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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Turs 1s A Book aBour life and as such is presented in parts that to
some extent reflect different phases and stages in life and results in
some gaps. In order to facilitate transitions between those phases and
stages, in order to emphasize certain important spiritual truths and
to generally help the reader travel through this work, I have inserted
some travel aids that I call “waypoints.” The first waypoint is by far
the most important, and if you miss everything else in this book, don’t
miss Waypoint #1, which points the way to the only hope we have in
this world.






WAYPOINT #I:

SALVATION

THE JOURNEY IN LIFE As a Christian does not begin until and unless we
are born again, born not of the flesh but of the Spirit.

'Now there was a man of the Pharisees named Nicodemus, a ruler
of the Jews. 2 This man came to Jesus by night and said to him, “Rabbi,
we know that you are a teacher come from God, for no one can do
these signs that you do unless God is with him.” *Jesus answered him,
“Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he cannot see the
kingdom of God.” *Nicodemus said to him, “How can a man be born
when he is old? Can he enter a second time into his mother’'s womb
and be born?” *Jesus answered, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one
is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God.
¢That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the
Spirit is spirit. ”Do not marvel that I said to you, “You must be born
again.” 8The wind blows where it wishes, and you hear its sound, but
you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with
everyone who is born of the Spirit.” (John 3:1-8)

We have all been born once in the flesh, but to be reconciled to
God, we must each be born again. How does that happen? Jesus said,
in John 3 above, that we must be born again—a second birth that is
spiritual —and this is the way the second birth occurs:

®For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that who-
ever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life. (John 3:16)

God loves us and made a way for us to be saved by believing in Jesus
and His finished work. Jesus’ final words on the cross were “It is finished.”

 After this, Jesus, knowing that all was now finished, said (to fulfill
the Scripture), “I thirst.” * A jar full of sour wine stood there, so they
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put a sponge full of the sour wine on a hyssop branch and held it to
his mouth. 3 When Jesus had received the sour wine, he said, “It is
finished,” and he bowed his head and gave up his spirit. (John 19:28-30)

Jesus was simply saying He had finished His work of accomplish-
ing salvation —He had paid our sin debt in full. Jesus made a way for
us to come to the Father through His own finished work accomplished
on the cross. Jesus also said that He is the way, the truth, and the life
and that no man can come to the Father except through Him.

!”Let not your hearts be troubled. Believe in God; believe also in
me. *In my Father’s house are many rooms. If it were not so, would I
have told you that I go to prepare a place for you? *And if I go and pre-
pare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, that
where I am you may be also. * And you know the way to where I am
going.” > Thomas said to him, “Lord, we do not know where you are
going. How can we know the way?” ®Jesus said to him, “I am the way,
and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through
me. ’If you had known me, you would have known my Father also.
From now on you do know him and have seen him.” (John 14:1-7)

God has made a way; the way is Jesus. Jesus has done all of the
work for us to be saved, and salvation is a gift to us from God. How
do we receive this gift of life, this new birth from God?

! And you were dead in the trespasses and sins ?in which you
once walked, following the course of this world, following the prince
of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons of
disobedience— *among whom we all once lived in the passions of
our flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and the mind, and were
by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind. *But God, being
rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us, even
when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with
Christ—by grace you have been saved — °and raised us up with him
and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, ”so
that in the coming ages he might show the immeasurable riches of his
grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus. ® For by grace you have
been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift
of God, *not a result of works, so that no one may boast.  For we are
his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God
prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them. (Ephesians 2:1-10)

When we are—by grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ
alone—born again, our life’s journey as a Christian begins. This
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wonderful gift is ours in this one way only: as a gift from God for
which Jesus Christ paid in full and to which we can add nothing.

Before being born again, we may think of ourselves as trusting in
God for various things (like a new job, a car, safe travels, protection
for our family), and those are all great and demonstrate some level
of trust/faith in God. But that is not saving faith. Saving faith, which
is given to us by God as well, is when we completely quit trusting in
anything we have done or could ever do and place our trust fully in
the finished work of Jesus Christ. When we are born again, we repent
of our sins, turn away from our old life, and seek from then on—led by
the Holy Spirit, who now resides in us—to follow Jesus Christ as our
example in all the rest of our lives. It does not mean you won't ever get
off the path; you will. It does not mean you will “feel” a certain way
or a different way; you might and you might not. What it does mean
is that our lives will become different; people will see the changes in
us over time. The process of salvation is both instantaneous but also
a lifelong process as God’s grace works in us day by day, night by
night, challenge by challenge to transform us into the person God put
us here to be—that is, to be Christlike. If you place your trust in Christ
now, I encourage you to share that with someone. And if you are not
affiliated with a Bible-teaching and -believing church, then find one
and get involved; tell the pastor and as soon as possible seek to con-
firm your salvation to the world by water baptism.

xi
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PROLOGUE

“WELL, HOLLIS, ARE YOU PREACHING or drinking, drinking or preach-
ing? What are you doing now? I never know which one, but I know
you are doing one or the other.” Those words pierced the depths of
my soul to a place long untouched. This jolting proclamation was
made in a crowded gathering of family and friends and at a time
when I hoped to show that I was “well.” I am keenly aware of my
own failures and generally free to confess them. The timing and cir-
cumstances of this penetrating question cut deep —leaving me with a
feeling of failure. Nevertheless,  managed to reply with at least what
I hoped was an outward appearance of calm and peace, “Neither, I
am just writing and judging.” Inside I felt like my entire life had been
completely invalidated.

