Ramon, and all the kids following along, and even a few of the women, dragged the pigs right back to one of the older men followin’ along behind. He immediately slashed the piglets’ throats and hung ‘em up and gutted and cleaned ‘em. Then, the gypsies just turned the piglets back and forth across the open fire to sear all the hair off. Only a certain time of the year would they eat them and that was the time, the fall of the year. They made some fine food with those little sucklin’ pigs they roasted over that spit with spices and herbs. The smell, oh, shit fire! 
A day or two later, the gypsies spotted a dead calf trapped in a barbed wire fence. The outriders gave a signal and the wagons came to a halt.
Papa Ramon called out, “Turn the wagons! Turn the wagons!” and they detoured around the calf, traveling a few miles out of their way to another road. They crossed a railroad track on a long curve, and all the men and the boys jumped down and picked up chunks of coal. They filled a few sacks with over two hundred pounds of it that had fallen off the trains and they drug the sacks with horse and rider back to the wagons. The dead calf was a bad omen to the gypsies but it had redirected their course to find the coal, which was very important to them.  
One day, we were passing through hay country when we noticed that Arturo and a couple of the other riders had dismounted to talk to a farmer. With him were a couple of kids, and he was pointing toward a field. His house was set back a hundred yards off the road and on each side of his lane was a fence lined vegetable garden. 
One rider headed back to Santos de Salvo’s wagon and de Salvo rode forward to speak with the farmer.
 The farmer said, “My mower is broken and I can’t get it fixed in time to put up my hay.”
De Salvo said, “I see you have a wonderful garden here.”
“Yes. I’ve got potatoes, carrots, cabbage and onions but I can’t get cash till I get my hay in. If you get my mower fixed, you can have half of any crop here. But first, I’ve got a wonderful camp for yu down here on the lake. The churches use it and the school uses it. It’s got tables and two toilets and a water hydrant.”  
De Salvo called out to Papa Cocova to bring the forge wagon. They drove the forge wagon down the lane while the other wagons slowed to a halt in front of Santos de Salvo, Arturo, the old farmer and his kids.  
The men walked about one hundred and fifty yards and turned onto another sandy road. Two hundred yards later they were in a secluded grove of wild pecan trees. Down on the edge of this purdy little lake grew several ancient and towering giant sycamore trees under which the gypsies made their camp. The gypsies loved the seclusion of the site so much they spent five days there and repaired all the German farmer’s tools.
As the wagons pulled in and camp makin’ began, we followed the farmer. He said, “We’re gettin’ the carrots in now. If you want‘a help, you can get your share. Y’all come up and meet the Misses. I’ve got twelve kids and all the kids’ll get along just fine.” 
There comes up the trail all the gypsy ladies and some of the kids to meet the farmer’s wife and two other ladies. 
The men were all busy tearin’ the mower apart to get to the piece that needed to be re-forged. The sound of the anvil rang all around and I spun the forge wheel to keep it hot while Papa Cocova was cookin’ iron. Papa Cocova forged pins and a shield for the mower. The gypsy men repaired the windmill pump, put new rings in his hand pumps, repaired the rake and the go-devil, (hay bailer) repaired and greased all his tools as the gypsy boys and I watched. I kept myself completely away from that big German family, like I did all strangers, never showed my face to none of ‘em all the time we were there, and the Gypsies helped me.
After the carrots were picked and tied into bundles, they took a break, and the three women at the house served fruit punch to everybody. Then, the three ladies and the gypsy ladies carrying sacks walked back in the woods and returned a couple of hours later hauling the wild apples and quinces they had picked. The next field they picked was the potatoes.
The farmer was out there every day from before daylight till dark on his mower layin’ that hay down. He came in only at noon to eat and change his team.
The fifth day, Sunday, the farmer came down to the camp. De Salva sat and talked with him on the wagon loaded with everything the gypsies wanted. Hundred pound sacks of potatoes, big white onions, carrots and squash, over a hundred head of huge cabbages, bushels of tomatoes and cucumbers were tied on each gypsy wagon.
In the pecan grove, the boys got up in the trees and shook the pecans down and the girls and ladies filled five one hundred pound tow sacks. 
The first town they came to they sold off everything they couldn’t use in no time or they traded for commodities like rice and sugar. But the price was right. It was lucky for the gypsies that they had met a friendly farmer in need. Both his family and the gypsies profited.
Every day, as we traveled along through farm country, we’d snatch chickens that ranged a long ways from the farmhouses, peckin’ in the fields and along the roadsides. When we came to a covey of chickens, we’d all jump down from the wagons, all the little boys and girls, to watch Arturo, a master with the bull whip and a fantastic horseman of championship quality, agile like an athlete, go along slinging this twenty foot bull whip to snatch those chickens like all the men in the Kampania were capable of doing. There might be twenty chickens, and Arturo would snatch every one off the road by the neck with that bullwhip, and throw ‘em back to us. We’d tie their feet and leave ‘em for the women to pick up as the wagons came along.
Sometimes, as the gypsy kids spread out on those old roads, we’d jump up cottontails and the squirrels that would run up the trees. The Twenty-two Remington pump I’d given to the old Gypsy was used on a daily basis. They could get twenty squirrels in a day, what they needed for a squirrel feed. They’d keep the squirrel tails. Tree squirrel is good eatin’.  
When we spotted a rabbit, we were like a pack of dogs, cryin’: “There he is. There he is! There he is!” 
Then, Arturo would run the rabbit down with his horse. And as soon as the horse, on command, stomped on it, all the kids would be right there to grab the little rabbit. That was a lot of fun, and it passed the time. We’d go along like that from early morning till the sun was straight up.  
Then, Arturo would give us the signal or a couple of the men would wave something, and back we’d head for the wagons ‘cause they’d be stoppin’ so the women could prepare the midday meal of rabbit or squirrel cleaned and skinned by the men before the women scrubbed and cooked ‘em. Or, they might give us some warmed-overs in them tortillas they put everything in, hot stuff with beans, or whatever, and roll ‘em up. Everybody got two or three of a big platter full. 
There were times when the gypsies would have three fires goin’. The campfire was the center of the community. If something was bakin’ in the cook stove oven, the women would cook their flat breads on a big round iron griddle right over the open fire. Lupe would pour a thick batter in a circle starting from the center and fill that griddle. She’d brown it on both sides and cover it with the huge tin lid to let it rise. Then, she’d spread honey or sorghum and jam over the top. It was easy to tear off a piece, and every kid got a piece to tide him over to dinner. Lupe cooked full meals daily on that round iron griddle.
It was the time of the great migrational flight of the geese and the ducks heading south for the winter. With their big ten-gauge shotgun, they started getting the ducks and used the twenty-two for shooting ground feeding geese.
They would take the down off first, in handfuls, and dip the birds in big pots of boiling water. It made a peculiar smell in the late autumn air. From all the giblets, they made long liver sausages with spices. They boiled the hell out ’a them birds. Then, they stuffed ‘em with fruit and rice and all different kinds of meat, liver in one, pork in another, or beef, and baked em. You would think they were never going to eat them they baked ‘em so long. Oh, let me tell you, when I could smell the ducks and the geese a-bakin’, I just couldn’t wait to taste ‘em.
The duck and the goose grease were saved to use on the hides they were curing for a softener. 
I noticed that in most of their dishes they used paprika. That’s what made their sauces red. When they could, they used tomatoes, too.
The knowledge I gained from observing exactly how the men cleaned the fowl and game and how the women prepared their food, what they used and how they used it was to aid in my survival in the weeks and months to come. The gypsies needed no appliances. With their knowledge and keenness of mind and dexterity of hand, they were self-sustaining and very efficient.
Like, the time we camped alongside the Neches when the weather was so bad that we couldn’t travel. We put out lines to catch catfish. Boy, we caught blue channel catfish twenty-four inches long. And when the ladies cooked that catfish up, ah, what a treat! 
