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A colloquial short story with
fictional characters, events and locations,
some of which were loosely drawn from the experiences
of an actual family member.




Family Feud at a Funeral
“Your brother got sucked up in the telescope!”

Clinging to a scruffy work boot in the back of a mule drawn trailer, Nicodemus waved
frantically. “The conveyer belt jammed; sounds like the whole condenser is ‘bout to explode!”

The foul smell of burning rubber and thick black smoke bellowed though the Farmers Coop Gin.
Every meter on the control panel was at capacity as Ches powered down the pneumatic system.

“Pea?”

“Yessir! Ain’t nothin’ but his legs hanging out ‘dis tube.”

Like a vacuum cleaner hose, Peanut was guiding the flue pipe over a load of hand-picked, seed
cotton when he came too close to the rim.

Ches clambered onto the wagon but was swallowed by dense fiber. As the air stream
diminished, he finally dug out of the white quicksand and tugged forcefully on Peanut’s ankle.
Dust and perspiration caked his cheek and lips as he wrenched and then stumbled backward.

Retrieving a pair of sheers from the engine room, Nicodemus contorted through the tickly abyss
and then attempted to snip along the edge of the vent. A metal shard pierced through his
glove; the surrounding raw cellulose was cloaked in blood by the time he forced a small split in
the cylinder.

Ches pulled off what remained of Peanut’s sock but couldn’t detect a pulse. “He’s either been
crushed to death or suffocated.”

“At least we ain’t gotta’ pry him out of the bale press.” said Nicodemus,

Ches wiped his sleeve across his brow. “I’'m gonna’ climb up there and try to unfasten the
rigging.” The shifting contents of the trailer hampered his ascent; he grasped Peanut’s big toe
to stabilize his balance.

Inside the flue pipe a muffled voice growled. “Hey!”

Ches released the toe but caught a face full of Peanut’s bare foot.
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Peter William, or Peanut as he was known around Prairie Dell, was the youngest of the four
Nutt brothers. He wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed, but he was a good kid.



Their father, Almond Nutt, spent a lifetime trying to convince people Almond was his legal
name. Most of his friends called him Al, but his birth certificate and banknotes read Almond. By
a twist of serendipity; he married a lady named Hazel. They both had a playful sense of humor
and couldn’t resist when labeling each of their sons.

Walter was the oldest brother; they called him Wal. Less than two years later, their son Chester
was born; his nickname was, of course, Ches. A third brother, Mac Adam, never embraced the
inference to Macadamia.

Besides the cotton gin, the Nutt family owned a feed and hardware store in the rural
community of Prairie Dell. Located on US Highway 84 between Waco and Mexia, the tiny
hamlet was in the heart of the Blackland Prairie of Texas. They also managed farming and
livestock interests on the Raleigh Ranch southeast of town.

Ches was a skilled mechanic, servicing a wide array of machinery and implements. He ran the
ginning operation between August and December. Walter aspired to be a teacher; but he
inherited his father’s compassion for the struggling farmer and worked at the store.

Although a bit of a maverick, Mac Adam handled the livestock on the Raleigh; he ran away from
home several times and moved to Mexia before finishing high school.

The Nutt Bin, as it was called, served as the central gathering spot in Prairie Dell. Alimond was a
generous benefactor of the village. He was also a colloquial raconteur, imparting wisdom and
sage advice while the locals spit and whittled around a pot-bellied stove next to the counter.

For decades, Almond Nutt marked credit vouchers, never questioning whether those wiry, old
gentlemen in their tattered overalls would pay up after the harvest.

World War Il impacted many rural areas across Texas. Walter and Ches moved to Dallas,
seeking stable employment in the defense industry.

Mac Adam was deployed to the Pacific Theatre with the Navy Seabees. Peanut landed on the
beach at Normandy. He came back to the Raleigh Ranch struggling with post trauma issues.

Convenience stores and a declining population all but eliminated the relevance and need for
the Nutt Bin. The Farmers Coop Gin was relocated to Coolidge.

After Almond and Hazel died, Peanut remained in the family home. The Nutt Bin was boarded
up and fell into disrepair, but he often spent afternoons on a bench under the portico, waving
at passing tractors and pick-up trucks.

It seemed like another lifetime as Ches pulled up to the sheet metal monolith that tried to
devour Peanut.



“To this day,” said Ches, “the cartilage in my nose is still off center.” Peanut chuckled as he
opened the car door. “I still have those boots.”

When Ches was a young man, he could easily slide open the massive doors. The roller tracks
had collapsed but he was able to peek through a small space where the siding had buckled.

A flock of curious grackles perched on a creaking rafter. The remnants of a dilapidated platform
where Ches logged many twelve-hour shifts invoked poignant recollections.

“I don’t think daddy ever forgave me when | stayed in Dallas after the war.” Ches smiled as he
dabbed a handkerchief under his chin. “They don’t pay machinist wages down here.”

“l thought you were carvin’ toilet seats,” said Peanut. Slipping the handkerchief in his back
pocket, Ches grinned smugly. “That’s where | got most of my training.”

The abandoned mercantile haunted the corner of a once bustling crossroads. There wasn’t
even a signal light.

Peanut’s bench was the sole vestige beneath the derelict awning. A faded Royal Crown Cola
logo was partially visible along the back rest. Mercurial contents had long since dissipated from
a thermometer that hung on the wall.

“The padlock is a might corroded,” said Peanut, “but | think | may have a key if you wanna’ have
a look around the place.”

There never had been a suitable parking lot. They ambled over a sunken culvert that crossed a
shallow bar ditch. Crumbling asphalt, choked with weeds, had been the primary access for
deliveries.

A floor-length, multi-family spider web spanned between two rusted screen doors. The
unmistakable scent of feed bags lingered; stained and faded oil cloth lined the shelves behind a
warped linoleum countertop.

“That’s a sturdy hunk of cast iron.” Peanut rubbed a layer of grime and soot off the surface of
the pot-bellied stove. “The MacFarlands have a scrapyard in Coolidge, unless you or Mac Adam
want it.”

“l doubt Mac Adam has any use for that worthless caldron now; Daddy always meant for Wal to
have it.”

