JONAS SALT AND THE TAMPA NUGGET





By: Richard David Randall





"The PR[NCE OF DARKNESS is what it is! OLD LUCIFER doing his dirty work! Say ya can' tfigure it out, huh? Maybe you ain't SUPPOSED to figure it out cause GOD’S FIGURED IT OUT FOR YOU just like He's figured out everything else. I tell you brothers and sisters out there in radio land, it's ALL RIGHT HERE IN THE BIBLE: Exodus, chapter IS, verse 26, says:





'If though wilt diligently hearken to the voice of the Lord thy God, and wilt do that which is right in his sight, and wilt give ear to his commandments, and keep all his statutes, I will put none of these diseases upon thee. '





I tell you OLD SATAN NEVER SLEEPS! Twenty�four hours a day, three�hundred�sixty�five days a year, for ever�and�ever till Jesus comes, LUCIFER SEWS HIS SEEDS OF SICKNESS~ ANGER, HURT, PAIN FEAR AND DISTRUCTION ACROSS THE LAND and right herein Fair Bluff is no exception.


	People ask me: ' What can we do, Reverend Tate? What can we do about


this sickness?' WELL I’LL TELL YOU WHAT WE CAN DO: WE CAN ASK


OURSELVES WHERE WE’RE RUNNING ASTRAY OF HIS WORD! What


about them dances at the roller�rink ��� that rock�and�roll��� them pool tables?


What about that Catholic bingo hall where there's gambling ? They say it ain't,


but it is. What about alcohol that was just voted in? FIREWATER'S WHAT IT


IS� HELL, � FIREWATER


I TELL YOU FRIENDS WHAT WE NEED TO DO IS FLOCK TO GOD IS TEMPLES. Protestant, Catholic, white or Negro, FALL DOWN ON OUR KNEES AND BEG GOD TO FORGIVE US OUR SINS AND RID US OF THIS TERRIBLE SPECTER9 POLIO! AMEN, AMEN AND A�M�E�N!"





"This has been "Back To The Gospel, " with The Reverend Randy Tate, Minister at Fair Bluff Missionary Baptist Church. Tune in each weekday 12:00�12:15 right here on WBEZ/AM. "





Polio fear kept most of the congregation away from church on Sunday and those who came were sprinkled around the sanctuary as far apart as possible. The twelve�year�olds Rudy and Mac, along with their Moms, were the only young people who showed up. The two freckled boys with flat�tops, in their dark short pants and starched white shirts, looked almost like twins. Their Mothers were both wearing dark nylon dresses and their hair was teased and lofty with spray.


Sunlight shining through the big stained�glass window behind the pulpit cast a soft pastel aura over the sanctuary and gave the silver�haired old folks a saintly luminescence. A few had their spouses sitting next to them but most were widows or widowers and sat alone. The old ladies' wrinkled faces were powdered and rosy�cheeked with rouge. Their nylon dresses - - - some dark, others pink, aqua or floral print, squeaked against the polished oak pews when they shifted around and nodded at one another. Most of the leathery old farmers looked ill-at-ease, crossing and re-crossing their tight Sunday shoes and tugging at their stiff collars. One old man with big ears and a lumpy beak, kept pulling his watch out of his overall bib, shaking it, holding it to his ear, twisting the stem and snapping the cover open and closed.


Reverend Randolph Tate was standing up front with his dark eyes riveted on the congregation. His elbows rested on the big Bible and his long white fingers grasping the front edge of the lectern.  He raised his hands, motioning for the congregation to stand. "Let us begin worship by praising the Lord in song," he said, Hymn number 68 in the ring binder, The Old Rugged Cross.”


. The antique pump organ wheezed out the cords and quivering time�worn voices labored along through the verses - - - some loud, others soft and sweet.  The old man with the watch sang off�key with gusto in short spurts until his air ran out, then he paused, gasped for breath and sang fast gibberish until he caught the right lyric. Mac put his fingers in his ears and made a funny face.  Rudy laughed and his Mother nudged him with her elbow and scowled at Mac.  Mac gave Rudy a secret hand signal and Rudy signaled back..  Mac's Mom put her arm around him and drew him close. He squirmed away and whispered loudly in protest.


Reverend Tate motioned for the congregation to be seated and said: "The Holy Scripture reading for today is from the 5th chapter of James." His long fingers balled into a fist as he began reading:





"And the prayer of faith shall shall save the sick, and the Lord shall raise him up; and if he have committed sins, they shall be forgiven him..”





