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COLD SASSY

TREE
OLIVE ANN BURNS

“Full of marvelous yarns, colorful customs, genuine humor and
pathos. . . . You are going to love Co/d Sassy Tree. . . . Exuberant,
funny, touching, and so full of the sheer joy of living that the
amiable exercise of turning the pages will make you feel ten years
younger!”

—The Plain Dealer (Cleveland)

“A hilarious and passionate book. One of the best portraits of
small-town Southern life ever written.”

—Pat Conroy,
author of The Lords of Discipline

“Lovely. . . . Burns charms the dickens out of the place.”
—People

“Will Tweedy is brother to such literary immortals as Huck Finn
and Holden Caulfield. Co/d Sassy Tree will be read and reread and
laughed and cried over for many years to come.”

—Anne Edwards, author of Road to Tara

“A toothsome book, with passages that will make you pucker with
pleasure.” —Newsday

“It’s a winner, it rings with authority, it moves fast, and its use of
language is as surefooted and convincing as any in The Color
Purple.” —San Jose Mercury News



To Andy
My beloved

To Becky and John
Our grown children

And to my father
Who was fourteen in 1906



Acknowledgments

CoLD sAssY is a lot like Commerce, Georgia, at the turn of the
century. I couldn’t have understood small-town life in that era
without the oft-told tales of my late father, William Arnold
Burns. He grew up in Commerce, was fourteen in 1906, and, like
Will Tweedy, could always make a good story better in the tell-
ing. Another rich source of information was the delightful History
of Harmony Grove-Commerce, Jackson County, Georgia, 1810-1949, by
Thomas Colquitt Hardman. I am indebted to the Atlanta His-
torical Society for access to old Atlanta newspapers, and to C.
Vann Woodward’s Tom Watson: Agrarian Rebel (The Macmillan
Company, New York, 1938) for filling the gaps in my knowledgc
of conditions in Georgia at the time of this book.

I have many reasons to thank my husband, Andrew Sparks;
also the children’s book author Wylly Folk St. John, who for years
urged me to try a novel; Norma Duncan, my neighbor, who saw
what was right and wrong with the early manuscript; Eleanor
Torrey West at Ossabaw Island, Mary Nikas at the Hambidge
Center, and Dr. and Mrs. T. E. Reeve, who provided places where
occasionally I could get away from home to write; Menakhem
Perry, literary critic and University of Tel Aviv professor, who
read the first four hundred pages and helped me believe it was
good; Anne Edwards, author of Road to Tara, who recommended it
to her publisher, Ticknor & Fields; Chester Kerr, former president
of Ticknor & Fields, and his wife, Joan, without whose encourage-
ment I would still be finishing the manuscript; Katrina Kenison,
my editor at Ticknor & Fields, and Frances Apt, manuscript edi-
tor, both of whom helped make Cold Sassy Tree what it is today.



THREE WEEKS after Granny Blakeslee died, Grandpa came to our
house for his early morning snort of whiskey, as usual, and said to
me, “Will Tweedy? Go find yore mama, then run up to yore Aunt
Loma’s and tell her I said git on down here. I got something to
say. And I ain’t a-go’n say it but once’t.”

“Yessir.”

“Make haste, son. I got to git on to the store.”

Mama made me wait till she pinned the black mourning band
for Granny on my shirt sleeve. Then I was off. Any time Grandpa
had something to say, it was something you couldn’t wait to
hear.

That was eight years ago on a Thursday morning, when Grandpa
Blakeslee was fifty-nine and I was fourteen. The date was July 5,
1906. I know because Grandpa put it down in the family Bible,
and also Toddy Hughes wrote up for the Atlanta paper what
happened to me on the train trestle that day and I still have the
clipping. Besides that, I remember it was right after our July the
Fourth celebration — the first one held in Cold Sassy, Georgia,
since the War Between the States.