“They’re still brothers.” Peanut snapped off a rotted sliver on the door sill and then pitched it
on the floor. “I know he’s bitter, but we don’t need a family feud at a funeral.”



Everybody Got a Whoopin’

Almond was originally a sales representative for the Reeves Tractor Company; Limestone
County was part of his territory. Hazel’s family owned a successful farming operation in Prairie
Dell and purchased some of the earliest steam-driven harvesting equipment from the Reeves
Company.

They met while he was giving an on-site demonstration. Almond made valuable contacts
through the Reeves Company and was hired as foreman of the Raleigh Ranch. He married Hazel
and became a prominent figure in Limestone County, especially in the agriculture industry.
They raised their four sons on the Raleigh.

Walter, Chester and Mac Adam were born within a five-year period. Pea was a subscript. His
older brothers were already in a meddlesome boyhood stage by the time he came along.

Intrigued by anything that required a screwdriver, Ches was his father’s protégé. Even as a
toddler, he was curious about machinery and liked to hang out with Almond at the cotton gin.
Mac Adam was charismatic and rode a horse before he could walk. They were both full of
mischief and beyond conventional supervision.

Having ascribed to his father’s disciplinary regimen, Walter was the forgotten Nutt brother. He
was timid and had little interest in farming or ranching. His compliance factor was
overshadowed by the frequent antics of Ches and Mac Adam.

The night Peanut joined the household marked the beginning of Walter’s umbrage, especially
toward Mac Adam.



“You boys go on out to the barn; feed the livestock.”

Almond ushered his three sons across the front porch. Ches and Mac Adam had been
terrorizing the rocking chairs most of the evening. A wooden, roll back swing suspended from
the ceiling, was the favored launch pad. Walter seldom ventured beyond the parlor; he flipped
through the pages of an alphabetized encyclopedia.

Dim silhouettes loomed through drawn curtains in the master bedroom window. The presence
of Aunt Nita and Dr. Thomas had yet to be explained. A painful shriek emanated from inside,
further impairing the mystery.

Almond grabbed Walter by the collar. “You heard me. Now git!”

Mac Adam had dispensed hay in the cattle pin earlier that afternoon. A never-ending
amusement park awaited among the stables and pitchforks.

Ches dumped an armful of corn cobs in the water trough, signaling a declaration of barnyard
combat. Extensive field trials confirmed the moistened filberts packed the hardest punch.

Commandeering a galvanized feed bucket for protective head gear, Ches scrambled on top of
the hay loft. By the light of a kerosene lantern, he detonated a barrage of sodden artillery.

Mac Adam was stationed inside the tack room; he kicked the door and discharged moistened
missiles simultaneously.

Upon exhausting his stockpile, Ches grabbed a rope hanging from a crossbar and propelled over
the water trough. Mac Adam vaulted from his bunker and fired a double salvo.

A loud clang echoed through the timbers as both Mac Adam’s soggy bombs met their target.
Ches was immobilized and face planted in the liquid ammo dump with the bucket handle
embedded under his chin.

Walter was usually a conscientious objector and avoided any type of confrontation. He stepped
out from behind the saddle rack and then peered under his brother’s makeshift helmet.

“Are you alright?” Ches milled a pinky finger in his ear canal. “What? | can’t hear you!”

Mac Adam had a contentious streak and often taunted Walter and his mild-mannered
disposition. He scrambled back into the tack room to seek additional weaponry. Using a bridle
as a sling shot, he hurled a glass bottle grenade.

Fortunately, the hazardous projectile narrowly missed Walter’s face. He had grown weary of his
brother’s indifference to potential injury and destruction. He groaned and then reached for the
linear vessel. “Where’d you find this?”



“Under a blanket;” said Mac Adam. “What’s in it?” Filled with a rich, auburn substance, Walter
uncorked the lucent canister and sniffed. “Must be daddy’s home remedy.”

Grinning from ear to ear, Walter surmised a tactic to outmaneuver his pugnacious sibling. He
took a swig and then brushed his sleeve across his mouth. “Here, try some.”

Clutching the label-less container with both hands, Mac Adam gulped down a swallow, and
then another, followed by a delectable sigh.

Round two, Walter jimmied the lid off a can of axel grease. “You like that, do you?” Without
hesitation, Mac Adam ingested and then casually licked his thumb. “Umm, tastes like sorghum
molasses.”

Bewildered by the reaction, Walter snatched a bucket of lead paint off the shelf. “Okay, wash it
down with this.” Mac Adam belched and then ran his tongue over the white moustache on his

upper lip.

In hopes it would accelerate the effect; Walter broke off a substantial plug of their father’s
chewing tobacco. “Good for your teeth.”

Mac Adam molded the succulent leaves into a round ball and then stuffed it in his mouth.
“Am | gonna’ get a whoopin’ for drinkin” daddy’s medicine?”

“We'll tell him Ches needed it for his ears,” Walter explained.

With that, Mac Adam swept his hand across his pants and then strolled back into the tack
room. A seven-year-old kid, seemingly unphased or impended, he sorted nonchalantly through
harnesses and other accoutrements.

As the kerosene lantern faded, Walter lit up. The counterattack failed; he finished off the
medicinal tonic. By midnight, he was confined to the floor.

Mac Adam whistled jovially while sauntering through the horse stalls with a box of saddle soap.
A plug of chewing tobacco protruded from his cheek.

The first rays of the morning sun glowed behind the barn as Almond peeked inside. “You boys
have a baby bro...”

Before Walter could give an explanation, he spewed his oral contents. Ches wandered in circles,
languid and confused. A straw Stetson tilted over his forehead as Mac Adam reclined
contentedly, one leg across the other.

Everybody got a whoopin’ but all through their adulthood it was a favorite recollection on
Peanut’s birthday.



Boyhood Calamity

As each of the Nutt brothers developed their own personality and interest, life in Prairie Dell
was one calamity after another.

Church attendance was mandatory, even though Almond usually dozed off once the sermon
started. The Nutt family had their own pew; Aunt Nita and her clan also occupied several rows.
Walter scribbled notes in the margins of his Bible, when he wasn’t slapping Ches or Mac Adam
upside the head.

