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UP or IS IT DOWN?

I like bein' outdoors, even then at times, I want ta be indoors. This is how I talk mostly. I never seem to say anythin’. or almost never do I say anythin'.  I'm used to it. I think I make sense. 'Cause it makes sense to me way down deep inside of myself. I, at times. trouble other people. They're apt to say I'm stupid or a bother. This is 'cause other people mostly ain't like me. They seem to have lots to say, very important things, any way I guess so, but I can't tell fer sure `cause I don't understand them mostly. but I don't think they're stupid.

My ma, who works hard all day washin`, cookin' an' breakin' up fights 'tween me and my brothers an' sisters, she don't say much either an` neither does my pa, who works outside all day. My brothers, three of 'em, an' all of them older then me, an' my three sisters, all younger then me, don't say much either. So guess we're jest that way, it's bred in us or somethin' like that.

I like bein' sandwiched in the middle, sorta like a piece of bacon, in them bacon sandwiches Ma throws together when she's too busy to cook a big meal. It makes Pa mad. He cusses an' says, "I ain't married ya t' be lazy." Then Ma cooks up a batch of her sweet rolls to show my Pa that she ain't lazy. It makes my mouth water jest to think about them rolls, hot ones, with piles of butter rolling down the sides.

Yep! I like it, bein' sandwiched in the middle, mostly 'cause no one bothers me much. I can go about invisible like, 'til one of my big brothers feels mean. like Pa is more times than not. l then gits picked on. I hate it and feel so low that I take it all out on my sisters. It's real fun sometimes to hear them scream and cry.

But Ma don't like it none, an' she stands me up straight, like a hitchin' post an' shakes me so hard that I can feel my head roll around inside. Then she grabs on to each one of my ears, all the same time, an' gives them a jerk. My ears are longer than they were last year an' if Ma don't stop this punishment. I's goin' to look like a dumb ol' jackass 'fore long. Ma don't pull my older brothers ears any more and their ears still look the same as before. She don't pull them 'cause they are fourteen, sixteen an' seventeen an' bigger an' stronger then Ma.

Today is Saturday an' Ma fixed us some bacon sandwiches an` Pa tol' her she was lazy. We all are s'pose to put on our Sunday best clothes, and then go over to Luke Geigers old place, a piece down the road` or is it up the road, reallv can't tell fer sure. I s'pose it was Luke's place^ but not no longer, fer he is dead, guess it now belongs to Irma Geiger. Luke died on Friday after eatin' one of Irma's big meals, seems as if she ain't lazy like Ma. Ma Geiger, as everbody calls her, thought he was only havin' gas trouble in the belly, as he had real bad pain an' was lettin' out all the gas, stinkin' up the house. Irma nagged him an' complained so 'tiI she finally told him to git on out on the back porch, at least 'til he could quiet his belly down some. Ol Luke minded her fer about the first time in his life an' went out there like he was some ol` dog. He then fell over dead in his boots or in his tracks, as I heared my brothers an' Pa tell after killin' something. They love ta teIl killin' stories, 'specially how the pore creatures fall over twistin' an' all tied up like they want to jump out of their skins an' git clean away from death, but 'stead they jest fall over in their tracks. Guess Luke's heart give out on him.

Ma Geiqer felt real bad. I knows 'cause I over-heared ​Tillie, Ma’s friend, tell Ma about it. I was hidin' under the eatin` a left over roll, piled up high with butter jest like I like them. Tillie told ma that Ma Geiger was feeling real poorly, 'cause she shoved Luke out of the house--like as if he was some ol' dog. Tillie told that Ma Geiger says over and over, “I wouldn't even order a dyin' dog out like that". She then covers her head in her huge hands an' cries an’ shakes all over as if some one was a torturin’ her.

Tillie said she didn’t know why Ma Geiger was so upset seein’ as Luke hadn’t been any fit specimen of a husband and had treated Ma like a dog more times than not. Tillie told Ma that only last Sunday she over-heared, by chance, Luke a-tellin' Ma Geiger to git into the carriage, jest 'cause she had been talkin' with Mr. Crow, the new school teacher. Luke didn't like school teachers done, said they’re better than ordinary folk.
 My ma then spotted me under the table right before the good part about when Luke beat Irma `cause she forgets to fit some ol' broken down somethin' sounded like a mostly gossip story, but Ma seen me before they finished tellin , and begun to speak at me in that unnatch'ral like voice again. It's like she turned from my ma` who is sweet and nice, into a cross nanny goat and a half cawing crow or a squawkin'hen.