 This one evening, blazing sun had just set to our backs as we turned right following a seldom used wagon road on the eastern side of a tidal lake of about forty acres. As the five wagons road to a stop at their camp, I looked at the sun brightened reflecting water and saw fish swirling and breaking the top of the water, feeding on insects.
I called to Ramon, “Come on, we’ll get the most fish you ever seen,” and I went to my pack and grabbed my four foot casting net, “Go, get a tub, a big tub.” 
Lupe said, “Por que?”
“Piscado!” I cried, as I jumped from the wagon. 
The ladies opened their eyes wide as I tied a small sash to the handle of the tub and to my belt. Without taking off the old tennis shoes, I walked into the water that I knew was shallow because of the grass that was growing. The grass was my boundary. Where the grass stops there’s a drop off and that’s where the fish are feeding. I ease myself up to the edge and make my first giant cast, a perfect circle. All the lead hits the water at the same time, makin’ a whump sound. I hesitate until the net hits the bottom and I draw it in. I could tell by the weight that it was loaded. Pulling the tub to the front of me, I lift the full net up over the tub, open the strings and dump all the fish in it. Quietly as I can, I rinse the net a little and gather it in my hands for the next cast. Within seconds, I had the second cast pulled in and set it in the tub, net and all, and pulled that number three washtub full ‘a fish to shore. 
The men were watching, saying, “Piscado.  Piscado.” It was a tub full of fine fat sun perch and ten dozen crawdads or more. 
While I washed my net and hung it on a limb of a tree to dry, the men were giving me a little nod of approval with their heads. After it was dry, Arturo held up the net and we spread it on the ground makin’ a four-foot circle. Then, I pulled the strings, showin’ ‘em how it makes the basket. I grabbed the net up, and said, “This is the way you throw it,” as it hit the ground in a circle. They laughed as each one tried it. They’d never seen a casting net before.
 Arturo called out, “Lupita, venga!” and he held the net as she examined it. For the next couple of days the women tried to copy it. I hoped, in time, that they would learn how to make one.
On the very tongue of the forge wagon was a decorated box built with a cover to carry, easily, a three hundred pound block of ice but they just carried a hundred pound block that they covered in wet burlap sacks, and still had space for milk, eggs, butter and more. They chipped off about a twenty-five pound chunk that they set in a burlap lined tub, and all the gilled gutted and scaled clean fish were packed around the ice and covered with another burlap sack. They salted part of the catch for a gypsy dish that they made on Saturday, with paprika and other spices. We had fish Friday, Saturday and Sunday and that night, we ate the crawdads in a big pot of soup filled with rice, a crawdad gumbo, thick and hardy.
But chickens and other fowl, they would keep alive just by keeping their feet tied together until they caught enough to feed the band. It didn’t take long for them to get around twenty of ‘em either, I tell you. They got ‘em in a hurry.
A few days later, on a dark cloudy late afternoon, in a field off to the side ‘a the road, we watched as a huge covey of bobwhite quail lit in two small bushes about four foot high. 
I said, “Stop, stop, we’ll get the quail,” as I got the casting net out of my pack, and me and Ramon jumped off. It was gettin’ dark fast as we started across the field. “Mucho silencio,” I said, softly, to Ramon, my finger to my lips, as we crept up on those bushes. I threw the net over the first bush as planned and we both jumped on it to hold the birds down with feet and hands, and they were just a thrashin’.  
Arturo had followed us and called to the camp, “Venga. Venga! Bring the light.” 
All the kids came and surrounded the net and, one at a time, they reached underneath to get one bird, being very careful not to let any escape. They tied their feet with string and tossed ‘em in a pile, harvesting the bush of twenty-three bobwhite quail.
When we got back to the wagons, Papa Ramon called me over to his wagon. He took my hat off and patted and rubbed my head, and said, “You are very, very clever.”
I heard the ladies talking. I was a good omen to them and the quail feathers synched it.
Lupe peeked around Papa Ramon’s shoulder, and said, “How do you like your quail cooked?”
I answered, “Señora Lupe, cookin’ ‘em with fire is okay with me.” Papa Ramon took his hat off and hit his knee with it, laughin’.
In the wagons the Gypsy ladies were a-pickin’ and a-savin’ them feathers. The Gypsies prized the feathers of the Bob White quail but they prized even more the feathers of the owl and the raven but would kill neither. 
About forty-five minutes later, they turned off to the camp they’d been heading for. Me and Ramon jumped down from the wagon as Arturo and a few other riders pointed to two ribbons in a tree identifying the two Kampanias that had been there. Standing in the saddle and reaching way up in the tree, he tied a ribbon to indicate that we had passed that way in safety. All the different bands of Gypsies were heading for their winter quarters in Louisiana.
All that night at the campfire, Lupe, as she served the food and the other gypsy ladies praised me for the feathers. As always, the music started and the singing and the dancing was begun. 
Whenever we passed a farmhouse, the men would ride up to see if they had any horse shoein’ to be done, or any carein’ of the animals, and all the kids would just spread out around that farmhouse, in the barns and everywhere, claumin’ sacks of feed and things like that, and takin’ off without gittin’ caught. Four kids with a hundred pound sack of feed, one kid on each corner, could just flat out run with it. The gypsies had many animals with their milk goats and the horses to feed. Each wagon carried a couple’a bales of hay, and up under the driver’s seat on the tongue of the wagon was room for a sack of feed or two. The remuda and the goats grazed alongside the back roads as the wagons moved along, slowly, and from a line tacked along each wagon, the women hung out clothes to dry.
We got alongside this lake, one time, and I found out that one family had a tumbling act, and that the Cocovas practiced knife throwing. All the gitanos were entertainers. Another family had a unicycle act and a roller skating act.
The day we came to a ferryboat crossing, there was a line of traffic waitin’ on the ferry that could take only three cars across the river at a time. Papa Cocova sent the women in one wagon across first with the goats and the youngsters. The gypsy ladies quickly made a splash of rugs and scarves and brightly colored material that they had for sale. I could see that people were gettin’ out of their cars and crossing the road.
Papa Cocova called out, “Allá es el campo. Allá, al otro lado del rio.” He sent one wagon at a time across that river. He wouldn’t risk two. Arturo sent the horses with the second wagon. The crossing took three hours, and when they got their camp set up, it was gypsy style, wagons in a half-moon circle.
There was a line of cars comin’ dusk, on both sides of the river, and the gypsies lit off their campfires and their torches that lit the circle of the encampment, and the music started. I have to give them credit. Anyone who entered that circle left with a lighter pocket than when he entered.
Quick as a flash, they had board floors set up with the unicycle, the roller skating, the knife throwing, the juggling and the tumbling acts in action. The gypsy women hung out their beads and earrings and bracelets, their cheeses and salamis, and the chicken feathers guaranteed to be the finest eiderdown that a man could buy, money back guarantee. The men hung out bridles and harnesses, leather straps and lead lines, whips and the quirts the gypsies wove themselves. I learned to plait the eight-strand quirt. They put out a fine spread.
In the blinking of an eye, the gypsy encampment had come alive with music and entertainment as they bartered their wares. The palm reading room was quickly open for business, set up between two wagons with curtains on four sides and a carpet on the ground where sat the gypsy fortune teller with palms up. On the sly, there were bottles of that “Red Eye”, homemade hooch for sale.
The grandfathers, Papa Cocova and Papa Ramon were the farriers of the Kampania, and they had passed their trade down to their sons. I watched Papa Cocova make knives on the anvil for a certain buyer while I turned the bellows wheel. He’d work on a knife, maybe, three or four days, tempering it. He put temper in the tools to cut horses hooves. He made big rasps to file them off. It was remarkable what this man did. He could make anything out of metal with that forge. He’d be always pickin’ up junk iron that he kept underneath that possum belly. They put a board through it to keep all their iron from rollin’ over on me when I slept.