Sunday attire was passed down as each brother grew out of their clothes. Peanut looked like a
waif; depending on the combination, the coat sleeves hung over his hands or the pants legs
were above the top of his socks.

They got a fresh start for Easter, when Hazel bought everyone a new suit, including Peanut. He
wasn’t much past the toddler stage when he got his own new trousers. Hazel picked out
matching outfits and arranged for a group photo.

Dressed in their Easter finest, the boys mustered at the corral to wait for Hazel, who always ran
behind schedule, regardless of the occasion. Almond got fed up and retreated to the car. Every
time he tapped on the horn; she moved slower.

Blackland soil was like thick glue even when it was dry; the cattle pins stayed syrupy. Peanut
was naturally impatient and waddled into a puddle of muck. Mac Adam couldn’t resist; he
scooped up a handful of livestock droppings and bombarded the child relentlessly. Peanut fell
flat on his stomach.

Ches liked a good donnybrook but felt like Peanut was off limits. He elbowed Mac Adam, which
may as well have been the opening bell at a Golden Gloves match. Mac Adam let out a “yee
haw” and then slung the remainder of his dung dynamite at the perpetrator. Unfortunately, a
fresh patty caught Ches just below the eye.

With rank residue smeared across his face, Ches dove at Mac Adam, splintering the top two
fence railings. They plunged into the bulky bayou with fists flying. Between trying to avoid
Peanut and mired in a foot of tar, however, neither successfully landed a decisive punch. Ches
did achieve some level of retribution by firmly planting a cattle pastry on top of Mac Adam’s
head.

Only the whites of their eyes clarified that were living human beings.

The photo shoot was cancelled but they did go to church. Ches and Mac Adam rode in a
livestock trailer.
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Hazel’s youngest brother, Curly, was a bachelor and wasn’t much older than his nephews. Hazel
provided supper for him several nights a week. His real name was Raymond. No one, including
Hazel, was sure how he got Curly as a moniker.

No one was sure why Almond and Hazel named their boys after edible seeds, either.

Walter and Ches learned the true ways of the world from Uncle Curly and felt like Mac Adam
was finally old enough to be indoctrinated, for occupational development.

Late one summer afternoon, they joined Uncle Curly and one of his running buddies, Seth, for
their evening ritual of “counting cows.”

Counting cows was actually code for grown men driving recklessly on sharp-curved, country
roads, while consuming mass quantities of beer. When they got to the pasture, Curly and Seth
took a leak and then parked on the tailgate to slam down a few more rounds.

Mac Adam was hard-wired to be a livestock man, however, and took note of every cloven beast
in the vicinity. Upon completion of the assumed task, Mac Adam dutifully reported his findings.
“Good boy,” said Curly, “now, have a drink!”

A muddy stock tank was the only other choice for quenching one’s thirst. Mac Adam survived

whiskey, axel grease and lead paint, in one sitting; they figured one bottle of liquid, malted
grain wouldn’t hurt.

Whether true or embellished, Uncle Curly regaled with oft repeated tales about his nefarious
escapades. Although chores remained to be completed, they took advantage of the convenient
cover provided by their gregarious uncle. The frivolity progressed but Walter and Ches were still
rookies; they passed out on the bed of Curly’s truck.

Fascinated with his uncle’s entertaining anecdotes and, apparently immune to toxins, Mac
Adam shoved an unlit stogy in the side of his mouth, which would become his trademark as an
adult.

Hazel usually had supper ready by dusk, so Curly deemed it prudent to conclude the suds
festival, but not before Mac Adam conducted a supplemental accounting of the pasture

occupants.

Seth tumbled out of the truck to close the gate and then cackled when he fell on the pavement.
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Perhaps the term “gate” was a bit of a stretch. Most of the pastures around Prairie Dell were
denoted by barbed wire, attached to little more than sticks. The Nutt boys were skilled at
thrusting their shoulders against the one stationary, vertical pole to fasten “the gap.”

The ranch and supper weren’t that far away, but Uncle Curly found it amusing to determine the
fastest speed at which he could negotiate turns. Mac Adam was sitting between Seth and his
uncle, gripping the dashboard. Walter and Ches were still in the truck bed trying not to vomit.

As they pulled up to US 84, Uncle Curly let out a loud “Hot Dang” and tossed his beer bottle
from the driver’s side. It sailed over the cab of the truck and then shattered on the signpost.
This, of course, incited an additional chorus of “Hot Dangs” from both men.

They stopped at the cotton gin, where poor Seth tumbled out of the truck again. He had barely
shut the door when Curly floored the accelerator, forcing the pick-up into a full donut spin.
Rocks and dust flew in every direction. One can only assume that Seth made it home safely.

Hazel was a God-fearing, pious woman, and a pillar of the local Methodist congregation.
Further escalation, with three significantly underage boys, would not set well if they showed up
incapacitated.

Almond was at the mailbox sorting through the daily delivery when they arrived. There were no
curbs or sidewalks; the truck tilted into a bar ditch in front of the house. Mac Adam had to exit
from the driver’s side.

Uncle Curly braced himself against the hood of the truck with both arms, straight and stiff, chin
against his chest. Almond wasn’t sure if he was praying, about to throw up, or both? Then Curly
whirled around and shuffled to the outdoor privy.

Walter and Ches piled out of the truck, staggered into the ditch and then puked. Almond
promptly escorted them to the barn.

Hands in his pockets, whistling a tune, Mac Adam sauntered inside. Hazel placed a pan of
cornbread and beans on the table and instructed him to go ahead and eat. He complied.

She arched an eyebrow; the big metal water cistern behind the house emitted a distinctive
screech whenever the spigot was turned. The rusty hinges on the outhouse door had their own
particular squawk.

Seemingly temperate and ready to engage in polite conversation, Curly sashayed up to the
dining table. His hair was neatly combed, shirt buttoned, face clean. Amazing transformation.

Almond stomped in the back door with a leather belt wrapped around his fist. Wal and Ches
gingerly rubbed their rearends.
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Ches didn’t care; he typically got a “whoopin” at least once a week. Embarrassed and
humiliated, Walter was ostracized for setting a bad example; he simply wanted respect as the
elder sibling.