July 5, 1906, was three months after the big earthquake in San
Francisco and about two months after a stranger drove through
Cold Sassy in a Pope-Waverley electric automobile that got
stalled trying to cross the railroad tracks. I pushed it up the in-
cline and the man let me ride as far as the Athens highway.

July 5, 1906, was a year after my great-grandmother on the
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Tweedy side died for the second and last time out in Banks
County. It was six months after my best friend, Bluford Jackson,
got firecrackers for Christmas and burned his hand on one and
died of lockjaw ten days later. And like I said, it was only three
weeks after Granny Blakeslee went to the grave.

During those three weeks, Grandpa Blakeslee had sort of drawn
back inside his own skin. Acted like I didn’t mean any more to
him than a stick of stovewood. On the morning of July 5th, he
stalked through the house and into our company room without
even speaking to me.

Granny never would let him keep his corn whiskey at home. He
kept it in the company room at our house, which was between the
depot and downtown, and came by for a snort every morning on
his way to work. I and my little redheaded sister, Mary Toy, al-
ways followed him down the hall, and he usually gave us each a
stick of penny candy before shutting the company room door in
our faces. While our spit swam over hoarhound or peppermint,
we’d hear the floorboards creak in the closet, then a silence, then a
big “H-rumph!” and a big satisfied “Ah-h-h-h!” He would come
out smiling, ready for the day, and pat Mary Toy’s head as he
went past her.

But this particular morning was different. For one thing, Mary
Toy had gone home with Cudn Temp the day before. And
Grandpa, instead of coming out feeling good, looked like some-
body itching for a fight. That’s when he said, “Will Tweedy?”
(He always called me both names except when he called me son.)
Said, “Will Tweedy? Go find yore mama, then run up to yore
Aunt Loma’s and tell her I said git on down here.”

Lots of people in Cold Sassy had a telephone, including us.
Grandpa didn’t. He had one at the store so he could phone orders
to the wholesale house in Athens, but he was too stingy to pay for
one at home. Aunt Loma didn’t have a phone, either. She and
Uncle Camp were too poor. That’s why I had to go tell her.

I ran all the way, my brown and white bird dog, T.R., bound-
ing ahead. As usual when we got to Aunt Loma’s, the dog
plopped down on the dirt sidewalk in front of her house to wait.
He couldn’t go up in the dern yard because of the dern cats, of
which there were eighteen or twenty at least. They would scratch
his eyes out if he went any closer.
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I found Aunt Loma sitting at the kitchen table, her long curly
red hair still loose and tousled, the dirty breakfast dishes pushed
back to clear a space. With one cat in her lap and another licking
an oatmeal bowl on the table, she sat drinking coffee and reading
a book of theater plays.

Mama never knew how often Aunt Loma put pleasure before
duty like that. Mama liked to stay in front of her work. But then
Loma was young — just twenty—and sloven.

When I told her what Grandpa said, she slammed her book
down so hard, the cat leaped off the table. “Why don’t you just
tell him I’'m busy.” But even as she spoke she stood up, gulped
some coffee, set down the cup still half full, and rushed upstairs to
change into a black dress on account of her mother having just
died and all. When she came down, carrying fat, sleepy Campbell
Junior, her mass of red hair was combed, pinned up, and draped
with what she called “my genteel black veil.”

Campbell Junior pulled at the veil all the way to our house,
and Aunt Loma fussed all the way. When we got there, she
handed the baby over to our cook, Queenie, and hurried in where
Grandpa was pacing the front hall, his high-top black shoes
squeaking as he walked.

I couldn’t help noticing how in only three weeks as a widower
he already looked like one. His dark bushy hair and long gray
beard were tangled. The heavy, droopy mustache had some dried
food stuck on it. His black hat, pants, and vest were dusty and the
homemade white shirt rusty with tobacco juice. Granny always
prided herself on keeping his wild hair and beard trimmed, his
shirts clean, his pants brushed and “nice.” Now that she was gone,
he couldn’t do for himself very well, having only the one hand,
but he wouldn’t let Mama or Aunt Loma do for him.