The Rocking R/J Ranch

One day, we parked in a lot at the edge of a small town. All this had been prearranged, and the township was awaiting the arrival of the farriers. All the time that I had been with the gypsies, Papa Ramon had been heading to this small ranching community in eastern Texas near Nacogdoches and the Angelina River. As the gypsies gaily arrived, the townspeople were real friendly towards them.
All that day, from early morning, men came bringing horses, and for five days, all us boys helped in the corralling, the feeding and the treating of over a hundred of them.  
From daylight, the forge was hot, and the horseshoes were being formed then. Boy, it was fun to see the red hot glow, and to hear the constant ring, way up into the night, of the hammer as it struck the anvil. Each shoer had his own rhythm as he worked the ember hot iron and, then, cooled the shoe in the barrel of water. The rhythmic sounds were like music.
At first, I thought that it must hurt when I saw the smoke rise from the hoof of the horse. And as I was watching the old shoer and being very obedient to his commands, I flinched when he seared the shoe in.
Papa Ramon saw this, and told me, “Don’t worry. I only burn the nail. The horse don’t feel it.” Then he said, “Now, do I look like a man who would hurt a horse?” 
I shook my head, no, and gave no more thought to it, laughin’ while I kept the air wheel spinning and fetched here and there for metal as he explained.
“All I’m doing is making the horses own feet better.”
I was leading haltered horses to and fro when a big man with a white hat on drove up on this wagon pulled by a four-horse team.  He was bringin’ in a dozen horses and a load of hay and straw. 
Boy, Ramon cried out, “Come on. Come on! There’s the money man, the money man, Mr. Johnson!”
We ran over to where he stood throwing quarters from his pocket to all the kids as they came around, calling, hello, to everybody in camp by their first name. Some got more, but he made sure that every kid got at least one quarter.
His driver, Jake, was unhooking the team, and some of the gypsies were running over to help him take care of it while the man in the white hat spoke with great friendship.
“Now, how fast can you kids get this wagon unloaded?”
When Papa Ramon saw Mr. Johnson, the anvil ceased, and he came over to him and they embraced, greeting each other as old friends. The gypsies spoke many languages, among them Spanish, Magyar, Armenian and English. I could hear the two men speaking in Spanish, and Mr. Johnson spoke a few words to Papa Ramon in the Gypsy tongue, Romani. They talked happily, with great warmth and friendship while all of us kids and a few of the men for supervision unloaded the hay and straw.
Mr. Johnson turned to his driver, and said, “Jake. Get that box from underneath the seat.”
Jake reached under the seat of the wagon and got a box of whiskey. He passed a few jugs out to the men and they started drinkin’, good bonded whiskey, too.
Everybody was saying’, “Come on.  Come on.”
“Why are they all so happy ‘bout unloadin’ this wagon?” I asked Ramon.
Ramon nudged me and spoke softly, “The Clavo. There’s always something underneath there. Wine, of course! It’s really good. And there’s everything we need. Come!  Help me with the hay.”
Everything the gypsies needed for the weeks that they were there, Mr. Johnson provided for them. He gave them sacks of feed, bails of straw and hay. Beneath that, right next to the front of the wagon, built way high for carryin’ hay, was a canvas covering four barrels, one of wine, one with flour and corn meal with forty dozen eggs in the bottom set in sawdust. In one barrel there was fudge, divinity, homemade jams and jellies, and in the fourth were thirty-two gallons of sorghum. Everybody in the south eats that sorghum, and the gypsies loved it. In homemade wooden crates were a big beef, five dozen hens, dressed out, a keg of horseshoe nails and a box of flat straight iron, and there was a whole big wheel of cheese.
The whole Clavo was brought from the wagon and put before Mr. Johnson and the three grandfathers, Papa Cocova, Santos de Salvo and Papa Ramon. All the women and children and the whole camp milled around while the men talked of their good fortunes of the previous year.
I can see them standing there now, with half a bottle of good bonded whiskey in their bellies among good friends, and Lupe and the other women making sure that all the children got the goodies, the candy and the cookies. I thought, look at this, how different from Baylund, it was so full of love and happiness.
After the gypsies got everything unloaded from the hay wagon, they showed Mr. Johnson the gifts they were taking to his wife. One gift was a wheel of goat cheese that they had been curing underneath the cook’s wagon in a big bed, like a drawer that they pulled out. There was a soft cheese, flat and round, about six inches thick and a foot and a half in diameter. There were bolts of material and lace and such things like that.
Mr. Johnson told Ramon’s father, Arturo, “Solo traje una doceno con migo. Tengo un jinete arreando trienta mas parami mañana.”
“Treinta caballos mas!”said Papa Cocova with expectation, and right away, they called the men to work.
We all went with him to build a bigger rope corral using the hay wagon for the gate. We were all working, and it was FUN.  It was a day, — although everyone had their jobs to do and were very attentive and quick to get those jobs done, — that was a good time day.  The work was like play.
Early on the eighth day when we awoke, Ramon told me, “Today, we go to the Johnson’s Ranch. They’ve been baking a cow for two days.”
“Boy!  It must be a big stove,” I said.
“No.  They bake it in the ground.”
I tried to imagine how they were doing this, and it amazed me when we got there. 
They loaded everybody up on the hay wagon that morning. With the gypsies’ team of four, here they go. I mean to tell you, in unison, with brightly colored harnesses we moved out, headed to the Johnson’s Ranch, about a twenty-eight mile ride straight across a wooded prairie. About ten miles out, a sparkling creek crossed the road. There, we stopped and watered the horses. Everybody was really getting’ hungry. They brought out a wooden nail keg full of hot chocolate and we all sat in the shade at this nice pinewood creek while the horses were bein’ watered and had chocolate and “pan dulce” passed out by the women.
Two hours passed. Then, coming to the Johnson’s Ranch, we could see the windmill a long way away. 
“Es todo! Es todo,” the kids cried out.
“Valla al molino?” 
“Que distancia?” 
The kids kept guessing how long it would take to get to the windmill at the gate of the Johnson’s. It was another mile further from the gate to their house. In the ensuing hour, that windmill looked as if it grew straight out of the ground.
At the windmill gate, a simple sign hung that said, The Rocking R/J Ranch. Boy, you could smell the cooking. We drove down the stock lane, fences on both sides with horses on one side and cattle on the other. Boy, it was a purdy sight set in them pines and green pastures, a kind of old rough log ranch house with the bark still on the wood.  But before you could see it you could smell the cookin’. 
As soon as we got there, “Come on an eat! The food’s been ready, it seems like, for hours,” Mrs. Johnson declared. “Take a plate,” and her lady friends that had come with their families from all the ranches around, and the older girls, started passing out plates.
They took just the heads of the two big beefs that they’d been bakin’ and cracked ‘em open with a hatchet. Then, with a ladle, Mr. Johnson served the brains to each plate as we passed in line, children first. That was the main dish. 
My lips curled up while he was dishing it on my plate, but after the first bite, I liked it and went back for seconds and thirds. We got scrambled eggs and potatoes, gravy and biscuits, jellies and jams and melon of all sorts. The children ate at one table and the grownups at another.  What a grand spread it was.
I noticed that the visiting people were always correcting their children. Don’t do this and don’t do that. Stay out of this and stay out of that. But not one gypsy mother or gypsy father had to say anything like that to any of us. I felt so proud of being able to be good all day. In my life up to that time, it was my finest day. I shall remember it always.