Several months later, while walking near my home along Black
Creek Trail in the De Soto National Forest, those same piercing
words came crashing back into my mind: “Are you preaching or
drinking?” Yes indeed, just what is the essence of my life, of what
does my life consist now? Then I realized the words “Are you
preaching or drinking?” diagnosed my entire life. Indeed, from the
earliest memories to the present, I can see that the entirety of my
sixty-four years have been comprised of periods when I was either
“preaching” or “drinking.” This book was originally undertaken to
understand how and why I wound up sixty-plus years old, alone,
and fighting a third slide back into the dark, bottomless pit of death
called alcoholism.

The story that follows is my story, and it was originally writ-
ten as part of a mental/emotional process of seeking to review and
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understand my life and how I might avoid a repeat of uncontrolled
alcohol abuse and all of the attending circumstances that inevitably
accompany such a failure. I have since come to realize there was a
much deeper purpose for the writing of the first part of this story and
the rewrite that appears here.

It has been said, likely by more than one, that no book should be
written except that which may not be contained within; only write
that which of its own weight and force comes forth from the soul. I can
honestly say that what follows is just such a writing. If you read the
whole of this effort, I think you will readily agree this account could
have come only from a higher source than the one whose name the
book bears. To be sure, there is a lot of me in here, and that part I ask
you to work past to get to the meat of what God has here for each of
us. A word of gentle caution: The struggles I document here are not
unique to me; we all share in these struggles. The good things noted
here are solely the work of the Creator. With that said, it must also
be noted —and this I must simply state on faith (yet I know it better
than I know things on which I could lay my hand)—all good is from
God and it is all by His grace. Yet there is a part of our heart that must
be ready and willing to yield itself to God’s moving and, at the same
time, could not yield itself but that God enabled it to happen. All that
is good is from God, but we each have our part—yet it is all absolutely
from Him. This is a deep and immovable spiritual truth wrapped in
an unsolvable conundrum.

Thinking back now on the earliest days of my life, before I was
even three years old, I found the path that led to destruction, and
it’s always been like that—traveling the dark road and then coming
to the light. Over and over this process has repeated and stamped
itself on my life. The low road involved living out self-centered
behavior (“drinking”)—acting out inappropriately as I looked for
my place in the world. The remainder of my life was “preaching”
in the sense of mostly walking with a daily goal of keeping my
eyes lifted to God. All of the trails making up my life were taken as
part of a search for my place, with a repeated failure to live in the
moment and trust only God —that is the true key to being a person
after God’s own heart.

Who am I, why am I here, and what is my place with God? I just
want to be me. Most of the sober drunks that I know today will confess
that a major factor in their alcohol abuse was trying to fit in or feel
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comfortable in their own skin. What I could have accomplished if I
had understood all this six decades earlier . . . but that is where the
story starts,' and I would not be me if  had traveled some other path.
Part One was written in real time when I felt like I was fighting and
clawing to survive.

1 I first wrote this account in 2012-2013. I am not going to make any substantive
change to what I wrote then because it came up from my deepest consciousness
at a vulnerable and challenging time in my life.

Xiv



WAYPOINT #2:

HISTORY OF PART ONE

ParT ONE WAS NOT ORIGINALLY written as a book. Its original pur-
pose was self-reflection in an effort to understand challenges and
failures I experienced and how not to repeat them. Now, as a book
for the public, the goal is the same but additionally to encourage
readers to take an honest and thorough look at their own lives, to
understand God’s call on each of us, and to avoid duplicating mis-
takes made by me.

While I feel sound about the accuracy and scriptural foundation
of the spiritual matters presented here, it is my strongly held opinion
and belief that each of us should check anything I or anyone says or
writes against the whole counsel of Scripture, and anywhere it departs
therefrom, it must be rejected!






PART ONE*

A RIVER TO CROSS

2 This is the original writing from 2012-2013 with very few modifications and
updates to address the subsequent years to date (2017).






Introduction

INTRODUCTION

BARELY SOBER, SEPARATED FROM MY Wwife of over thirty-five years, alone,
my life and family in shreds, and living where I had once done most of
my drinking —I was living with a deathly fear of a slide back into the
abyss of active alcoholism. I felt the earth moving under my feet, and
the feeling was not good. The strong will, the one that worked both
for me and against me, came welling up into a fierce determination
to live, to survive, to make it through this transition sober and in one
piece. I began to feel that victory over lifelong demons could be mine
if I could just stay sober long enough to think it through and write it
all down. I had been to this precipice before, and knowing life could
turn either way, I was determined to live the life I was created to live.
I began by delving deep into my conscious memory, taking an
honest and critical look into the events of my life from earliest child-
hood coming forward. I literally sat down and began to write down
the first things my brain recorded in the deep mental recesses not
since destroyed by alcohol. The results were compelling, poignant,
hilariously funny, deeply sad, and interesting: there emerged a story
of growing up in the rural South. The deeper picture, the one I was
looking for, revealed patterns and pictures of an addictive life in the
making. In Alcoholics Anonymous they call that “stinking thinking,”
and my investigation of my own life reveals that behavior appearing
in earliest childhood. The patterns of “preaching and drinking/drink-
ing and preaching” were there from my very earliest recollections.
One side of my family has a long family history of addictive
behavior. Yet history alone is not, in my opinion and experience, an
unavoidable sentence compelling one to carry on the history of those
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who went before. Though I had followed those addictive paths for
much of my life, I could now avoid going back down those destructive
paths. The key is being willing to take an unflinchingly honest look at
myself —who I am, how I got here, and how I can get back “across the
river” to the person God created me to be. Then I have to act on what
I've learned —be willing to embrace the person I really am, not the
illusion I have presented to myself for sixty-plus years.