"Let us pray."  His palms and pained face were now raised to the heavens, muscles standing out on his neck. "Oh Lord of all Lords and God of all Gods, please hear our prayers of faith. We know we have come short of thy glory oh Lord, but we plea that you will forgive our sins, save our sick and raise them up from this terrible polio affliction." He coughed, wiped his nose on the back of his hand and tears began streaming down his cheeks. In a loud and quivery voice he continued praying: "And oh merciful Savior, PLEASE, I beg you, PLEASE don't forget my precious little Rachel taken sick this week and lying in her tiny bed. PLEASE save her too oh Lord and raise her up.  She's such a tiny baby that she ain't even LIVED LONG ENOUGH TO SIN!! W�H�Y LORD?! W�H�Y ARE YOU DOING THIS TO HER??!!"  Pounding the lectern with his fist, he laid his face down on the big Bible and sobbed.


Rudy and Mac's mouths hung open. They'd never seen a man cry.  Rudy's Mom squeezed his hand and her chin was trembling.


Slowly the old folks stood and began shuffling toward the pulpit, teetering and steadying themselves on the ends of the pews. Gathering around the preacher, the old women hugged him and each other, wept and prayed together. The old men formed a circle around the women and bowed their heads. A giant red-faced farmer was whispering a prayer with his gnarled hands clasped under his chin.  Tears flowed through his gray beard and dripped on the faded overalls covering his big belly.


At 10: 00 AM the next morning, Rudy's Mom called Mac's Mom on the party line.  The other farm wives picked up their receivers a few minutes after 10:00.


"Okay, we gotta get organized," said Rudy's Mom. "Who's gonna cook first for Preacher Tate's family?"


"I don't mind cooking first but I ain't taking it to the door," replied one of the farm wives. "I'll leave it on the porch and knock. Better still, I'll call first then leave it on the porch. Got four kids to think about."


"Respect how you feel about getting the germ but we gotta trust in the Lord,"I said Rudy's Mom.


"Yeah, well - - - I'll take food today but I ain't going to the door. I'll call first. Gotta go - - - the baby's crying".


The wives worked out the preacher's food schedule for the rest of the week and they unanimously agreed that all Fair Bluff children must stay in their own yards away from all the other children - -  no exceptions.


By 2:00 PM that afternoon, being kept apart for the first time in their lives was beginning to take its toll on Rudy and Mac.  Both had always been forbidden from using the telephone but since morning, each had seized the opportunity when his Mom was out of ear�shot and sneaked a quick dial to the other's farm.  So far, a parent had answered each time and they'd had to hang up.


Rudy lucked-out around 2:30.  His Mom was out back hanging up clothes so he dialed Mac's number and Mac picked up.  Rudy had wrapped a towel around the mouth piece to disguise his voice and he spoke pig-Latin like they always did on the phone: "Reehouseta owna. Reehouseta owna." (Treehouse now. Treehouse now.) They heard a "click�click” noise and knew that someone had picked up on the party line so they hung up.


Rudy was up in the treehouse leafing through the lingerie section of an old Montgomery-Ward catalog when he heard Mac's secret whistle. He answered him back and then he heard him scrambling up the ladder, breathing hard and snickering. His toe-head popped up through the trap door and sticking out of his toothy smile was one of his Dad's Tampa Nugget cigars, still in its cellophane wrapper. He wiggled the cigar and his eyebrows up and down like Groucho Marx and Rudy hooted and rolled over backward on the treehouse floor, holding his knees.


"Got fire too,” he said, fishing a wooden match out of his cut�offs. "Found it in Dad's shirt pocket in the dirty laundry. Boy, whatta bout the preacher crying and his baby getting polio and stuff. Bet we get it too, whatta you think?"


Rudy didn't respond. He was looking through the peephole over toward the Sandlin farm.


"Guess what?"


Mac knew the answer without looking. "UNDERWEAR PATROL!" he shouted.


Rudy gave a thumbs up. "Clothes line is full with lots of drawers."


They monkeyed down the ladder and trotted off toward the Sandlins.


"Underwear patrol then the cigar. Great day, huh?" Mac said, putting his hand on Rudy's shoulder. "I know it's gonna make us sick and puke."


"You won't puke if you don't inhale. Just suck the smoke in your mouth, blow it out and make rings and stuff."


Rather than step over a rock that was in the path, Rudy stepped around it so Mac's hand would drop from his shoulder. Ms. Mom had put her finger in his face this morning and told him emphatically that he was not to get near anyone other than family, "...and that means Mac, too!" she stressed.


I "What about them iron lungs?" Mac said. "In Life Magazine there was a boy in one and it looked like he was in a big tin can with his head sticking outta the end. Wonder how he pees and does number two?"


Rudy shrugged his shoulders. He was thinking about how mad his Mom was going to be if she found out he was with Mac.


"We gotta lay low and not be seen, especially today," he said.