Perhaps it wasn’t opportune, but the incident was one of many occurrences during their
childhood where Mac Adam slipped through unscathed.

3k ok %k %k k

Hazel attended a monthly, ladies Bible study at the local Methodist Church. Realizing it would
interfere with supper preparation, she assigned Walter the task of corn preparation. Cornbread
and beans were a staple of every meal.

Walter earned his teenager stripes and thought there should be some acknowledgment of
sibling seniority. Hoisting hay bales was more strenuous than cranking a corn grinder. To farm
boys, however, kitchen duty was considered punishment.

Determined to find an alternative, he would need to pull rank.

Ches was in the barn, repairing one of the tractors and covered in oil and grease. Engine parts
were scattered about the ground.

“Nope, that won’t work.”

Relegated to adolescent purgatory, Walter paced grudgingly, back and forth. At the risk of
facing Hazel’s wrath, he trudged out to the corral, a teenage boy in an apron.

Mac Adam was another longshot. He grinned sardonically and then pulled off his gloves, finger-
by-finger.

“| see you got a promotion.”

“Hey, can you help me out?”

Mac Adam dusted off his leather chaps and then shoved his Stetson up on his forehead.

“Sure, but I'll need to get all this manure off.”

“Aw, never mind.” Walter had avoided the corral ever since elementary school when he
witnessed Mac Adam castrate his first steer.

There would be further consequences if supper wasn’t ready when Almond got home. Walter
untied the apron. Baby brother was on the front porch. He had crammed one of the dogs in a
wash tub, which was balanced precariously on a roller skate.
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“Freshman orientation.”

Peanut could barely reach the kitchen counter. Standing on top of the washtub, he and the dog
started grinding.

When Hazel returned, he proudly presented the results. She was naturally leery about a dog in
the house, as well as a wash tub in the kitchen but commended Peanut’s effort.

“Fine job, son, now go fetch the milk and eggs.”

After a long, hard day of lifting feed sacks and wrangling cattle. Aimond and the boys were
grateful for a hot meal. They chatted and cajoled, stuffing checkered napkins in their shirt
collars.

Per his prerogative, Almond scooped out the first portion of beans and then reached for the
prerequisite cornbread.

When Hazel emerged with a platter of chicken, the Nutt men were in various stages of gagging
and spitting. Walter neglected to instruct the surrogate head chef to remove the sheath and
silk, as well as separate the kernels from the cob and some rather large clumps of dog hair.

Hazel slid a piece of leftover pound cake onto Peanut’s dish then waltzed back into the kitchen.
”Enjoy,”

The Nutt boys sopped their plates with cornbread in its purest, organic form. Walter scrubbed
the grinder.

Final Challenge

An active tributary known as Barger Branch meandered around the western edge of Prairie
Dell. During spring rains it often flooded the road near the gin. Following one such downpour,
Walter and Mac Adam were unloading a shipment of fertilizer bags.
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Almond liked to boast that he had one of the first Harley Davidsons in Texas, essentially a
motorized bicycle. Ches was fascinated by the contraption and took it out for a spin. Complete
with nifty bug-eye goggles and gloves that covered his forearms, he clattered by the store and
then pulled in behind the delivery truck.

“I made it from the house in less than ten minutes.”

Mac Adam had just turned thirteen but was a daring bronco buster. He preferred a long-legged
stallion named Midnight. “That thing sure makes a lot of racket.” Ches shoved the gloves in his
back pocket and then lifted the kick stand in place. “More dependable than a horse.”

“The engine mount sits mighty low;” Mac Adam noted. “You may bottom out at Barger
Branch.”

“Let’s find out.” Ches pitched the goggles to Walter. “Even Wal could outrun you on this dandy
machine.”

Much like his father, Ches was inclined to brag without substantiating the wager. Barger Branch
had, in fact, overflowed. He had to save face; Mac Adam was willing to test the supposition. An
inexperienced rider would absolve his claim.

“Come on, brother, all you have to do is pedal and then coast to the gin and back.” Ches gave a
reassuring nod. “You can do it.”

Well, it seemed simple enough, and Walter didn’t want to appear cowardly. Plus, he would
never accept a direct challenge from Mac Adam. Jutting his chin forward, he gripped the
handlebars.

Mac Adam grinned roguishly and then let out a “yee haw.” Using his scally cap as a flag, Ches
signaled the race to commence.

Both were neck-and-neck, with Mac Adam gaining a slight advantage at the intersection. Walter
felt a surge of elation; the mini-motor increased speed with each rotation of the pedals.
Midnight was at a full gallop when they reached the Post Office; from that point, however, the
road literally disappeared beneath a raging tide of mud.

Midnight stopped abruptly, sending his jockey forward into the quagmire. Mac Adam was
chagrined as he sloshed through the current to retrieve his hat. Walter swerved, intentionally
splashing a wave of brown gumbo at his opponent.

He looked back defiantly but forgot there was a sharp drop off. Consequently, Walter found

himself hopelessly out of control. The rocketing rig slid chaotically and flipped just short of a
jet-propelled bath.
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Mac Adam unfolded from a hearty belly laugh; the brim of his waterlogged hat drooped
forlornly over his head. Walter was more concerned about the condition of their father’s prized
bike and oblivious to his right shoulder that was now level with his ear.

They both grimaced at his distorted anatomical alignment.

Walter stayed on the front porch all spring nursing a broken collar bone. The Harley was swept
somewhere down around Houston.

Self-Worth

Walter Nutt wasn’t anything like his younger brothers. He didn’t have much of a sense of
humor, spoke softly without pretense and was the only one to attend college. He earned the
equivalent of an associate degree from an obscure Methodist institution in nearby Tehuacana.

He prided himself in education and learning, but disappointed Almond when he declined his
request to take over management of the Nutt Bin.

Almond wasn’t overbearing but he was confident and successful. Sessions around the pot-
bellied stove blended amusement with inspiration. Patronage was linked to the man behind the
counter with a funny name.

For the most part, Walter was the good son; carrying himself in such a way that should have
pleased Almond. The dynamics of the family hampered his ability to breach the attention
barrier.