“Mornin’, Pa,” Aunt Loma grumped.

“Is that y’all, Will>” Mama called from the dining room, where
she was closing windows and pulling down shades to keep out the
morning sun. We waited in the front hall till she hurried in, her
hair still in a thick plait down one side of her neck. I always
thought she looked pretty with it like that — almost like a young
girl. Mama was a plain person, like Granny, and didn’t dress
fancy the way Aunt Loma did every time she stuck her nose
out of the house. Even at home Aunt Loma was fancy. She
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wouldn’t of been caught dead in an apron made out of a flour
sack, whereas Mama had on one that still read Try Skylark Self-
Rising Flour right across the chest. The words hadn’t washed out
yet, which I was sure Aunt Loma noticed as she said crossly,
“Mornin’, Sister.”

Taking off the apron as if we had real company, Mama said to
me, “Son, you go gather the eggs, hear? With Mary Toy gone, you
got to gather the eggs.”

“Yes’m.” My feet dragged me toward the back hall.

“Let them aiggs wait, Mary Willis,” Grandpa ordered. “I want
Will Tweedy to hear what I come to say. He’ll know soon enough
anyways.” Then he stomped toward the open front door and put
his hand on the knob as if all he planned to say was good-bye —
or maybe more like he was fixing to put a match to a string of fire-
crackers and then run before they went off.

My mother asked, nervous-like, “You want us to all go sit in the
parlor, sir?”

He shook his head. “Naw, Mary Willis, it won’t take long
enough to set down for.” He took off his black hat and laid it on
the table, pulled at his mustache, scratched through the white
streak in his beard, and turned those deep blue eyes on Mama
and Aunt Loma, his grown children, standing together puzzled
and uneasy. When he began his announcement, you could tell he
had practiced it. “Now, daughters, you know I was true to yore
mother. Miss Mattie Lou was a fine wife. A good cook. A real
good woman. Beloved by all in this here town, and by me, as y’all
know.”

Hearing Grandpa go on about Granny made my throat ache.
Mama and Aunt Loma went to sobbing out loud, their arms
around each other.

“Now quit yore blubberin’, Mary Willis. Hesh up, Loma. I
ain’t finished.” Then his voice softened. “Since yore ma’s passin’ I
been a-studyin’ on our life together. Thirty-six year we had, and
they was good years. I want y’all to know I ain’t never go’n forget
her.”

“Course you w-won'’t, Pa,” said my mother, sobbing.

“But she’s gone, just like this here hand a-mine.” He held up
his left arm, the shirt sleeve knotted as usual just below the elbow.
Grandpa’s blue eyes were suddenly glassy with unspilled tears. He
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struggled to get aholt of himself, then went on. “Like I said, she’s
gone now. So I been studyin’ on what to do. How to make out.
Well, I done decided, and when I say what I come to say I want
y’all to know they ain’t no disrespect to her intended.” Grandpa
opened the door wider. He was about to light his firecrackers.

“Now what I come to say,” he blurted out, “is I'm aimin’ to
marry Miss Love Simpson.”

Mama’s and Aunt Loma’s mouths dropped open and their
faces went white. They both cried out, “Pa, you cain’t!”

“I done ast her and she’s done said yes. And Loma, they ain’t a
bloemin’ thang you can do bout it.”

Aunt Loma’s face got as red as if she’d been on the river all day,
but it was Mama who finally spoke. In a timid voice she said,
“Sir, Love Simpson’s young enough to be your daughter! She’s
not more’n thirty-three or -four years old!”

“Thet ain’t got a thang to do with it.”

Mama put both hands up to her mouth. With a sort of whim-
per, she said, “Pa, don’t you care what folks are go’n say?”

“I care bout you carin’ what they’ll say, Mary Willis. But I care
a heap more bout not bein’ no burden on y’all. So hesh up.”