A River to Cross is born from desperation—a desperate and last
effort to avoid a third, final, and fatal fall into the mental abyss and
very real grave where unabated addiction always leads. It’s an honest,
telling, and sincere effort to help me stay sober, grow in sobriety, and
become a productive, giving member in the world in which I live.
The result is clear hope for me and for you—the some of you who are
on the very path I describe, but also for you who are not where God
called you to be (an honest evaluation puts us all in that place). This
is a story of a spiritual journey with a sincere effort to tell it like it was
and is; there is also a story here of growing up in the rural South of
the 1950s and 1960s, of rural life with all of its idiosyncrasies, laughter,
and amazement, and just good old-fashioned country fun. This is a
story of how, like rivers, our lives ebb and flow through the floods
and changes life brings our way; tragically, in my case, if there wasn’t
aflood, I would somehow manage to find one of my own creation, not
natural but very devastating.



Prelude

PRELUDE

WHAT DOES IT MEAN WHEN a door that has always been open is sud-
denly closed?

Jails have played a prominent role in my life; I have been going in
and out of prisons and jails since the late 1960s. I have gone from vis-
iting prisoners in the county jail during my teenage years to working
with “transitional living” inmates at Parchman during my law school
days. As an attorney, I have been in many prisons and jails across the
state of Mississippi to counsel with clients charged with crimes. As a
child of God I have visited with inmates for spiritual purposes, from
the county jails to maximum security and death row at the Mississippi
State Penitentiary at Parchman. For fifty years I have passed in and out
of these many jails and prisons freely, but on this night it’s different.
I am shackled to a gray steel bench, and the massive jail door isn’t
opening for me this time.

What do you do when your life is turned upside down? How did
I get here? Why? When you find yourself on the wrong side of the
river, how do you get back across? A River to Cross is a story of life, its
challenges, its blessings, and its saving.

This is the story of my life, yet there is nothing unique about me
or my life. Just as I am intertwined with the Homochitto River, so are
we all intertwined at the deepest and most basic part of our being. It is
my hope and prayer that reading this will encourage and help you to
honestly look at your life and see how you got where you are and how
to get across the river to where you want to be and, more pointedly,
where God created you to be. We all have room and cause for reflec-
tion, and we all have a better place to go. My life has involved crossing
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many rivers—crossing and recrossing the same river many times
(“preaching to drinking/drinking to preaching”). The good news for
me is this: I finally know which side of the river is for me. I can now
answer that pointed question with assurance, “It’s not drinking, and
by God’s grace it never will be again. With the help of the Lord, I am
on the right side of the river.” I never want to go back across.

We all have a river to cross; with the help of God, let’s cross this
river together. The key to crossing the river is simply trusting God
and stepping out into the river. When we do our part, God always
does His.



Life Is Like a River

CHAPTER |

LiFe Is LIKE A RIVER

(THE HOMOCHITTO)

“There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God . ..”
Psalm 46:4 (N1v)

THERE ARE TIMES WHEN RIVERs abandon their natural course and over-
flow the banks, resulting in damage to their own borders and all
adjacent to them. Depending on the scope and length of the flood, the
damage can be extensive.

In like fashion, we all have moments and seasons when we defy
our natural course and overflow. When we abandon our intended
course, our place, there are always consequences to us and to those
around us. The closer we are to another person, the greater the damage
they suffer when we overflow our banks.

Floods are a natural part of the cycle of rivers, yet we seek ways
to effectively limit the damages from those floods. Likewise, our
lives have times of flooding. My life has been sprinkled with many
tfloods: floods that have often defined me, damaged me, and tragi-
cally damaged the lives of others. A rampaging river is a destructive
river. A rampaging life is likewise destructive at every level. Rain and
rain-producing storms will always come. How do I prepare for them
and establish/maintain flood controls to keep the river strong, healthy,
and in the banks as much as possible and to minimize damage when
the floods do occur?



A River to Cross

If life is like a river, one must ask, “Which river best reflects my
life?” I don’t have to even pause to answer this question: the Homo-
chitto is the river of my life. We enjoy many connections and bear
similar high and low watermarks in our respective histories; we both
have undergone many changes, and the marks left by the floodwaters
are there for all to see. I have enjoyed a love affair with the Homochitto
going back to my early childhood.

While at Ole Miss, I told many people I had discovered an amaz-
ing natural phenomenon: Franklin County is the geographic center of
the universe. At the heart of the universe’s center point is a strong and
handsome lady, the Homochitto River. God spoke in creation, and as
He spoke, the Homochitto River came forth from the throne of God
and flowed through and across the long and many generations of time
and man.