"Git on out from under that table, Bennie." She cawed and looked like ol' nanny getting ready to butt. "Yer jest like some ol` dog layin` `round, lazy. Yer lazy, that's what. Yer goin' to turn out jest like yer Uncle Henry.

Chrise sakes, the old nanny, how I hate her when she's like that. She's not my ma then, no sirree. She was my sweet ma, til she talks like that. Tellin' me I might turn out like Great Uncle Henry. He was hung a whiles back for theiving. My daddy went down to the hangin', or was it up` can't really tell. He took some bacon sandwiches along. 'cause I seen him put them in his pack. He came home and says, “good riddance to him,” like Uncle Henry was nothin` but a pile of trash or somethin.” I poked in the pack an' seen that the sandwiches was gone. It makes me sick to think Pa ate them at the hanqin'. ​I don’t like my daddy mostly, he's like Tillie and Ma said 'bout Luke bein' mean and bossin’ everone around.  It gits mighty, yes, god awful almightv confusin' tryin' to sort out everthin' down here or is it up here in this world.

Anyways, we put on our Sunday best an’ went to Luke’s wake. I don't like wakes, ‘cause seenin’ dead people is creepy an’ makes me itch all over. Ever’time I been to a wake or a buryin’ I git to itchin’ somethin’ furious. I told my ma an’ even showed her the little red bumps that break out like chicken pox all over me. But she says she never heared of anybodv bein' allergic to dead people an’ that I was jest allergic to somethin` else or was jest imaginin’. She said in her unnatch'ral voice, that I had ta go that 'cause a body had to pay their respect to the dead an’ if we don't we won't be gittin' no help, not an inch of help when we die. I sure don't savor the idea of dyin`, bein' stone dead, like them bodies I've seen. No, sirree, I can wait fer that. It don`t seem fair, first we're alive, doin' all sorts of things an' then we can, jest like that, be dead, an' doin’ nothin’ at all, but layin' in a box for people to gawk at ya. Can't tell if its up or down--to die I mean.

We all crowd, like a bunch of hens gittin' ready to roost, all on one pole, into the buckboard. I got seated sandwiched between Bucky, my oldest brother and Sally Ann, my baby sister. I don't mind 'cause I can sit close to Bucky to keep warm an' Sally Ann clumb into my lap. I feel good aholdin' her. Babies are nice, even if they do cry an' make a bother, any hows they don't change into an ol' nanny goat an' a cawin' crow. They jest act like babies. Now with big 'uns, it's a story with a different color alt'gether. A body never can tell if it's up or down with grown-ups, or which side is up--the good side--or the bad side. Guess ol' Luke Geiger was mostly bad, anyways, that's what I heared while under the table. Now he's dead and I will soon be itchin' as soon as I see him. Ain't worth it, jest so I can get help when I die, no it jest ain't worth it, 'cause I don't need help from any big 'uns, babies maybe, but they're too little to help much.

I looked at the trees as we bumps along and begun to feel some better. I like trees, the way they all seem to respect on  a'nother an' no one tree to better the other an' they are jest trees, not up and down, like grown-up folks are mostly. But guess they can't do nothin' else, bein' rooted fast to the ground an' all, can't do much else but stand around and mind their own business. Guess, they're sorta dead, not dead like Luke is dead, cause the trees were never a life like as Luke was a life. Luke was a life. bein' mean mostly. Trees do grow, bit by bit. Pa showed me the rings inside a big ol' pine he cut down and Pa said each ring were fer a year of growin' and we counted to see how old the pine was, it was lots older than Luke. A tree ain't good  like a baby's good, 'cause a baby grows into a grown-up and changes to the good and mostly bad, like Luke and Pa. A tree is both up and down--up in the air and down in the ground.