Aunt Loma was bout to burst. “Think, Pa!” she ordered, tears
streaming down her face. “Just think. Ma hasn’t been d-dead but
three w-w-weeks!”

“Well, good gosh a’mighty!” he thundered. “She’s dead as
she’ll ever be, ain’t she? Well, ain’t she?”



I THOUGHT Mama was going to faint. She stumbled toward her
daddy, arms outstretched, but Grandpa glared at her and she
stepped back.

“I’m lonesome.” He said it kind of quiet. Then he hugged each
weeping daughter and walked out the door, hitching up his trou-
sers with the stub of his left arm.

On the veranda, Grandpa turned back and spoke his defense.
“I ain’t go’n be no burden on y’all. Not ever. Which means I got
to hire me a colored woman or git married, one, and tell you the
truth, hit’s jest cheaper to have a wife. So I'm a-go’n marry Miss
Love. And I ain’t got but one more thang to say. All y’all be nice
to her. You hear?” He said all y’all, but it was Aunt Loma he
glared at when he said it.

With that, my grandfather stalked tall down the steps. We
watched as he strode past Mama’s pots of pink begonias and
Papa’s life-size iron stag and walked through the iron gate. Bang-
ing it shut, he passed the tall pink crepe myrtles that lined the dirt
sidewalk in front of our house, crossed the dirt street called South
Main, went over the railroad tracks onto North Main, and
headed for the store.

Soon as Grandpa got out of sight it was as if somebody had
wound Mama and Aunt Loma up and let go the spring. Mama
wailed that she could never show her face in Cold Sassy again, she
was so embarrassed. Aunt Loma was just plain mad. “Remember
Ma’s funeral headline, Sister?” She spat out the words.

Mama nodded into her handkerchief. “Y-yes, of course I do. It
said, ‘Grieving Husband Left to Walk Through Life Alone.” ”
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“I can just see the engagement notice: ‘Grieving Widower Finds
Woman to Walk With.” ”

“You know Bubba wouldn’t do that!” Mama cried. Bubba
Reynolds was editor of the Cold Sassy Weekly.

“He will if he thinks of it,” said Loma. “Sister, that woman
ought to be ashamed. And I’'m go’n go tell her so.”

Mama was alarmed. “Now, Loma, once you get started, you
don’t know when to hush.” Then she added, “But it might do
some good to tell her how stingy Pa is, and how hard he is to cook
for. That might make her think twice.”

There was a silence, except for Aunt Loma pounding her right
fist into her left hand, bam, bam, bam, glaring at me as she did it.
Finally she said my daddy might could talk Grandpa out of it.

Mama didn’t think so. “Hoyt don’t even dare ast Pa to raise his
pay. Get your Camp onto him.” She was being sarcastic. I'd
heard her say that Grandpa thought Uncle Camp was still in knee
britches. Aunt Loma didn’t answer. She knew — they both
knew — that nobody could stand up to their daddy.

Then Loma shook both fists in the direction of the store. “Dog
bite your hide, Love Simpson!” she screamed. “And dog bite
yours, Pa!”

“Loma, hush. The neighbors will —”

“How could he do it, and her a Yankee!”

Mama was always fair, even when flustrated to distraction.
“Now, Loma, everybody calls Miss Love a Yankee and she does
kind of talk like one. But Maryland is not a Northern state.”
Then, as another thought struck her, Mama collapsed onto the
leather davenport there in the front hall. “Loma,” she wailed, “Pa
didn’t have on his black armband!”

“Well, should he, Sister? When he’s engaged?” Aunt Loma like
to choked on the word engaged.

“But they cain’t marry for a year or more. I don’t see why Pa
couldn’t wear an armband for Ma.”

“While Love Simpson wears an engagement ring for Pa?”