The Homochitto’s headwaters are along the common boundary
between Copiah County and Lincoln County, Mississippi. She flows
ninety miles from her headwaters to her confluence with her big sister,
the Mighty Mississippi! In those ninety miles, the Homochitto flows
through and across Franklin County, from its northeast corner to its
most southwest corner.

As the Homochitto traverses Franklin County, she clearly divides
the pine forests, cornfields, and steep green hills of our county with
her shallow, sparkling clear waters and wide white sand beaches. She
sustains those same forests and fields with her clear nectar of life-sus-
taining waters.

The lady we call Homochitto has not always looked as she does
today. For thousands of years before she was first touched by man,
the Homochitto was a slower, deeper, and narrower river, with for-
est-crowded banks heavy with virgin cypress and longleaf pines. In
1938, the Army Corps of Engineers redirected this elegant lady out of
the old Mississippi River channel now known as Lake Mary directly
into the main channel of the Mississippi River a little north of their
former point of confluence.

The result of this extensive and challenging engineering feat was
to speed up this grand old dame. The increased speed of her flow
began a destructive erosion of her own banks. In the last eighty years
she has become broader and lost much of her depth. In place of her
heavily forested banks she developed wide, beautiful white sand
bars. Instead of the deep, slow girl of “her youth,” she is now wider
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and shallower yet quite sparkling and beautifully framed by her long
strips of white sand beaches.

In the same way the Homochitto defines and divides Franklin
County, she has likewise flowed over, through, and across the six-
ty-four years of my life, both defining and dividing. She is a real
beauty. But as with all beauties, there are times when the beast side
of the beauty shows up. Just as the Homochitto has undergone great
changes, so it seems I have experienced dramatic changes as well, and
many times the beast in my own life has reared its ugly head.

This story of rivers and life is the one I seek to share with you in
these pages. My original purpose in writing was to find a way to cross
the river, to get back on the right side of the river for me. The publish-
ing of these thoughts, these pages, is in the hope of encouraging you
to take a close and candid look at your own life. I pray you will find
laughter, encouragement, strength, and humility here as I share with
you some times of calm and some times of cataclysmic floods and the
lessons I have learned and am continuing to learn through the pro-
cess. I also hope that at some level these pages may help you avoid
some of the dangerous currents and eddies of life that I, through my
own foolishness, fell victim to. May God bless you and draw you to
Him as you read this account of my search for meaning and direction
in the river of life.

——————————————————————————————————————

AN HONEST LOOK AT YOUR OWN LIFE IS
KEY TO NOT REPEATING YOUR MISTAKES.

b oo o o e e e e e e e e e e e e e o e e e e e o = e o = = o =
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CHAPTER 2

THE HEADWATERS OF MY RIVER OF LIFE

(MY EARLIEST MEMORIES BEGIN . . .)

“Seek and ye shall find . . .”
Matthew 7:7 (xjv)

My EARLIEST MEMORIES BEGIN ON Railroad Avenue in Bude, Missis-
sippi, in the white clapboard home belonging to my great-grandfather
William Calvin McGehee. It's the home he built when he moved his
family to town when Bude was born around 1912 or so. My first con-
scious memory, at about two years of age, is leaving our home alone
in the early-morning hours and making my way up Railroad Avenue
to a place of great wonder and excitement: the Bude Barbershop.

The Bude Barbershop was run by Mr. Shelley McDaniel and Mr.
Pap Temple. I am told that prior to my solo trip to the barbershop,  had
been taken there by my father for my first haircut. I have to assume that
earlier visit must have awakened in me a curiosity and a willingness to
push and test the boundaries of exploration for a two-year-old. This is
my first conscience memory of “drinking” (living life my way).

Today, when my mind drifts back to the Bude Barbershop, I can
close my eyes, take a deep breath, and conjure up the smell of talcum
powder, cigar smoke, bay rum, shaving cream, farmers” overalls after
a night of chasing the fox hounds, and stale sweat. I can see the mir-
rors, the barber’s shades, the cigar stand, the leather strops, and the
fox horns on the walls, as well as the barber’s chairs, the seats along
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the opposing wall, and the front door and windows looking out across
the railroad yards to the sawmills with their piles upon piles of pine
logs and stacks upon stacks of freshly sawn pine lumber.

I can hear the steady buzz of the clippers and men’s talk as they
discussed matters of politics, bass fishing, hand-grabbing catfish, fine
fox-hunting hounds, hot dinners of crusty chicken pie and buttery
cornbread, and the love of a good shave. I don’t recall the details of
any particular conversation, but I do remember my great wonder at
the words of the men there. I can tell you the topic that grabbed and
held my attention back then: the closed-off, mysterious back room of
the shop. To this day I don’t know for sure what was really going on,
but I know that Mr. Shelley made it clear he didn’t want me going
there because” wildcats” and all manner of things waited to eat up
little boys like me in that back room. He couldn’t have known then,
but far from scaring me, he was stoking the fires of my insatiable
desire to see the “wildcats” and other varmints for myself.