To keep out of sight, they ducked down behind the honeysuckle covered fence that passed behind the Sandlin's backyard hedge and when they got close,


they eased through the fence and crawled G.I. style on their knees and elbows up to the tall thick hedge.  The Platters were singing "Twilight Time" on a radio and the warm breeze was filled with the scent of Johnson's Baby Oil.  They wiggled their way under the hedge and peered out through the leaves.  Only a few feet away, Lucy Sandlin was lying on a large red towel and her abundant black hair spilled off the towel on to the grass.  She was wearing white horn�rimed sunglasses and the top of her black bathing suit was folded down.  Glistening beads of perspiration covered her oily face, shoulders and breasts.  Mac put his hand on Rudy's arm and his grip tightened.


There was a flapping sound off to the right and Rudy pointed. Mr. Sandlin's boxer shorts and Mrs. Sandlin's hefty pink bloomers were waving and ballooning like a flag in the light breeze.  Mac pinched his nose and held his hand over his mouth to keep from laughing out loud.  He looked at Rudy with panic in his eyes, his face flushed and he ripped off a long high-pitched fart.


They squirmed backwards out of the hedge, ran to the fence, scrambled over it and hid behind the honeysuckle. The radio was off then they heard it come back on again.


"I can't believe you did that and she heard you."


"Was holding back as hard as I could and it just slipped out ��� wouldn't quit."


They rolled in the grass shaking with laughter, one hand on their stomach the other over their mouth to stifle the noise then they lay still and snickered.


"Boy, did you see her breasts?" Mac asked. "Felt all shaky and funny inside when I looked at them. What about you?"


"Ain't you never seen teats before?"


Mac didn't answer.


Overhead two barn swallows spun and darted across the boundless blue sky. On the far horizon small white cumulus clouds slowly changed shape as they crept eastward. A bright yellow Monarch butterfly glided over them and landed on a purple thistle bloom next to Rudy's foot. He watched it work the flower, probing for nectar with its needle�thin spur.


"Butterflies only live a few days before they die," he said.  Maybe I got the polio germ and I've given it to you or you've got the germ and you've given it to me. Momma says you can carry the germ to somebody else and not get sick yourself.  Suppose I die and you don't or you die and I don't?"


Mac didn't say anything.  He was chewing on a grass stem, wiggling his toes and watching them.  He cleared his throat, spit, and said "if anybody dies I'd rather we both die wouldn't you?"


Rudy didn't answer. Mac raised up on his elbow and looked at him.


"Well whatta bout it? Wouldn't you be sad and wantta die too if I died?"


Rudy sighed and lay backdown. "Yeah, I reckon. In heaven I bet we can stay up late as we want, eat ice cream - - - stuff like that. Probably ain't got any schools either. Probably just play all the time and eat."


"Yeah, probably."


Both boys had their right leg crossed over their left leg at the knee and their hands were clasped behind their head. The yellow butterfly fluttered away across the meadow.


"Let's go smoke the cigar. Whatta you say?"


Rudy uttered another long sigh and said, "yeah, why not?"


They left the cover of the honeysuckle and cut across the meadow toward the treehouse.  Rudy put his arm on Mac's shoulder, thought about polio germs and started to pull it away but decided not to.


"Damn, I hate polio," he said.


"Damn, I do too," Mac echoed, kicking the dirt.


Back in the treehouse they sat cross�legged on the floor and passed the un-lit cigar back and forth, laughing and pretending to smoke. Rudy saw Mac's spit on the tip of the cellophane wrapper so he put the opposite end of the cigar in his mouth but after a couple of passes lost track of which end was which.  The canopy of leaves around the treehouse made it dark inside so they used the match to light a stubby candle and their laughing cherub faces glowed in the warm candle light.


"Let's do it," Rudy said, and lit the cigar with the candle.


Roaring with laughter they passed it back-and-forth, each taking a puff and blowing smoke on the other.


"Remember, don't inhale," said Mac.


"What's the big deal about inhaling anyway?"


"Daddy says he smokes cigars so he won't inhale so it must be bad."


"Well, I'm gonna do it a little bit and see," Rudy said.


"I dare you."


"Okay, but if I do it you gotta do it too, right?"


“Okay.”


Rudy took a small drag, sucked in, then immediately blew the smoke out. He felt a jolt in his chest, his finger�tips tingled and he felt dizzy but he couldn't show it.


"Well, what happened?"


"Nothing to it," Rudy said. "Go on and do it like you said you would."


Mac took a bigger puff than Rudy and inhaled deeply. His face turned crimson, his eyes bugged�out with the same panic�stricken look they'd had under the hedge and he launched into a hoarse, coughing spasm.


"God, I'm dizzy. I'm gonna puke," he said.


"Me too."