“Surely he won’t give her a ring! He just said he wanted us to
know, not the whole world!” Mama jumped up and stuck her
nose right in her young sister’s face. “Now you listen to me.”
Loma backed off a little. “I want you to keep your mouth shut. It
may all blow over, and nobody’ll ever know. Maybe — maybe Pa
just thought she said yes.”
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“Grandpa ain’t hard of hearin’,” said I, but they didn’t seem to
notice.

I was amazed at Mama. She was usually just the mildest sort of
person. Ordinarily if anybody was saying hush up around here, it
was Aunt Loma, despite she was fourteen years younger than my
mother. No doubt Aunt Loma marveled, too, because she didn’t
say anything sassy back. Just jerked off her genteel black veil and
threw it hard as she could towards the front door.

“Sister, I was fixin’ to ast Pa for Ma’s piano,” she burst out.
Tears of flustration wet her red face. “And I want the mirror that
Cudn Pearl painted Saint Cecilia on. Just think, while I was
waitin’ a decent time to ast for a piano and a mirror, come to find
out he was astin’ for a wife!” Screaming the words out, she
stomped her foot.

I knew Mama wanted the piano so Mary Toy could take music
lessons. Mama always liked the Saint Cecilia mirror, too. Every-
body in Cold Sassy except us had Saint Cecilia painted on some-
thing. And though Mama wasn’t the kind to ask for things, I'd
heard her tell Queenie she was go’n see if her Pa would let her
swap our mismatched parlor furniture for Granny’s nice parlor
suit. She knew he wouldn’t care one way or the other.

“I just cain’t understand it,” Mama fumed, getting up to pace
the hall just the way Grandpa had. “I thought Love Simpson
would marry Son Black. I know his mother don’t approve, but
he’s not gettin’ any younger, and they been courtin’ a year or
more.”

“And Love deserves him,” said Aunt Loma. She used to be
sweet on Son Black herself, so I reckon she knew what she was
talking about when she added, “Son’s right nice-lookin’ and
smart, but his mouth sure isn’t any prayer book. And he’s
meaner’n a snake.”

“Yeah,” I chimed in. “I heard he had him a pet snake one time
that bit him and the next day the snake died.”

They ignored that. Mama said, “Love is too used to town life
and dressin’ fashionable. Maybe she don’t care to stay out there
on the farm with Son’s mama and raise chi’ren. Maybe she thinks
she’s too good to marry a farmer.”

“Shoot,” retorted Aunt Loma, “what about that rancher out in
Texas she was engaged to before she came here? A rancher has

I
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lots of land and money but he’s a farmer just the same. Lord, I
wish to heaven she’d married him. If only he hadn’ —”

“Sh-h!” Mama nodded toward me.

I knew Loma was fixing to say “If only he hadn’t got Miss
Love’s best friend in trouble and had to marry her.” Everybody in
town knew that story. I don’t know why Mama thought I didn’t.

Nobody asked my opinion, but I had always admired Miss
Love, with all that wavy brown hair piled atop her head, and that
smiley, freckledy face and those friendly gray-blue eyes. She was a
merry person, like Grandpa. Always wore big flowered hats and
bright-colored dresses, never “quiet” clothes like nice ladies were
supposed to wear on the street. I could see how Miss Love could
cheer up a man whose wife was short of breath for four years,
dying for ten days, and dead for three weeks.

Aunt Loma’s face suddenly went redder than ever. Clearly
she’d had a new thought. “Sister, with Love bein’ Pa’s milliner,
and them seein’ each other down at the store every day, people
are go'n say —

“Will, I thought I told you to go get the eggs,” Mama inter-
rupted with a mad sound in her voice. “Now go on, right now.
Mind me.”

I minded her. But she needn’t think I didn’t know what Aunt
Loma was driving at. Well, there couldn’t have been any carry-
ing-on down at the store or we’d have heard about it long time
ago. Anyhow, Miss Love wasn’t that kind and neither was my
grandfather. And heck, he loved Granny. Even now I couldn’t
hardly imagine him kissing another lady, or slapping her playful
on the backside like he used to do Granny when he was in a teas-
ing mood. I guess what I really couldn’t imagine was Miss Love
kissing him, much less marrying him. It was easy to see he needed
looking after, but what did she need that an old man could give
when she already had a beau her own age who was anxious to
marry her?