The whole notion of having to see things for myself was a fore-
shadowing of, or maybe a part of the formation of, the deep channels
in which my life was already beginning to flow. I already had that
need, that desire to see things for myself and to go where someone else
said, “Don’t!” When I think back to my early-morning solo trip to the
barbershop at such a young age and I plug that into today’s thinking,
well, you just can’t imagine that today. It seems quite unimaginable
for a two-year-old to leave home alone and go anywhere. To leave
and go up the street to a local business where men gathered seems
even more bizarre. Thankfully, in that day it was not a cause for con-
cern. My mother came and retrieved me, as she did on subsequent
occasions when I made other early-morning expeditions to the bar-
bershop. Dorothy Simmons McGehee, my mother, a part of the Great
Generation, was and is a great mother. In a way we certainly didn’t
see or think of at the time, my mother’s “coming to the rescue” was
another foreshadowing of things to come.

It would be fair to say that as early as two years of age, my river
sometimes jumped the channel and ran outside the banks; as my
cousin would put it sixty years later, I had quit preaching and gone
to drinking. At a level deeper than I can really explain, this “leaving
home” was a new direction for my life to flow. This new, independent
direction is one, like the Corps tinkering with the Homochitto River,
that would have significant and sometimes destructive consequences
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throughout my life. People seem to prefer life to always be tame, to
be predictable and controllable. I have never found life to be that way,
nor do I believe it shall ever be. I think C. S. Lewis said it best: “How-
ever often we think we have broken the rebellious self we shall still
find it alive.”?

“I'have said these things to you, that in me you may have peace. In
the world you will have tribulation. But take heart; I have overcome
the world.” (John 16:33)

——————————————————————————————————————

THE BATTLE WITH THE PERSON IN THE
MIRROR IS A LIFELONG PROCESS—BUT IT IS
A BATTLE THAT MUST BE FOUGHT AND ONE

WORTH FIGHTING—YOU ARE WORTH IT!

______________________________________

3 C.S.Lewis, The Problem of Pain (New York: HarperCollins, 1960), 89.
12
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CHAPTER 3

A RIVER OUTSIDE ITS BANKS

“I am the Lorp your God, who brought you up out of
Egypt. Open wide your mouth and 1 will fill it.”
Psalm 81:10 (N1v)

JUST BECAUSE SOMETHING WILL FIT in your mouth doesn’t mean it
belongs there. This is a lesson I seemed to have missed entirely, even
from a very young age. I didn’t know or apparently didn’t want to
hear that the lines were there to help you color, to help you through
life; I thought they existed to prevent life from happening. It seems
that even in the tender years I felt challenged by the lines and so just
used them to frame the inside of my outside.

Strangely, I recall events from the earliest years of childhood, at
least as early as age two. I was two the first time I had my stomach
pumped at Franklin County Memorial Hospital. I thought the white
stuff in the tube was ice cream, so I ate it! It wasn’t ice cream. It was
white glue, a rubber cement-type glue in a tube under the kitchen
sink. My mother was washing dishes, and I was playing on the floor
under the kitchen sink. Setting the example for most of the rest of my
life, I saw something that looked good, and with little thought and no
restraint, I went for it full speed ahead.

My memory of what happened next is vivid and stark. They put
me in a “straitjacket,” rolled me up in a sheet, and trussed me up like
a calf in a catch-pen squeeze chute. Once they had me all wrapped
up, they came at me with the stomach pump. I can’t describe to you
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exactly what the pump looked like, but I can tell you it seems some
part of it was black and some other part was red. Those memories
are pretty well etched into my mind to a level deep enough that I can
almost associate smells with this pointed recollection.

What I seem to recall with the greatest clarity is that for a brief
time in that treatment/operating room, I was the center of attention. I
have a sensory awareness of being thrilled by that attention. I didn’t
know it then, but that thrill, that rush was something called adrena-
line, the misuse of which would haunt me for many decades to come.
The desperate need or desire for a rush would create trouble and lead
to tragedies that, mercifully, none of us anticipated. Regardless of how
much the adrenaline rush appealed to me, I don’t recall the process as
being anywhere close to enjoyable, and my mother says (I don’t recall
this) that when I thought they should be through, I said emphatically,
“All fru now, Hollis get down now.”

Less than a year later I had my second encounter with a stomach
pump at Franklin County Memorial Hospital. Round two happened
when Mr. Hilton May was treating our house on Railroad Avenue
in Bude for various pests—of the insect variety, not of the little boy
variety. He had a bulb-type sprayer that was awfully attractive to
me. While Mr. May and my mother were concluding the business of
paying the bill, I was back behind them with the bulb in one hand and
the business end of the sprayer in my mouth, apparently trying hard
to get rid of the pests within.

Sensing an unhealthy quiet, my mother turned and spotted me
with the sprayer. Just as she prepared to faint, she cried out to Mr.
May, “Will it kill him?” Mr. May promptly responded, “Don’t worry,
Mrs. McGehee, that stuff wouldn’t hurt a flea.” Mother retorted, “Then
what in the world am I paying you for?”

My career at Franklin County Memorial Hospital was really
starting to bud by this time. My trips there were far from over, and
tragically for me and my parents, I was becoming a well-recognized
figure among the faithful at our tiny country hospital in the mid-1950s.

I don’t have any sense that my actions were intentionally pointed
toward self-destruction, but over and over then and later I had signifi-
cant periods when I refused to color inside the lines (I was “drinking”).
There were also times of “preaching,” and the two ebbed and flowed.
Writing this account makes me look back across my life with a crit-
ical eye, and I am confronted with a very clear pattern of being on
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the receiving end of one calamity after another, usually arising from
circumstances I never should have been in to start with. The pattern,
as I see it looking back, is one of unintentional thrill-seeking leading
to adrenaline-rush euphoria, thereby meeting some deep need that I
didn’t know then and don’t fully understand today.