I feeled all bumpy inside when we came to Luke's place. The road was bumpy, jest like I feel bumpy and un-even way deep inside gittin' ready to itch. The itch feels like somethin' real bad is tryin' to git under my skin, tryin' to crawl right under thar and grab me an' pull me down into somethin' I knows I won't like. Wish I was home hidin' under the table, eatin' a roll piled up high with butter. The itchin` is so bad an' it feels like I'll be pulled down to rot. that what the somethin' is I won`t like, rot, jest like a body rots.

Ma shoved an' herded us like a bunch of sheep into the house. Pa dragged along in the rear, not carin' to take part 'til Ma yelled at him, in her unnatch'ral like voice, fer him to git on along an' be proper. Like we enjoyed lookin' at bodies and hangin' 'round eatin' an' carryin' on like as if the dead was dancin' some ol' jig. Luke was dead alright, he ain't to be dancin` nowheres. I ain't old, only twelve an' a little bit more, so I ain't been around long enough to see a lot of dead people, not like I was seventeen, like Bucky. No, I've seen, now let me think, er--mavbe, nine or ten all told. But ol' Luke, here, he was the deadest person I ever seen. Can't tell why, but l knowed when I seen his face, all a gray color, like low hangin' smoke after a big fire somewheres. He smelled somthin' furious, nobody acted like they could smell anythin', but I knowed thev

was a-foolin' as to not upset Ma Geiger. Yep, I knowed as soon as I seen him. that even God Almighty can't raise him up anvwheres, or that the divil can't pull him down anywheres. I knowed this, an` like I says, my family, it's inbred in us, not to talk much but ways down deep inside I jest knows some things. So, I won't be a-tellin' nobody. they won't listen an' say I don't make no sense anyhow.

I no longer thought to keep what I knows to myself, when I see the first bump come up on my arm close to my hand. It was a big `un, like a strawberry, an' as red as one. Then this itchin' begun. I never itched so bad before, I was makin' people stare at me. Ma don't like it none as she wants us to be proper. She changed into the ol' nanny right thar at the wake an' tells me to git on out to the buckboard. "An` you set out there alone, maybe you'll git some sense in you. Itchin' 'round like some ol' dog with fleas." Ma talked on in her unnatch'ral like voice, an' I hated the ol' nanny crow. ^A body ain't s'posed to disturb the dead, like that. Ain't I told you, you won't git no help when you die. Now stay." She told me this, "now stay" like I was some ol` mangy dog.

I sit thar scratchin` like someone gone wild. I felt like the bad was a-goin' ta git right under my skin and eat me. I could no longer sit thar. I had to git down an' run away from this thing, this itchin' that was gittin' at me, trying to git under my skin and pull me down into somethin` I knows I won't like. I ranned 'round an' 'round the yard ' til I was all played  out an' jerkin' to git in the air. when I jest fell down on the ground alongside the back porch. It feeled good to lay thar all tuckered out, not carin' 'bout the itch or nothin'. Then I hears the back porch door slam shut. I looked up an' seen Ma Geiger standin' in the middle of the porch. Then I knowed she was standin' on the spot where Luke had died. I seen her face an' felt cold way down deep inside, "cause she looked like somebody who had seen some terrible thing, her eyes stared out into the awful nothin'ness, an' her mouth was pulled tight, making her face look all screwed up like. Her face recollected me of the time I went with Bucky on his trap line. We seen a big wolverine caught fast in the trap. Right b'fore Bucky shot him the poor scared critter seemed to know somewheres deep inside that he was soon to be gone, fer a split second the snarl across his mouth left. He jest stood there starin' into the great nothin'ness. He faced me an` Bucky with his face all screwed up tight like as he was gettin' ready fer it. I got sick jest watchin', but Bucky, he seemed real proud of shootin' an` telled Pa all 'bout

I then heared Ma Geiger say, not very loud, jest loud fer me to hear. "He sure enough is dead, never seen nobody look so dead. Now why be that, do you s'pose? Maybe it's `cause he gone and caught being real dead out here on the porch. I is responsi​ble. I shoved him out." She throwed her hands up across her face an` whispered so low I had to move myself closer to hear. "Why l wouldn't even do that to a dog, not a dog nor not nobody."