Walter was a desirable man but came across as awkward. An attractive young lady and fellow
student at Tehuacana, however, admired the virtues of the bashful farm boy from Prairie Dell.
Ellen McKeith raised his level of self-worth through honest assurance.

Picnics and Sunday afternoon buggy rides melded into a discreet companionship. A secret
weekend getaway in Houston united them with passion and intimacy. For the first time in his
life, Walter felt appreciated.

None of his brothers were aware of the romantic liaison until one evening at a dance hall in
Waco. Of all people, Mac Adam happened to show up after a qualifying round at the Heart O’
Texas rodeo arena.

Mac Adam was at the bar and spotted his brother but didn’t acknowledge him. The blissful pair
were enjoying a pirouette on the dance floor when this slightly inebriated character asked to
cut in. Ellen and Big Joe Burke were high school sweethearts.

The Burkes lived across the road from Raleigh Ranch; they were friendly neighbors. Joe was the
oldest of five brothers; they all worked together during the harvest season.
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Whether in the schoolyard or out in the fields, he exerted his authority with a peach seed
lodged in the side of his mouth. Big Joe would strut around with his cheek pooched out and spit
when he barked orders

As was his nature, Walter accommodated, heedless to the fact that Joe was drunk and being
provocative. Ellen knew full well what was about to transpire and politely declined the request.
Of course, that paved the way for Joe to spit and then rouse an altercation.

Walter was a stout individual and had plenty of experience dealing with his derisive brothers
but wasn’t prone to violence. Ellen just wanted to leave and avoid confrontation, which played
right into the basis of the ordeal in the first place.

That prompted a manly stare down, followed by a sequence of foreboding insults topped off
with a few alcohol enhanced threats. After the customary shoulder shove, Joe shifted the peach
seed to the other cheek and spit on Walter’s boots.

Ellen pleaded for armistice. Walter ended up with his back against the table.

Emboldened by the increasing number of spectators, Big Joe was compelled to demonstrate his
prowess. He struck a hard blow, but Walter didn’t go down.

The next punch, however, didn’t come from either of them. Mac Adam stepped in and
pummeled the spurned beau mercilessly. Blood, teeth and snot were scattered all over the
floor, including several beer mugs, an overturned table and the peach seed.

Mac Adam didn’t say anything afterward, simply wiped his hands together and casually strolled
back to the bar.

Although Walter was grateful for the intervention, he was humbled and disgraced. He knew Joe
was belligerent but didn’t realize Ellen was a former girlfriend.

She didn’t appear to be affronted, but Walter’s level of self-worth bottomed out. He couldn’t
face her, especially when his younger brother had to come to the rescue. Forlorn and ashamed,
Walter withdrew from Ellen and his family.

A year later, World War Il broke out. Mac Adam and Peanut traded spurs and overalls for olive
green fatigues and combat boots. Walter slinked off to Dallas to assemble machine gun parts.

Man With the Funny Name
Burdened by an exhausting workload, Almond was a frail old man by the end of World War II.

Ches came back for the annual cotton harvests, but demand for munitions required him to stay
in Dallas.

16



Walter never returned at all, until Almond died.

While everyone else celebrated victory over Germany and Japan, the Nutt family gathered at
Raleigh Ranch, mourning the loss of the man behind the counter with the funny name.

The pseudonym in 1945 was Combat Fatigue. Whatever it was called, Peanut had killed men
and seen plenty of his fellow soldiers die. At least he was home to comfort Hazel when they
pulled the sheet over his father.

Alone and crumpled in despair, Peanut was out in the barn when Walter arrived. They wept and
embraced. Baby brother’s vibrant smile and innocent eyes were now concealed in dark furrows.

Walter doubled his coat over his arm and wrapped the other around Peanut’s shoulder as they
ambled to the house. They paused next to the old hay wagon; Peanut hadn’t smiled since he
touched American soil.

“Well, | see the Prodigal Son finally decided to come home.” Ches shoved a pair of pliers in his
back pocket and then rolled down his shirt sleeves. “I don’t know how much longer the spigot
on this cistern will last.”

“It’s always leaked,” said Walter. “You should probably just replace the whole thing.”

Ches mopped a towel across his brow. “I believe daddy installed this ol’ tub before any of us
were even born. How’ve you been, Wal?”

“l didn’t see any corn cobs back there. Are those new hearing aids?”
“Hell, | still can’t hear nothin’ outta’ this one ear.”
Wiping his shoes on the step, Walter reached for the door. “How’s momma?”

“Momma won’t last much longer, either,” said Peanut. “And she ain’t about to leave the
ranch.”

The tires on a shiny new Maxwell Roadster crunched and popped on the gravel driveway as
Mac Adam drove through the gate. Ches shook his head and then gripped Walter’s elbow.
“Brace yourself, brother.”

Fanning his hat, Walter squinted inquiringly. “What, no pick-up truck?”
“You might not should’ve have left the ranch,” said Peanut.

Mac Adam eased out and propped his arm across the top of the car door. “Howdy, boys.”
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A sprite young woman in the passenger seat removed her sunglasses and then placed them in
the glove compartment. Even through the glare on the windshield, Walter could tell she was
Ellen McKeith.

Selfish?

Viewing the deceased at a private residence was common in rural areas. The closest funeral
home was Mexia.

Even with the ceiling fan and open windows, August on the Blackland Prairie was brutal.
Almond had many friends; the parlor was crowded and stuffy.

The boys assembled around Hazel; greeting guests and recalling Almond’s clever anecdotes.
Everyone walked out of the Nutt Bin smiling and inspired. Uncle Curly was a rascal but loved his
family. Tears rolled down his puffy red cheeks; he sobbed more than Hazel.

Walter slipped out to get some fresh air. He ran his hand along the top of the roll back swing.
All but one of the rocking chairs were gone. A somber moment was darkened by an evocative
guestion: Should he have stayed at the ranch?

The cotton trade was labor intensive; the gin was seasonal with maintenance issues. Fluctuating
prices in the cattle market were difficult to predict. The Nutt Bin was strapped for cash most of
the year.

Almond expected a lot from his oldest son. Walter turned his back on the man when he was
needed most.