But I am getting way ahead of myself, because for me life was truly
grand. I had two older sisters who pulled me in my red wagon, played
with me in their playhouse, and sometimes gave me as much misery
as I did them. I had parents who loved me and were doing their per-
sonal best to “train up a child in the way he should go; even when he
is old he will not depart from it” (Proverbs 22:6).

——————————————————————————————————————

| A CAREFUL BUT THOROUGH LOOK INTO |
. THE EVENTS OF OUR CHILDHOOD—AND
TO THE UNDERLYING MOTIVATIONS—
' MAY WELL YIELD A DEEPER INSIGHT INTO !
| THE WHO AND WHY OF OUR LIVES. |

______________________________________



A River to Cross

CHAPTER 4

LAYING OUT THE CHANNEL

“For where two or three are gathered in my
name, there am I among them.”
—Matthew 18:20

OUR LITTLE VILLAGE OF BUDE, Mississippi, was a “Mill Town.” It was
conceived and born for the specific purpose of being home to the
Homochitto Lumber Company, which was, at the time, the world’s
largest pine timber sawmill. The town was made up of housing con-
structed by the mill for the people it needed to man and operate a
high-production, southern pine timber sawmill. It was 1911, and along
with the formation of the mill and the town, there also came the school
and the churches and the stores and post office. For the moment, it is
the church I wish to speak of, “my church.”

I loved Bude Methodist Church back then as I do today. Our
church was a place where older women, who smelled sweet and
mostly were sweet, loved to grab me and hug me. I don’t think I was
supposed to like it, but I figured out early on a hug was a pretty neat
deal. Our church was a place where the men stood on the front steps
and smoked and talked of six-man football, local and state politics,
hunting for the elusive but delectable bobwhite quail, and sometimes
they even talked about God! I'm sure we had a good gas heater some-
where in the church building, but the main thing I recall about the
temperature of our church was the warmth of the people, their love
for one another.
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I know there is no perfect church. Our church, like every one
before or since, was made up of people, and people aren’t perfect.
We are all like old prickly porcupines, and sometimes our quills stick
others where they don’t want to be stuck. But I don’t remember the
quills; I just remember the warmth of standing close. Bude Methodist
was a place where I experienced real love and time with people who
were free and generous with that precious, life-nurturing commodity.

Now, let’s be clear. Not a single one of those grown-ups had any
problem letting me know if I got “outside the banks” at church. A
good paddling was readily available if I didn’t want to get back in line.
Yet I knew I was safe, loved, and cared for by those very same people
who administered discipline. I knew the people there had my back.
I learned what it means to be loved in a real way —not just the good
stuff, but the correction too.

In addition to the love of all the people and the men and their talk
that I loved to listen to, next in line were the real peanut butter and
jelly sandwiches handed out at Vacation Bible School, made the right
way —with the peanut butter and grape jelly blended together.

However, my fondest and most deeply felt and held memories
from Bude Methodist involve my parents and singing. Now, neither
of my parents was ever requested to sing a solo. We were not a partic-
ularly musical family, although my mother enjoyed playing the piano
and came from a very musically talented family. In my heart today,
I can hear and feel her playing and singing “Somewhere Over the
Rainbow” as well as her nightly lullaby to me, which is still precious
and fresh on my mind. I call my mother every night, and she always
answers, “Hey, honey” —she’s almost ninety-two and I am going on
sixty-five—it causes a chemical reaction that can’t be matched by any
substance produced by man. She and I speak every night, and lately
we have begun to sing some hymns during our phone calls, taking me
back to those earliest days at our church.

My parents seemed to have arranged it for me to sit beside one
of them or often sandwiched between the two of them. As I reflect
back, I am quite certain that this cage-like seating arrangement was
not accidental. Putting me between my parents was a well-conceived
plan, no doubt born of experience, with a goal of keeping me in line,
keeping me from “overflowing the banks” in the middle of church.
They meant it for damage control, but for me it was, and is to this day,
about feeling the sweet melody that flowed from somewhere deep
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inside my mother and my father, from their very core, their spirits,
as they joined in singing old hymns like “Blessed Assurance,” “Softly
and Tenderly,” and “Leaning on the Everlasting Arms” together with
many others.

To this very day, more than sixty years later, I can both hear and
teel the old hymns flowing forth from deep within my parents. These
songs weren't just sung by them; the words, the thoughts, and the
emotions were coming forth from their very souls. Mayes* and Dor-
othy McGehee were not then, nor are they now, perfect in any way.
But you could feel and hear that they truly loved God and wanted to
get it right. I attribute that deep sense of the reality of their efforts in
worship for imparting to me a real desire for a deep and abiding rela-
tionship with and faith in a loving, gracious, and holy God. This desire
and relationship are true even—and especially —when life becomes a
flood that leaves damage and destruction in its wake.

My parents and our church family at Bude (like all of us) certainly
fall well within the “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God”
description Paul gave in his letter to the church at Rome (Romans 3:23,
N1v). But in their imperfections, which were many (as is true of us all),
I see that they were like what God said of David: “I have found in
David the son of Jesse a man after my heart, who will do all my will”
(Acts 13:22).