After we had eaten, Mr. Johnson held contests for the kids, and we were always contesting the other kids. When they announced the calf catching contest, all the kids lined up on one side of the pens and the calves on the other.  But we had the plan. 
An hour earlier, Papa Ramon, standing out by the calf corral, with a simple whistle called all us boys together that were going to participate in the calf catching contest. When we had gathered around, he said, “Ves la grandota roja con cara blanca?”
Everyone said, “Si.”
“Ahora todos nostros quisieramos, no?  Pero esta muy grande para que uno de nosotros pueda agarrarla.  Hay que hacer linea y todos sobre ella y tirenla al suelo paraque dos de ustedes la amarren y lad jalen.” It worked perfect.  In less than thirty seconds, we’d caught the heifer and were leading it out. The rest of us started runnin’ other calves.
Of course, all the women and the girls went with Lupe. All during the day, all the men stayed together and all the women stayed together. I liked that. It meant something to be with the men.
The Johnsons had a root cellar built in next to the barn, and from in there came the most beautiful homemade sausages, salamis and baloneys, there were so many different kinds, and hams. I was watching the gypsy women and the girls go back and forth to the wagon with the meats and supplies of food stuff Mrs. Johnson had put up the year before, and two fruitcakes made the Christmas, last, soaked in that high grade store bought Jamaican rum. There were about a dozen huge hams hangin’ up in the wagon.
The Johnsons gave us a tour of the dairy and the pig farm. It was interesting and fun. 
It was just a fantastic, beautiful day. I had never in my life seen love and happiness amongst family and amongst good friends such as this. I thought: how could they be so friendly? It takes many years to become old friends, and with honor and loyalty year after year for forty years, they had come together for this event.
While traveling there, we’d had abuse from people, cussing and name calling from the cars that passed us but when we arrived in that small ranching community, it was like a great event. They had waited for the gypsies and every horse, mule and oxen within five days’ ride from that little town was shoed that fortnight.
Folks brought their mules, horses and livestock that needed care to be doctored by the old man, Papa Ramon.  He could look at a horse and tell exactly what it needed. He tended every animal on the Johnson’s Ranch and did a lot of castrating, too. Makes the steers grow big. He did it in no time at all.
The men would rope the animal, front and rear, and papa Ramon would jump on the animal’s belly and quickly slice the nut sack open, tie the leaders off, whack the nuts off ‘im in a pail and throw a handful of sulfur powder in the nut sack and let ‘im go. 
Us kids would be watchin’ from the top of the gate, and Papa Ramon would call out: “Ramon, Jōd, abierto,” and we’d open the gate. And all the while he’d be talking half English, half Spanish and Armenian with the men. The sulfur powder was used to keep the flies away. Mountain Oysters were kept for eating.
From where they had the tables set up for breakfast to where they had the big pit for the barbeque was about fifty yards. Ramon and me and all the kids helped clean up and carry the big tables nearer to the pits. 
You talk about eating! You talk about being so good!  Everybody ate and drank way into the night, the women sippin’ the wine and the men drinkin’ hard cider and store bought whiskey and roarin’. Two whole beefs were cooked under the ground, Mexican style, and the meat would just fall from the bone. They would cut any piece of the beef you wanted along the inside of the back and just pour a ladleful of sauce over it. Ah, it just come apart in yer fingers. I got bloated! My lord! They had two different kinds of punch, all the ice cold milk you could drink and all the homemade ice cream you could eat. They were the most beautiful days I’d had in my life, fun filled days with people that accepted me. I’m there and I’m one of ‘em. They looked after me just like they looked after their own. It was, hey, Jod, come and do this, and hey, Jod, lets do that. I would have done anything on earth that they asked of me. I felt determined to make myself needed like everyone in the camp.
We stayed a full week at the ranch there was so much doctoring and caring for to be done. They even shod the oxen, six or more. Papa Cocova stayed at the camp in town to continue the Kampania’s business.
The day we left, after all those goodies were stacked on the wagon, — the meats that hung along the front end of the wagon where they stacked the hay, the food stuff just packed along there behind boards built up across the wagon about eight foot high, — Mr. and Mrs. Johnson brought out chairs for the men and the women and tied them down across the wagon with ropes. They sat in the chairs as they rode back to camp, the men drinkin’ that good bonded whiskey, and they talked and told stories.
Me and Ramon lasted about five minutes, and we were sound asleep. The gypsies picked me up to take me from the wagon I was so sound asleep.
When we got back to camp, the oldest of the gypsy women, Lupe’s mother, received the most beautiful shawl that I had ever seen from Mrs. Johnson. It looked like a store bought gift, the way it was wrapped but Mrs. Johnson had made the shawl that she now put around the old woman’s shoulders. 
The old grandmother would sit all day long with beads in her hands and with a glazed look in her eyes, like a clairvoyant. She never looked directly at you but directly through you. But at that moment, the old grandmother looked at Mrs. Johnson with the shining eyes of gladness as she accepted the gift. Such a quiet fell over the camp. Then, she began to speak in her own tongue, Romani.
Everybody was listening and although I could not understand a word she said, the way she held Mrs. Johnson’s hands as she looked in her eyes and patted her hands between her own and blessed her, like, and prayed, I knew that she had thanked Mrs. Johnson very much for that shawl. I was watching from the possum belly, and I just went right to sleep.
The next morning when I got up, the first thing I did was go into the men’s tent. I ran out where a hindquarter of the barbeque still hung from a tree limb, left there from the night before. Mr. Johnson and all the men were still sleeping on the ground where they had passed out. I woke up with a growl in my stomach, and I started for that meat.
Ramon’s father told me, “No, no, no.  Did Lupe say you could have that?”
“Nope,” and I shook my head.
“Well, don’t take it, then,” and said no more about it. “Now, come over here and help me with this.” He changed the subject right away. But nobody could touch any foodstuff without asking Lupe first. All the sausages and other meats were hangin’ up all along Lupe’s wagon, and I saw one of the riders that brought in some horses reach for a sausage. Lupe admonished him in Spanish, and he just got back on his horse and rode off without the sausage. He was going to take it without asking her.
De Salvo kept track of all the horses the gypsies shoed, and all the town’s people paid him. I never saw the rancher, Mr. Johnson, pay the old man anything but the gypsies got a whole lot more from Mr. Johnson than money, because he gave them things that the gypsies never bought. If they couldn’t make it, catch it or steal it, they would never have it. Mr. Johnson knew the gypsies well and he gave them stuff that they needed and would make life more pleasant for them. 
Papa Ramon would rather take some iron and make horseshoe nails. He’d set there all day long makin’ horseshoe nails rather than buy a keg. There was a little square part on the anvil where he would hammer them out. I used to watch him and it just amazed me how he made nails for them horseshoes. Mr. Johnson gave Papa Ramon a keg of horseshoe nails to use on all his animals. He treated all the livestock the day of the barbeque, going over all the animals like a veterinarian. Everything he advised, Mr. Johnson took heed to. He had it done exactly that way.
It was early in the morning of the fourteenth day when the gypsies were preparing to break camp and the feeding of the people and the stock was at hand that Ramon says to me in Spanish, “Nos vamos hoy.”
“Bueno,” I replied.