“You didn’t answer my letters. I'm sorry if | displeased you.”

Ellen strolled along the edge of the porch; a parasol tipped across her shoulder. She knelt to
straighten a wandering vine on Hazel’s lattice.

“l hoped you would come back; but you didn’t.” She stood and then stepped onto the porch;
her face was stern yet sorrowful. “Believe me; | never imagined it would turn out this way.”

Walter sighed, gripping the armrest on the swing. “I don’t recall Mac Adam ever wearing a
necktie. And where’s the truck?”

A pensive grin allayed the stern expression. “Mac Adam bought a saddle shop in Mexia; he’s
running for county commissioner.”

“Well, before long, you'll be the First Lady of Limestone County.”

“He’s an investor in the livestock exchange; Mac Adam will always be a cattleman.”
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“War hero makes good, fine tribute.”
“It didn’t have to be this way, Walter. I'd say you were being selfish.”

3k ok ok %k k

Covered dish suppers were a time-honored tradition of the Methodist Church. Chicken &
spaghetti entrees of every form and fashion lined the kitchen counter, along with some
interesting variations of green bean casserole and Jello salad.

Aunt Nita preferred ham; she was a picky eater, anyway. Uncle Curly would consume dang near
anything and go back for seconds, especially dessert.

The four Nutt brothers hadn’t dined at the same table since before the war. Hazel was stoic;
she saw the inevitable coming.

Ches married a girl from Coolidge, Louise; she was a kind and gentle soul. They had a toddler,
who, fortunately, seemed to have her mother’s calm demeanor.

Although it wasn’t Peanut’s birthday, Ches rehashed the barnyard wars and, of course, their
adventure into the bowels of the pneumatic tube. One afternoon at the store, an armed bandit
held Walter at gunpoint, only to discover there were nothing but I.0.U. notes in the cash
drawer.

The thief escaped but Walter had to go home and change pants

Hazel freaked out when a rat snake slithered under one of the feed baskets. Never mind the
fact that snakes kept the rodent population under control, she emptied the cylinder of a Colt.
45 on the frightened reptile. The snake got away but not before she obliterated an entire wall
panel.

They never did find Almond’s Harley, and she wouldn’t let him buy another one.

For the most part, they were happy memories amidst a solemn occasion.
Mac Adam placed his napkin on the table and then grasped Ellen’s hand.
“I'm glad you're all here; | wish it were under happier circumstances.

We've set a date for our wedding. | need to get past the election, but we plan to have the
ceremony the day after Christmas.

Ches, please do me the honor of serving as my Best Man.”
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Didn’t Have to Be This Way

“It didn’t have to be this way.” The statement played over and over as Walter drove back to
Dallas.

What if he had stayed in Prairie Dell? Would he be the one announcing a wedding? Was it
selfishness, or a self-inflicted lack of confidence?

Ellen did try to contact him. Walter was the one who fled. And, Mac Adam, he was the svelte
cowboy with charm, wit and personality.

Prairie Dell took its last breath with Almond. Ches and Nicodemus loaded a final cotton bale at
the gin. Uncle Curly channeled the flue pipe.

The Burke family sub-leased the ranch but allowed Hazel to stay in the house. Besides cattle,
Mac Adam was herding votes in Mexia. He was happy to acknowledge Walter’s seniority when
it came time to compile and liquidate their father’s many assets.

Every Sunday evening, well into Autumn, Walter made the long drive back to Dallas where he
rented a room at a boarding house. Occasionally, he and Ches would shoot pool after work or
attend a Fort Worth Cats baseball game.

To keep his mind off that rapturous weekend in Houston, Walter often logged double shifts and
stopped for breakfast at the same diner on the way home.

The weekend after the election, Mac Adam invited a group of supporters, including Walter and
Ches, for a dove hunt. Revelee Point, in central Limestone County, was one of the few outcrops
among a flat, rural landscape. The little-known bluff crowned a remote spot overlooking the
Navasota River valley.

Although located on private property, Almond had leased Raleigh Ranch from the owner. When
they were teenagers, the Nutt brothers frequently appended the dinner table with bluegill
sunfish, deer and wild boar.

Dove season was almost over, and Mac Adam won the race; in reality, the confab was a two-
day kegger.

By Sunday evening, most of the hunting party were in need of a hot bath and a soft bed. Walter
was one of the last to depart but noticed that Mac Adam hadn’t come back from a last-minute
sweep of the basin. He was one of the few that actually bothered to bring a shotgun.

Walter finished packing and then lumbered down to the river. There was no man-made

illumination beyond the lodge. A lush tree canopy shadowed a faint trail. Sleeve snagging
brambles hindered his cautious stride.
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Depending on moonlight and numbed with trepidation, Walter traversed a smattering of moss-
coated pebbles that led to the select hunting grounds.

Trickling water shushed a familiar but spine-chilling voice. Shrouded by darkness, Big Joe Burke
pierced the tip of a serrated knife against Mac Adam’s throat. He wasn’t invited to the
celebration and apparently wasn’t happy about Ellen fraternizing with a second Nutt brother.

“Let’s see how tough you are now, sharecropper.” Big Joe could spit further without his front
teeth. “No gutless brother to defend this time.”

The Waco dance hall needed closure. Walter took a deep breath. “I started all this, Joe. You're
aiming that big blade at the wrong person.”

“He’ll, I'd just as well kill both of you.”

“Ellen had enough of your brutality. At least that’s what she told me... the first night we slept
together.”

Big Joe swallowed the peach seed. Walter toted a knife back to camp.
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Limestone County’s newest Commissioner waved his felt Resistol hat as the Lincoln Mercury
convertible wound through downtown Mexia.

The annual Christmas Parade drew a large crowd; Mac Adam flourished among the cheers and
adulation. He shook hands and offered holiday greetings at every stop. One might think it was
Almond Nutt in the backseat of that bright red carriage.

His bride-to-be made a courtesy appearance at the Santa Claus booth but chose not to ride in
the caravan. The campaign was enough of a circus; Ellen was ready to go to the house. She
flagged down Walter; he had stopped by the pharmacy to pick up prescriptions for Hazel and
Peanut.

