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PROLOGUE

I want to begin this book with a little story.
It has nothing to do with a national stage, or
historic figures, or monumental events. It’s a
simple story, a true story, about a group of
young children, a wood-frame house and a
windstorm.

The children were my cousins: Roy Lee and
Jinnie Boy, Naomi and Leslie and Willie Muriel
— about a dozen of them, all told — along
with my older sister Ora and my brothers
Edward and Adolph. And me, John Robert.

I was four years old at the time, too young
to understand there was a war going on over
in Europe and out in the Pacific as well. The
grownups called it a world war, but I had no
idea what that meant. The only world I knew
was the one I stepped out into each morning,
a place of thick pine forests and white cotton
fields and red clay roads winding around my
family’s house in our little corner of Pike
County, Alabama.

We had just moved that spring onto some
land my father had bought, the first land
anyone in his family had ever owned — 110
acres of cotton and corn and peanut fields,
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