The process of leaving was slow and the good-byes were long, and I said, “Ramon.  If we don’t leave soon, the men will be so drunk, again, that you and I will have to drive.”
“Don’t worry. After drinking so much last night, they have to drink to get well.”
Neither one of us knew what it meant, then.

*   *   *

One day, me and Ramon were ranging a ways from the wagons with a couple of other boys when my attention was attracted to smoke fires not far from the road.
I called, “Come. Let’s see what they’re burnin’.”
“It’s nothing, somebody’s probably burning brush.”
“Come on.  We’ll find out.”
We came to the spot where someone had chopped down a big tree where, high in a hollow, honey bees had built their hive. The farmer had built green wood fires that were burning all around to keep the bees from comin’ back to the honey. 
We crept close, taking all the precaution we could not to get stung, and there sat a big wooden pickle barrel half full of honey with a screen over it to catch any comb left in the honey. A pot rested on top of the screen.  On the ground sat two big washtubs, one with a ringer to render honey from the comb, the other full of un-rendered honey comb. It was a good distance from the farmer’s house, down in back of the pasture. The house was up on a knoll. Me and Ramon grabbed a couple’a hunks of honey filled comb, and headed back to the wagons. 
When Ramon’s bigger brother, saw it, he called out, “Venga.  Vamos agarrar la miel.”
Immediately, we got back to camp, cryin’, “Quick! Quick!  Venga!  Venga! We found the honey. We found the honey! Let’s get the honey,” and, immediately, Arturo had lookouts ride out to keep an eye on the house and the honey gatherers so no one could creep up on us.
Ramon and his brother told the situation to their Grandfather, Jacquin. He went directly to Lupe and told her to give us some containers to carry it in.  
Lupe asked me, “How much honey is there?”
I said, “This much,” stretching my arms around an invisible barrel while Ramon did the same, explaining in Spanish. 
The wagons came to a halt. Excited, now, Lupe called to everyone, “Venga! Venga! La miel!” Very happily, she quickly handed something to everyone in the whole troupe that would hold honey with the exception of the wagon tenders, the remuda tenders, the goat tenders and the old men who kept the camp ready to move at all times. On the way there, we met four of the men luggin’ the two number three washtubs between ‘em. Did we make the trips! We took all the honey and the cone.
The camp tenders lifted a water barrel from the side of one wagon and dumped and cleaned it to leave for Lupe, and, according to her instructions, set up another big wooden tub to rinse the honey from the comb.
The Gypsies had a tub full of wax and a barrel full of honey when they got through. And all the kids and the grownups too, had beeswax honey gum to chew and sweet wild honey to eat.
They left the barrel and the washtubs there so that when the farmer looked out his back door he would think that the honey was all right. But he was to keep watch over an empty barrel. From the road, his house could not be seen and close together in a hurried gait, we put many a mile between us.
At camp that night, the men sang and danced with arms across each other’s shoulders, one after another, hooking up to the train of dancing men. Oh, it was fun, fun, fun, and they really liked me for finding that honey.
De Salvo’s woman, shaking her finger at everyone, said, “He came in the night. Remember?  I told you he would bring us good fortune,” and they said that I was lucky for them and that I could stay with them a while longer. 
That same night, de Salvo said to me, “Hijo, venga.” which meant that I could come and stand in the men’s circle. As I stood in front of him, he said, “Hijo, how did you know to check the smoke?”
I says, “That is how I found you, and all this,” with my hands up and my eyes wide with excitement. “I check all smoke fires.”
One of the elders said, “Yes. Yes. That’s how he found us,” explaining in Spanish what I had said, and they all laughed.
De Santo said, “You’re going to be a good man one day,” as he dismissed me with a gentle pat on the head, and I left the circle.

*    *    *

Every day, anything we could shoot, catch or steal, that’s what we ate; we never bought a solitary bit of food. Never! They believed that food was a gift from God. There should be enough for everyone. They made their butter from the cream they poured off the milk pails left at the roadsides by the dairymen early in the morning. The cream was held in a goatskin bag tied between two team horses, and as the team moved along at a steady gait, the cream became butter. 
*    *    *

One day, we came around a bend on a sandy road and we saw bright shinny gallon cans full of sorghum piled high, pyramid style, on the back of an old Model T pickup truck. A man lay sleeping under a shade tree back off the road.
Blue ribbon cane and sorghum cane is grown throughout the south in the cane belt, principally for cow feed. The byproduct is the syrup the farmer gathers in one gallon buckets from his grinder as he grinds up the cane and, usually sells alongside the road. It was right at the end of the Sorghum run. 
Armando called softly, “Para y regresa las carretas. Back the wagons,” givin’ short and silent commands to a few of the riders who dashed off into the woods. 
They returned, shortly, to give Armando the layout. So, we backed up the wagons, back around the bend, and took to the woods, the wagons circling wide the sorghum peddler.  
We snuck through the woods up to where the man was sleeping and there sat his ol’ hound dog. 
One of the riders told Armando, and he called, “Venga la perita.”  
Ginger we called her, a little red Chihuahua in heat. When they brought Ginger close enough to let the hound get a smell of the bitch, one of the little kids led her back to the wagon train, and as soon as she started runnin’, here come the ol’ hound dog chasin’ after her.
“Stop chasin’ them rabbits,” the sorghum peddler hollers, liftin’ up his head and layin’ it back down, again, yawnin’ as he falls back to sleep. 
The gypsy men snuck up to the peddler’s truck with long sticks in their hands, and one on each end, they slid the buckets down the long sticks, fifteen of ‘em, and lifted them to their shoulders. Quietly and stealthily, they left the sorghum peddler to his empty truck and peaceful afternoon sleep.
The gypsy men had already picked out a trail that they could get the wagons through. They cut the fences and then, put them right back together. 
So, we circled around and went on down the road, the ol’ hound dog followin’. The gypsies tied him up to the first mailbox we came to.