FOUNDATIONS ARE LAID EARLY
IN LIFE AND ARE ENDURING.

b oo o o e e e e e e e e e e e e e o e e e e e o = e o = = o =

4 On January 21, 2014, my father, Mayes McGehee, in his ninetieth year on earth
passed from this life into life eternal. I had written this chapter several years
before his death. The last words my father ever spoke were these: “Come Thou
fount of every blessing, tune my heart to sing Thy grace; streams of mercy, never
ceasing, call for songs of loudest praise” (Robert Robinson, 1735-1790).
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CHAPTER 5

THE RIVER ROARS

(A LITTLE)

“For where you have envy and selfish ambition, there
you find disorder and every evil practice.”
— James 3:16 (N1V)

FoorBaLL IN THE MILL TOWN of Bude was played under the banner
of the Bude Bobcats! The size of the community dictated a form of
the game called “six-man” football. This mill town was no different
from any other place, and football is as much about the men standing
on the sidelines attempting to arrive at world-changing, lifesaving
problem-solving as it ever was about the game itself. I can’t honestly
pretend to remember much or anything about the games at Bude’s
football field, but I can tell you about the men and the mascot.

The men stood on the bank by the field and pointed out everything
the coach and the players didn’t get right. Then they would turn their
attention to local town and mill politics and allow as to what were
the errors of the politicians and the bosses. Of course, they also dug
deep into an evaluation of whose bird dog could hold a point without
flushing the covey of quail and whose could find and retrieve a dead
bird better than the others.

The conversation I remember clearly was the one about the mascot
and “Mayes’ boy.” As I roughhoused up and down the bank, rolling
in the grass and dirt, no doubt undoing a good scrubbing that had
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been given to me and my little boy clothes, they observed that it might
be better to let the perpetually restless, snarling team mascot out of the
cage and put Hollis in it. After a good laugh at that prospect, it was on
to something else. I think I reveled in being the topic of attention even
back then. I have no doubt that when I realized they were discussing
me, I roared out my part all the more loudly and was ready to change
places with the cat and go in the cage.

The adrenaline-rush junkie was being born without even realizing
it. I can’t count the times I have heard my parents, and particularly my
father, tell me, “You are just a little too big for your britches, young
man!” I think roaring at the Bude ball games was one of the ways I
started having trouble “fitting in my britches,” so to speak. The bent
toward “drinking” was being born without me having even the slight-
est clue; it was defined by pride and selfishness, a lethal combination.

Someone in my family once said, “You began walking away from
home at the age of two,” and truthfully I guess I have never stopped.
I spent much of my life searching for adventure and looking for the
right cage, the right place for me in this “great big old wind-blistered
world.”> There were people willing to give direction, but even at a
very young age I thought I knew better than all those around me, and
the early seeds of my independence were being laid. Another way
to put it is that early on I erroneously thought I knew more than the
others around me.

In Proverbs, the biblical book of wisdom, we find this warning:
“Do you see a man wise in his own eyes? There is more hope for a fool
than for him” (Proverbs 26:12, N1vss). And then again we read, “The
way of a fool is right in his own eyes, but a wise man listens to advice”
(Proverbs 12:15).

——————————————————————————————————————

. THERE IS MUCH TO BE LEARNED IN PATIENT .
' ATTENTION TO THE LIVES AND WORDS
' OF THOSE IN THE WORLD AROUND US. !

______________________________________

5 Quoted by R. J. Poteet to a young Jim Lloyd in Centennial.
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CHAPTER 6

THE RIVER RUNS EARLY

“Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, ‘Out
of his heart will flow rivers of living water.””
—John 7:38

INn MY HEART, I AM wed to the Homochitto for better and for worse, and
my life has had ample portions of each. I have learned best and most
from the “worse,” but I choose to focus on and cling to the “better.”
As I pen these very words, I write from the bank of the peaceful and
scenic Homochitto, where I have experienced many of my greatest
joys and my worst failures.

The Homochitto is a beautiful river, and in many ways she rep-
resents the course of my own life. Given its nature, a river experiences
drastic and tumultuous changes: it can be calm and serene, and it can
be tumultuous. It has been very productive, but it also has periods and
times when it is more destructive. I, too, have experienced these ebbs
and flows—a “preaching and drinking” sort of up and down. I believe
most of us can identify with a familiar river or stream if we are willing
to give both a fair and honest look. I cherish and enjoy this great river
and my life—the good, the bad, and the ugly!

The Homochitto and I have been involved throughout my life, as I
have been in, on, and around this river since my very early childhood.
I have walked its wide sandbars, fished its deep-green fishing holes,
hunted in and along its wildlife-rich banks, treasure-hunted on its
many rock bars, partied on and in its refreshing waters, loved in and
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on it, and from it worshipped God from whom and to whom it ulti-
mately flows. I have built camps and cabins on it, entertained myself
and many others on it, laughed and cried on its timeless banks more
times than I can possibly count.  have lived my life on the ancient lady
we call Homochitto River.