Once the fire engine and high school band passed by, they jumped a curb and sped through a
back alley. Ellen removed her mittens and then pulled down the sun visor.

“Perfect timing. You’d have to dodge horse patties if we didn’t beat the sheriff’s posse.”
Walter nodded and then adjusted the thermostat. “When’s the next wedding shower?”
“Sunday afternoon; we’ve been receiving gifts since Thanksgiving.”

“You must have a lot of friends.”
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“Everyone wants to be our friend now that Mac Adam won the election.”

“I can see why. He beat out a popular incumbent.”

“Mac Adam told me you knocked out the rest of Joe Burke’s teeth.”

“Lucky shot. Mac Adam was laughing so hard, Joe got distracted.”

“Well, it a good thing you showed up, when you did. Joe’s a psychotic bully.”

“Aw, I’'ve been around Joe since we were kids. | just handled that situation wrong, you know,
the night we were in Waco.”

“You did the right thing, Wal. Nothing would’ve changed. I've always loved... “

“Yeah, so the big day’s coming up fast.”

“Don’t try to change the subject. You don’t need to prove anything to me or Mac Adam.”
“Ellen, we all come in second compared to him. You deserve a man like Mac Adam.”

“I told you, Wal, it doesn’t have to be this way.”

That’s Interesting

Old country church buildings have their own distinct character. Maybe it’s the creaky wooden
floor planks, or the black varnish bubbles on the pews, that musky smell, not quite an odor,
more like dust-scented perfume.

And what’s up with those stained-glass windows? Did the Apostles really have clean toenails?

Mac Adam couldn’t straighten his bow tie for all the dull, arbitrary splotches on the mirror. He
and Ches were sequestered in a small room, more like a closet, at the back of the sanctuary.

Most of the greenery had been up since Thanksgiving and was dried out; brittle ashen spines
littered the burgundy carpet.

Ellen didn’t want a prim and fancy wedding, but politicians attract a scrutinizing audience. She
was thrust into a high-profile spotlight with unfamiliar people asking for special favors and
didn’t anticipate either.

A pump organ honked in the background as Walter stuck his head in the door. “Ellen and her
daddy are waiting in the hallway. Are you ready?”
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Mac Adam adjusted his shirtsleeves, continuing to glare in the mirror. “Hey, come in, Wal. Shut
the door.”

“Well, the preacher’s down front, squirming like he has a bladder infection.”

“Yeah, so, that was an impressive right hook you laid on Big Joe. His folks mentioned it to
momma. They’re managin’ the place now; we don’t want her to fret about stayin’ in the
house.”

“That’s interesting, momma’s never said anything to me about it.”

“Old man Burke agreed to quitclaim his property, you know, so we can widen that stretch of
county road in front of Raleigh Ranch.”

“What does that have to do with momma, or his bonehead son?”

“Might not, but he was a generous benefactor in my campaign. | wouldn’t wanna’ jeopardize a
prudent offer.”

“Oh, I see. And | suppose Mr. Burke will want new conduit and a paved turn-off at his gate?”

“Say, I've been meaning to thank you for driving Ellen home during the Christmas Parade. She
doesn’t care much for all the pageantry and ceremonial stuff that comes with being in public
office.”

“Is that a fact.”

“I'll tell you what’s interesting, though, | found your wristwatch on her bedside table.”

After the Wedding March and Dearly beloved, we are gathered here, Walter checked out of the
ceremony. He was having an Uncle Curly moment. Ches was equally distracted; he forgot the
ring and had to go back to the candle closet to get it.

Otherwise, everything else seemed to be going smooth. The congregation was all smiles... until
the preacher got to the part about: Do you take this man to be your lawful wedded husband?

Ellen didn’t respond.

The preacher asked the question again. Ellen blushed and lowered her head. Mac Adam looked
at Ches; he shrugged. Then a collective gasp pervaded throughout the sanctuary when Ellen
dropped the bouquet and yanked off her veil.

Ellen bolted up the aisle; a wilted wreath fell to the floor as she slammed the door behind her.
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Brothers Don’t Betray Each Other
“That big ol’ hole in the wall is still there;” said Ches. “I believe I've seen enough.”

Peanut brushed his hand across the warped countertop. “I hate to give up my bench. You're
right, though, we should just bulldoze this place.”

“Have the Burkes said anything about the house?”

“Aw, Joe’s been causin’ a stink ever since we put momma’ in the assisted living facility. I'll
probably see if | can bunk with Curly for a while.”

“What about your VA appointments?”

“Curly drives me to Waco once a month... when he’s sober.”

Peanut never fully recovered from post war trauma and showed signs of dementia. He couldn’t
take care of himself, much less Hazel. She passed away, frazzled and distraught, in Dallas. But
the road in front of Raleigh Ranch was widened, and the Burkes got their paved turn lane.

Prairie Dell was little more than a wide spot on US 84 and Barger Branch was rechanneled.
Other than a self-service gas station, there weren’t any commercial amenities.

Most of the farms were leased to outside interests. The Burkes still managed Raleigh Ranch but
lived in Mexia now.

Similar to old Texas churches, a noticeable fragrance wafted through the Mexia funeral home.
One assumed it was the flower arrangements, but the floor creaked the same way.

Hazel seemed quite peaceful in her heavenly crib, although she looked different without her
glasses. Louise did an adequate job with the painted nails and dainty corsage.

Thumbing through the visitor log, Ches was pleased to find one of the first entries: Drs. Ellen
and Walter Nutt.

Serving as superintendent of a large school district consumed much of Walter’s time. Ellen was
a sociology professor at Texas Christian University in Fort Worth. From the mouse infested walls

of the Nutt Binn to the pinnacle of academia, Walter finally regained a level of self-worth. No
doubt, he received plenty of attention.

“Hazel cleans up nice. | commend Louise.”
“Well, good evening, Dr. Walnut.”

“Ellen’s preparing for final exams, but she’ll be here for the service tomorrow.”
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“I know momma would appreciate it.”

“I don’t suppose you’ve heard from our state senator.”

“Pea and | just got here. He’s probably kissin’ the governor’s ass. Besides, we’re not
constituents.”

“He’s not a friend of the public school system; | can tell you that.”