*    *    *

Then, one day, lo and behold, we were in one of them little ol’ hate ridden towns where they were havin’ a rodeo. Bein’ farriers and tinkers, the gypsies would stop at all the rodeos. They were superior horse traders, knowin’ horses so well, all their habits and traits. The things the gypsies forgot is more than most people know about horses. So, naturally, the rodeo people were goin’a take the worst of it in the horse trading ‘cause the gypsies were master horse trainers and riders. They had some find lookin’ animals pullin’ those wagons. Each wagon had two horses, and the horses were like matched pairs. The forge wagon had four white draft horses pullin’ it.
So, some of the people at the rodeo got off mad at us and started tryin’ ta whop us. Even the women got into the fight, then. They were shootin’ with shotguns and pistols. One of the horses the gypsies used for tradin’ got buckshot in it’s ass but the wagons were still harnessed up, so, we got away.
That night, miles from town, after the gypsies had made camp and built their fires, while everybody was sittin’ around playin’ music and havin’ fun dancin’, here come a bunch of rodeo people on horseback shootin’ and raidin’ the camp. 
It was so sad. I couldn’t believe what was happening. But only for a moment I was froze when I heard that eerie sound of the concertina close as Papa Ramon fell over on his side. Ah, it mourned a sorrowful cry. When I saw this little girl pick up a rock and throw it at one of the riders, I just snapped. I knew that underneath the possum belly was this ten-gauge shotgun I’d stole. It was a big gun, double barreled, and it was loaded with number seven and a half birdshot for game birds.  
I just run, inside’a me, sayin’, Oh, no, and I pull the big gun out from underneath this wagon. It was so big and heavy, I had to slide the shotgun by the barrel up between the spokes of the wheel and sit down behind it. I saw this rider comin’ in and oh, I know it’s wrong. Don’t, I told myself, over and over but when he got near, I just closed my eyes and pulled the trigger. I just knocked the horse and rider, both down. The shotgun kicked and made my whole shoulder black and blue and sore for a couple of days.
The rider hollered, “Ah’m hit. Ah’m hit! Ah’m hit! That kid under the wagon shot me!”
This other rider came by, and just as the wagons started movin’, BOOM, I pulled the other barrel on the big ten gauge. This time I missed.  I was blind mad and scared.
The gypsies had hooked up the wagons, and when that gun went off for the second time, the whole Kampania was movin’.
When the wheel turned over, it laid the gun down underneath the wagon and I pulled it back, shovin’ it in its carriage hand over hand as the wagon moved over me, and I clum up on the back of the wagon.
I saw Carlos jerk one raider off his horse with the bullwhip, and away the wagons were movin’ fast. 
Ramon called to me, “Hey, come on, brother,” and I was running along the woods and jumped on the back of his horse. We were pullin’ three more horses behind us as we rode along with the wagons.
All the women and children were in the forge wagon with the big walls of wood up. The older kids rode horses, and the other team horses they pulled along behind the wagons. They were in traces, too. It was from a sleeping camp to a dead run in seconds. The wagons were running in high speed, the riders goin’ one way, drawin’ the fire, while the wagons ducked another way.
We got ‘em slowed down when we started shootin’ back at em, but we could still hear shootin’ hollerin’ and cussin’: “You dirty gypsy thieves!” Still, they never did get what they were after and they had a deputy sheriff with ‘em.  In fact, we wound up with two more saddle horses, full saddled and bridled, and the dogs worked ‘em into the remuda.
The men ridin’ out on their horses were lookin’ for escape routes while the rest of us picked our way through that country cuttin’ fences and not fixin’ ‘em behind us. But we knew we were gettin’ up and goin’. 
Then, we start changin’ mounts. With them rubber tired wagons, we don’t make too much racket, and it’s not long before we’re out of earshot ‘cause we change directions and run a zigzag course up to a high road, quick and fast, goin’ all night. We put a county between us. 
Early in the morning, just about sunup, on a peaceful knoll overlooking the river, they buried Papa Ramon in a deep round hole; they buried him standing in an unmarked grave. They prayed over him and everybody there passed by and threw something into the grave, something for good luck, a part of them that the departed takes with him. All of us kids were given a penny to toss in the grave. The sun was just up and all of the wagons were moving, again. 
Now, everything changes, and all the people’s attitudes change. Shit fire!  Here we go.  Pretty soon, it’s run, run, run all that day. We stopped only long enough to feed the animals a couple of handfuls of grain and water ‘em, and change mounts. Boy, everybody is walkin’ fast, steady paced, and movin’ like that all day long. The older ladies were the only ones to ride in the forge wagon with the little kids and the babies. The rest of us are pullin’ or tottin’ somethin’, gittin’ something together ‘cause we’ve got to gather all our food.  
The men on horses rode out and spotted the food. As we moved along, we made a detour close to a corn patch and gathered up enough corn for the animals and the people, about ten bushels, I would say. We gathered two tow sacks full of onions from the next field. Young Ramon, my friend, caught a chicken with that bullwhip. Just with no sound, he snapped up that chicken and took it to the wagon.
Late in the evening, we stopped just to set down and rest, to change lead horses, again, and rub ‘em down. The women, from inside the forge wagon fed us hot chicken stew.  Other times, as we moved along, we ate cheeses and hard dried meats that recalled the days we’d spent with the Johnsons on the Rockin’ R/J, and hot thick Mexican chocolate and dark French chicory coffee that was always ready on the forge.
We traveled up till the middle of the night. A big white moon gave us light as we passed through the heavily wooded area of southeast Texas. In the big thicket, down along that bottom backwoods sandy road, we traveled silently and swiftly. The remuda was tied behind the wagons head to tail. With only two men out in front, we got real close together. We were on the banks of the Sabine River when we gathered up in the encampment of another band of gypsy families. 