They both lay on their backs pressing their hands down against the treehouse floor, trying to stop things from spinning around.


"You hear that?"


"What?"


"Listen."


It was Rudy's Mother blowing the whistle for him to come home.


"Damn, I hope she doesn't know we're together cause we'll get a lickin for sure," Rudy said.


Moaning, he gingerly eased his foot down through the trap door, felt around for the top rung of the ladder and half-climbed, half-slid to the ground.  Lying on his back, he told Mac which way to move his feet but Mac missed the last three rungs and fell on top of Rudy.  They moaned until they heard the whistle again then staggered off toward home.


When Rudy reached the edge of the woods his Mom spotted him and started running across the plowed field laughing and holding out her arms. She grabbed him tightly and danced around�and�around in the soft dirt. "THEY'VE GOT A CURE FOR POLIO- - -A MEDICINE TO MAKE IT GO AWAYf It was on the radio a little bit ago that some doctor named Jonas Salt- - - Salk, or something like that, found a medicine we can take so we won't get it! ISN'T IT WONDERFUL!! What's wrong with you son? You look sick- - -GREEN!


She lifted his chin to get close look and sniffed a couple of times.


"I smell tobacco smoke. You've been smoking haven't you?"


He nodded sheepishly.


"The very idea, smoking at your age. We'll just have to deal with this later. You get right to the house and wash up for supper, go to bed ��� something. The VERY IDEA.  Wait till your Daddy hears about this."  Clucking her tongue, she popped him on the rear end and pushed him along ahead of her across the back yard.


Rudy ducked in the stairwell next to the back door and scooted up to his bedroom, avoiding his grandparents his sisters and Dad, all crowded around the kitchen table.  The smell of fried chicken was strong upstairs and made him queasier than he'd been outside.  He flopped down on his stomach across the bed, got a grip on the windowsill and the spinning eased up.


The chairs scraped and squeaked downstairs as the family moved up close to the table.  He heard his Dad clear his throat and everyone became silent as he began the blessing:


"Dear Heavenly Father, we thank thee for this food and for our family.  Most of all today we thank you for Dr. Salt or whatever his name is, and how you saw fit


to use him to find a cure for polio.  Father, we don't know why polio has struck


down so many people here in Fair Bluff and caused so much misery but we know


that you giveth and you taketh away and there are many things that are not for us to


understand.  Father, we thank you for sparing our family and Father we thank you for  sparing the preacher's daughter - - - her having a stomach virus, not polio. We have faith Father that this terrible polio is part of your almighty plan and out of the pain and suffering will come good. Amen."


"Amen," said everyone around the table.


Rudy could hear them serving their plates.


"Old Rudy must be mighty sick not to eat fried chicken and mashed potatoes," his Dad said loud and clearly so Rudy could hear.  "I missed him when he come in but his mother says he was green as a gourd.  Maybe old Dr. Salt has some medicine that'll change him from green back to his natural color.  Whatta you think?"  Everybody hooted and he could hear his sister's silly giggles.  Someone is even tapping on a glass with his spoon - - - probably his Grandpa.  Rudy covered his head with a pillow.


Later that evening Mac's Mom and Dad pulled up in the yard in their pickup and tooted the horn.  Rudy's parents went out to greet them and they all sat around the picnic table under the mimosa tree drinking iced tea, talking and smoking.  Rudy went over to the window in his sister's bedroom so he could overhear what they were saying.  His Dad was telling them about having a call in to Dr. Salt for some medicine to change him from green back to white. They all laughed.


. "Mac's green too and he was throwing up earlier," Mac's mom said.  "You better save us some of that Salt medicine too when you get it.  They laughed some more. The two fathers told stories about the first time they smoked and how sick they got.


"It's hard to tell'em not to smoke when we all smoke and raise tobacco," said Mac's Dad, " but we gotta punish 'em for disobeying and smoking so young don't you reckon?


	"Make'em do housework - - - the worse punishment in the world," said Rudy's


mom.


Rudy cringed.


"Yeah, housework, that'll teach 'em a lesson," agreed Mac's Mom.


"If I catch Mac stealing any more of my cigars I'm gonna tan his hide," said Mac's Dad.


The wives finished their conference on the party line around 11:00 the next morning.  Mac had vacuumed his whole house, cleaned the bathroom and scrubbed the kitchen floor.  With his sisters teasing him the whole time, Rudy had Windexed the inside of all the downstairs windows and hung up two loads of wash on'the line


out back.  His Mom had just left for the grocery store, his sisters were out back playing and his Grandma and Grandpa were on the front porch.  He was about to call Mac when his phone rang.  It was Mac. His voice was muffled. "Reehouseta owna. ONA IGARCAV (Treehouse now. NO CIGAR!)