I SAT DOWN on the back steps to think. I didn’t see why Mama
and Aunt Loma weren’t glad Grandpa Blakeslee had found him a
lady to marry. The sooner the better, if you asked me. The wed-
ding couldn’t be for a year or more, of course, but after that he
wouldn’t have to keep coming to our house for dinner or to Aunt
Loma’s every night for supper, which he’d been doing ever since
Granny passed away. And Miss Love wouldn’t have to bring a
quart Mason jar full of hot coffee down to the store for him every
morning like she’d been doing.

Papa kept trying to get Grandpa to eat breakfast with us, being
as he came by home anyhow for his snort. It wouldn’t of been
much trouble for Mama; all Grandpa ever wanted in the morning
was four cups of coffee and some yeast bread, toasted hard and
dipped in boiling water and then buttered. But when Papa said,
“Sit down and have a bite with us, Mr. Blakeslee,” Grandpa
would say he just et. I reckon he thought if he took dinner and
breakfast both at our house, it wouldn’t be any time before Papa
would be after him to move in with us.

Well, this time next year Grandpa would be married, and if he
didn’t like what was put before him it would be Miss Love’s little
red wagon, not Mama’s or Aunt Loma’s. Also, they wouldn’t have
to see after him if he got sick. He was hard to take care of when he
was ailing. Liked to groan and carry on. He’d lie down before
supper on the daybed, moaning, “Oh, me, me. ... Oh, me, me,”
and Granny just about went crazy listening to it, knowing that
next morning he’d go on to the store anyway. The last year or
two, no matter how bad he felt you couldn’t make him stay home.
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He could have a cold so bad it sounded like pneumonia rattling
around in there but he wouldn’t stay home.

That really used to worry my grandmother. She’d beg him not
to go to work. “Mr. Blakeslee, I nurse everybody in town but my
own husband. Please stay in bed t’morrer. Hear?”

But he’d say, “I ain’t thet big of a fool, Miss Mattie Lou. Ain’t
you ever noticed? Folks die in bed.”

Anyhow, now there wouldn’t be any more worrying about
Grandpa living by himself.

Aunt Loma had already declared he couldn’t live with her.
Said she didn’t have room. I don’t know how she could say such
as that when her daddy had given her husband a job and pro-
vided them a house to live in. Mama couldn’t have said it — even
if he didn’t own our house, too, and even if Papa didn’t work
for him. Papa had been keeping the store ledgers since he was
sixteen.

Grandpa wouldn’t of lived with Aunt Loma, of course, on ac-
count of her cats. The first time he went there for supper after
Granny was buried, the next morning he started fussing about her
cats the minute he got to our house for his snort. “I swanny to
God, I seen one a-them cats jump up on Loma’s kitchen stove last
night! Tiptoed across thet red-hot stove on his dang claws and et
right out of the pot!”

I had been hoping Grandpa would come live with us. But even
though she never said so, I knew Mama dreaded that possibility.
Tell the truth, she was scared of her daddy, as if she wasn’t sure
he’d got over her not being a boy and her marrying a Presbyte-
rian — though the way I heard it from Cudn Temp, Grandpa was
all for her marrying my daddy, and had a fit when the Baptist
deacons tried her for heresy.

Heresy was his word for their word for her marrying a Presbyte-
rian.

According to Temp, the deacons voted to put it in the church
records that “Mary Willis Blakeslee has swapped her religious
birthright for a mess of matrimonial pottage.” It made Grandpa
mad as holy heck. “Anybody calls Hoyt Tweedy a mess of matri-
monial pottage,” he roared, “thet man is a-go’n answer to me.”
The deacons struck the pottage part from the record. But they
turned Mama out of the Baptist communion just the same, and
her only seventeen.