They said, “Yah, we heard.  We heard that you have a gadje with you that shot a deputy sheriff or somebody.” The law of the county had shaken that band of gypsies down already.
Oh, I know it’s me they’re talkin’ about but no one says a word.  Nobody says that it’s me.
The old man, de Salvo, took me aside, and told me, “Well, we all split up now. Each vitsa of our kampania must go their own way with their familias, and we’ll all meet again someday.”
I was gathering up my stuff, and me and Ramon, my buddy, were bull shittin’ together, sayin’ our goodbyes as well as we could while I was gettin’ my pack together when this old gypsy lady came out and called me over. A few of us that had been friends all sat together while the old gypsy lady gave me a handmade wool bag that she put over my shoulders, saying, “It will be easier for you.” 
She took both my hands, and speaking Romani with her eyes closed to heaven, she said something just for me and kissed my hands. As we stood there, she pressed one hand to my forehead and with her other hand she held out my hands to all the people of all the families as they came by. Each one bent down and kissed my hands, and I kissed their hands. 
The men shook my hand, and a few said, “Ta bueno chevallo.”
When the other gypsy band saw them kissing my hands in farewell, they started a slow clapping of their hands. They knew it was farewell, farewell and good luck. We will see you again someday.
Papa Ramon gave me throwing sticks and a knife.  One of the ladies gave me a canvas scabbard. A piece of tin was fitted along the inside of the scabbard to prevent the knife from cutting it. I could slide it out and back in, in a hurry. The scabbard had a leather strap to put over the top of the handle of the knife so that it wouldn’t fall out when I ran or swam.  
What the gypsies had added to my character was the ability to use the tools that they gave me to survive. With the blessings of the old gypsy lady, those throwing sticks and that knife along with my casting nets that I had rolled up and kept right inside my pack, I was mentally and physically equipped to survive.
As I left the gypsy camp that night, it was a happy farewell. It was a very touching and very solemn moment of parting but we parted in joy because, like the old man told me, remember only the good and I remembered only the good.
When the gypsy people die, they have a song festival, and they talk and reminisce about only the good and happy times that happened to the dead while he was alive.
But from the day the mother knows she has conceived she is in black. She is marime. The gypsies believe that the day their children are conceived is a day to mourn, and the mother continues to mourn till the infant is three months old, which is twelve months or a year old to the gypsies, for life for them begins at conception. Then, the year of mourning is over. After that, it’s get ‘im up and go, get ‘im up and go.
Santos de Salvo stepped from his tent and said, “Here Jod, tie this inside your clothes.” He came close to me, and said, “There’s money in here. Never tell anybody how much and never show it to anyone. Use it only when needed,” and he shook my hand, “Do you remember what you said when you asked to ride with us?” 
I said, “Yes. I asked yu if I could ride to the river that when I crossed that River I’d be out’a Texas and in the United States.”
He patted me on the head and said, “You've been a fine Gypsy.” and he went back inside his wagon. 
I still had all my stuff. That knife was such a good knife that Papa Ramon made me. They remade my bedroll with goat hide, and on each corner, the leather came out to form a plaited strap about two and a half inches wide and three foot long that I could tie around the limbs of trees. Should I need to sleep on the ground, the way the bedroll was made with goatskin and, then, canvas, it was waterproof; the moisture from the ground couldn’t soak through. I lashed the bedroll to the bottom of my pack and tied it firmly down with the leather straps that Papa Cocova had braded on the bottom of the pack, converting my shoulder satchel into a backpack. He converted the long pencil pockets on each side of the satchel to hold my umbrella. Oh, I had to have an umbrella. Back off in them backwoods without an umbrella and all them beasts. Just to open that umbrella at somethin’ will put a halt to its approach. I could fight from behind an umbrella.
With that thick wool gypsy bag that hung over my shoulder and came from above my waist almost to the ground and was eighteen inches wide, my throwing sticks, the gypsy knife, my hatchet sharpened by Papa Ramon till it was sharp as glass, my canteen and cooking kit, I’m ready. I had matches and a magnifying glass to start fires when the sun was out, and those little Doan’s pill cans that I stole to keep my matches, salt and pepper and everything in that I didn’t want to get wet.
They were clapping as I went from camp after they outfitted me. Papa Ramon and my friend walked with me down the road a ways in silence. When we stopped on top of the levee, Papa spoke to me, again, and said, “We’ve learned much from you. You’ve brought us good fortune.”
Ramon said,“Yah, remember the honey. Remember the quail!  Remember the box of money!”
I said, “I’ll remember, always, what I learnt from your great Kampania.” 
 Papa Ramon, said, “Lupe and all the women love the owl and quail feathers, and said that you will be very wise and lucky.” As we walked along the levee, his hand on my shoulder, he said, “Es el Rio Sabine, yá es Louisiana. Always remember to stay close to the rivers of your dreams, and you shall find your down,” and we all laughed. 
Then, he said, “Via con Dios, mi hijo!” 
They all waived, and called out, “Via con Dios!” And they continued the slow, rhythmic clapping of the hands.
I started running from camp, Ramon with me, along with a couple more kids, till we got way out of sight of the grownups. We stopped and rolled a stick and smoked.  We said our goodbyes as best we could.
Ah, and it was a happy, happy time that I spent with the gypsies. They sing their songs, and they love their children.  
The last words I ever heard from the gypsies’ camp were, “Ramon, hurry back.  Don’t run too far, now.”  
Two hours later, in the pit of night on a darkened levee road, there went a wild boy, ready for ‘em.
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  72	Hola.  Venga aqui.	Hello.  Come hear.
		Acircate a la luz.  	Come to the light 
	Vas bajo con la corriente	You were downstream 	
	y nolo vistes?	and you didn’t see him?
					