Mac Adam hadn’t seen his brothers since he saw the back of Ellen’s wedding gown. The state
capitol building was his cattle pin these days. And he probably didn’t have much use for that
pot-bellied stove.

Hazel claimed he dropped by the assisted living facility one afternoon. If he did, none of his
brothers knew about it. Senator Nutt had more important matters to address and he sure
wasn’t going to socialize with Walter.

Most of Hazel’s friends weren’t in very good shape either. A mass exodus took place when
Almond passed on. By the end of the night, there weren’t many other signatures on the
visitation log.

The Prairie Dell Methodist Church was one of the first waymarks that succumbed to the
migration. An associate pastor from Mexia conducted the graveside service. Curly sobbed the
whole time.

A GMC Yukon with tinted windows and state government license plates pulled up just as they
lowered the casket. Mac Adam still wore boots and a big hat with his suit. He got out on the
passenger side, jabbering on his phone. And then he stayed outside the canopy, of course...
checking messages on the phone.

He finally handed the phone to a young staffer; Ches was taking names in the attendance book.
“Hello, Mac. We’re glad you could fit us into your schedule.”

“There’s my ol’ partner in crime. Look, I'm sorry we’re late; they rescheduled the water rights
hearing.”

“Hmm... Better not miss that.”

“Ches, | appreciate you lookin” after momma there toward the end; she was better off in
Dallas.”

“Yeah, she didn’t have any business stayin’ out there at the ranch.”
“So, have you been in any corn cob fights lately?”
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They were close growing up, but Ches wasn’t in the mood for levity. “We’re still family. I'd think
our mother’s funeral would warrant higher priority than political theatrics.”

“Aw, now daddy would put me to shame.”
“You can’t just grin and sweet talk your way out of this one, Mac.”

“And brothers don’t betray each other.”

A school superintendent adapts to conflict. Walter loosened his tie and strolled out from under
the tent. “I suppose that depends on your perspective.”

“Oh... Well, hello Dr. Nutt. Who’s mindin’ the little school children this morning?”

“You and | don’t need to get along, Mac, not that we ever did. But momma always left the light
on for you.”

Mac Adam’s eye twitched as he removed his aviator shades. An experienced politician knows
how to deflect reproval. Composure intact, he slipped the shades in his coat pocket.

“Sure good to see you boys again. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’'m gonna’ step in there and say hi
to Peabrain. Then | need to check in at the district office while I’'m up here.”

Best Kept Secret in Central Texas

Westminster College in Tehuacana was the springboard for Walter’s academic ambitions. He
and Ellen met there; on a tree-covered hill, they discovered common interests that validated a
lasting bond.

Nostalgia and gratitude brought them back for an alumni gathering at the best kept secret in
Central Texas.

The iconic, four-story edifice was closed not long after World War Il, but Ellen chaired an
initiative to restore the main hall and its emblematic tower.

Former students mingled and reminisced among the picturesque grounds. Ches and a group of
vintage car enthusiasts peered under the hood of a 1958 Ford Edsel while Peanut handed out
slices of ice-cold watermelon. Holding court at a makeshift picnic table, Uncle Curly delighted a
new audience with evocative tales and graphic imagery.

Ellen gave brief remarks, noting the architectural legacy and historical significance of the
institution. A mansard roof offered a panoramic view of the surrounding four counties.

She concluded the presentation with an inspiring send-off. Armed with pledge cards and
leftover barbecue, covered in tin foil, the enthused delegation folded their lawn chairs.

26



They stopped in Prairie Dell to drop off Curly at his two room shack next to the former Nutt Bin.
Evicted from the ranch house, Peanut occupied the screened-in porch and slept on a tattered
mattress.

The following weekend, Walter attended four different graduation ceremonies. He was a
compassionate school superintendent and well regarded by the faculty and students.

When he came in late Saturday evening, the light was on in Ellen’s home office. She culled
through a small stack of envelopes; a fist curled against her forehead.

“I'm so disappointed. We don’t have near enough financial support; we’ll never get this project
off the ground.”

Walter placed his cap and gown in a trunk and then smiled reassuringly. “I'll check to see if we
qualify for some sort of grant; there has to be another source of income.”

Suitable Match

Despite numerous applications through multiple sources, bureaucratic red tape stalled efforts
to secure additional funding; Westminster continued to deteriorate. By the end of summer,
they had submitted requests to every foundation and government agency in the state.

There weren’t many alumni still living; many of them were retired and on a fixed income. At
best they could only offer moral support.

The fall semester was a week away. Walter got up early to review his comments for the teacher
orientation. He was always present, from start to finish, and then some. For now, Westminster
was a future problem.

After dispensing a fresh cup through the Keurig, he slung a backpack over his shoulder and
grabbed his car keys. As Walter backed out of the garage, he spotted a manilla folder wedged in
the storm door on the front porch.

A lump swelled in Walter’s throat; both hands trembled as a tear ran down his cheek. He found
a personal check made out to Ellen Nutt; the amount line was blank but endorsed by Mac Adam
Nutt.

No one questioned why Mac Adam came home before the war ended. He was stationed in the
Philippines, grading dirt runways, and rarely saw live combat.

Those crude landing strips were surrounded by mosquito-infested jungle. Mac Adam never

disclosed that he contracted a serious case of yellow fever. He received an honorable discharge
and was shipped back to the states nearly a year before Japan surrendered.
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Vital organ disfunction and several other complications forced State Senator Nutt to resign
from office; he was fifty-three years old, bedridden, divorced with no immediate heirs.

Perpetual dialysis and a kidney transplant might extend his life a bit longer. The procedure was
delicate, with no guarantee and contingent on a specific donor. Among three siblings, Walter

was the only suitable match.

Thanks to Mac Adam, Westminster College had a new roof, and the bell tower was scheduled
to be refurbished.

In bare feet and his bare butt hanging out of a backless smock, Walter stretched out on the
hospital gurney next to his brother.

“l guess you’'re gonna’ be stuck with me floatin’ around in your gut. Are you sure you wanna’ go
through with this?”

Mac Adam chuckled as he plopped his head back against the pillow.

“l may be Nutts, but I’'m not stupid.”
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