		No vi a nadie fui al baño 	I saw no one and I had to
		acagar. 	take a shit.
 			
  73	Esa es Buena, no te agarrό 	That’s a good one. He   	
	dormido, te agarro cagando.	didn’t catch you sleeping,			he caught you shitting.
	Es solo un niño.                        	He’s only a boy.
  	Ven. Acércate. Ven al fuego.	Come to the fire!
	No tengas miedo.	Don’t be scared. 
	Adonde quiera que valla.	Wherever down is, 
			That’s where I’m goin’
	Un  chamaco cabron.           	He’s a brave one.
	Ven, toma un poco de 	Come, drink a little	
	Chocolate.	Chocolate.
  74	Venga comer!	Let’s eat.
	75	Hijo é la chingada!	Son of a gun! 
	Cállate!	Cease.	
	77	Güerito		Runner		 	
	José, di a Lupe.	Jo, come to Lupe.
	      	Nosotros no nos robamos en 	We don’t take from one
		esta familia sin pregutar ó 	another in this family 
	pedir primero. Nuñca.	without asking first. Never!  	Nosotros no nos robamos.	We don’t take from one 	Y todo nos pertenece.	another.It all belongs to us.
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 77	Somos buenos chamacos.		You’re good boys.	

      	Por favor, puedo ver tu arma?      	Please, I wish to see	 your	
  			Gun.
  	Quiero hacer cambalache pur?     What would you like to 
	Que te hana feliz?	trade for it? What would			make you happy?
				
  	Venga pues!	Come quick.

  83   Jod acaba de robar una caja  	Jod took a cash of money.  
	de dinero!	
  84	Aprisa suban a la carretas.		Quickly, get in the wagons.
	
     	Que bueno jitano eres		What a fine Gypsy he is.
	muchacho.	
  90	  Piscado		 Fish

     	Allá es el campo. Alla, al 	 	There is the camp. There  
	otro lado del rio.		on the other side of the
		river.
  97   Solo traje una docena conmigo	I only brought a dozen with				 me.
	Tengo un jinete arreando 	 	I’ve got a rider bringing in 	 
	     Trienta caballos mas!		thirty more horses!
	    
  98  	Es todo.  Es todo.		That’s it That’s it.
   	Valla la molino?		See the windmill?
       	Que distancia?   		How far?
  99   	Ves la grandota roja con cara	See the big heifer with 	
	  blanca.		   the white face?
  	Ahora todos nostros quisieramos	Now,we would like to
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  99	Pero esta muy grande para	have it, right? But it is	que uno de nosotros pueda	too big for one to 			agarrarla.	catch.
	Hay que hacer linea y todos	So, when you line up, Sobre ella y tirenla al suelo	all of you go for it and Paraque dos de ustedes la	hold her down so two amarren y lad jalen.	of you can quickly put	The halter on.
100	 Abierto!		Open.		
102  	   Nos vamos hoy.		We are leaving.
103	 Venga.  Vamos agarrar		Come			 la miel!		Come on, we’re going to 			get the honey.
			
   104    	Hijo, venga!		Son, come!
105       Para, y regressa las carretas.	Stop! Back the wagons!
			
    	Venga le perrito.		Bring the dog.	
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