I was introduced to the Homochitto by my daddy, Mayes McGe-
hee, who loved the outdoors and especially the Homochitto. As a
result of his extreme work ethic, though, he spent precious little time
enjoying the river as an adult. As a young boy from Bude, he regularly
slipped off to the Homochitto to swim, fish, and enjoy the river with
his friends. My first time in the Homochitto with my father we went
to the place we all know as the “Proby Hole.”® This locally infamous
swim hole is the site of many known drownings over the last hun-
dred years. It is defined by a majestic clay bank on the north bank, a
part of Rio Vista Plantation, owned by my Great Uncle Dan McGe-
hee, longtime congressman from the state of Mississippi. The scenic
multicolored clay bank extends out into the main stream of the Homo-
chitto, creating a series of grottos and eddies and at times currents that
people have tragically found to be deadly.

On this early trip to the Homochitto, when I was about four or
five years old, my dad and I came to the Proby Hole from our side
(the south side, owned by my grandfather Dr. Claude McGehee, a
renowned country doctor). We crossed our large sandbar populated
with heavily laden plum trees and lush blackberry and huckleberry
bushes. I recall trembling, partly from fear and partly from cold, when
Daddy put me in the Proby Hole the first time, but I quickly settled in
and had the first of a lifetime of good times on the Homochitto.

My father and I have butted heads many times and in many ways,
but this is a precious and special memory as he held me close and
his warm heart and long arms showed his love and strength. I felt
safe and loved in the arms of my daddy, a small-town boy turned
WWII U.S. Marine turned young lawyer. That is a feeling I still have
about my father today, and it is the feeling that easily prevails over

6  William Proby owned more than 3,000 acres divided by the Homochitto River.
AsTIlook out the window from where I am writing, I can see his gravestone: Born
1784, Died 1849. The “Proby Hole” is named for the longtime owner of both sides
of what we call the Proby Hole. Since the early 1900s, the McGehee family has
owned the area previously owned by William Proby—the north bank by Con-
gressman Dan R. McGehee and the south bank by Dr. James Claude McGehee,
brothers and both now deceased.
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any other. My first trip to the Homochitto was an adventure, and it set
the stage for a lifetime of adventures in the river of my life.

Long after first writing this chapter, I lost my father. I was in the
room with him when he passed. Before I allowed the representatives
from the local mortuary to remove him from his bed, I held him close
for amoment, I guess trying to recapture the feeling I had when he held
me close to his chest so many years before. He was trying to warm me
from the spring coolness of the Homochitto; I was trying to hold him
and stave off and deny the chilly reality of physical death. I was crying
out in the same way Dylan Thomas once did for his father to “rage,
rage against the dying of the light.”” Yet,  am glad that I knew then and
am reminded now that Mayes McGehee was no longer on that bed —he
was being welcomed into the presence of his heavenly Father.

“And whoever lives and believes in me will never die. Do you
believe this?” —John 11:26 (N1vs4)

——————————————————————————————————————

: LEARN EARLY ON TO LOVE AND :
l APPRECIATE YOUR PARENTS IN ALL l
THEIR BLESSINGS AND VARIOUS
' IMPERFECTIONS—THEY ARE BATTLING !
| THROUGH LIFE JUST AS YOU ARE. |

______________________________________

7 Dylan Thomas, “Do Not Go Gentle into That Good Night.”
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CHAPTER 7/

SETTING HOOKS ON THE HOMOCHITTO

“Then God said, ‘Let us make mankind in our image, in our
likeness, so that they may rule over the fish in the sea . ..”
—Genesis 1:26 (N1v)

WHEN I was ABOUT s1x or seven years old, my daddy would take my
friends and me trotlining on the quiet and peaceful Homochitto. Late
on a Friday afternoon we would go down to the river and set up camp.
Then just before dark we would get in the river, setting out our hooks
on a long cotton line stretched across the channel of the river. Just
below the Highway 98 bridge and a little above the Proby Hole are
two ancient craggy cypress stumps standing as two silent sentinels to
the many changes in the Homochitto.

The plan we always followed was to set out the hooks and bait them
just at dark, then return to the sandbar, build a fire of driftwood and river
birch found along the banks, and wait for the fish to bite. Hours later, we
would again strip off our street clothes, get naked, wade out in the cool
waters of the river, and check our lines for fish. If you knew my father,
you wouldn’t have any trouble understanding my shock at this serious
departure from his usual impeccable dress habits and extreme attention
to decorum. It showed me he was just a regular guy, something I had
not realized previously. He was and is, at heart, that little boy from Bude
running to the river to be a more recent incarnation of Tom or Huck!

We didn’t usually catch a lot of catfish, but we almost always
caught a couple of big ones. Those fish were probably four to eight
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pounds, but when we waded out into the river, raised the line, and
saw the dark image of a thrashing, good-sized catfish, it was like
seeing a whale as far as I was concerned. I learned early on (and at the
cost of a severe talking-to) not to pick up the line high enough to let the
fish flop off. I just held the line. I could feel the tugging, and it tugged
all the way into my heart, causing it to beat about eleventy dozen beats
a minute. It was as if this process—man and fish—was thought of by
me for the very first time. It was the stuff of great memories; I can feel
those lines tugging in my mind and heart to this very moment.

Setting hooks on the Homochitto is one of my earliest memories of
enjoying the river and its bounty. The Homochitto was beginning its
journey in and through my life. It has been and it remains a journey of
love. In like fashion with all true loves, there are times of heartache.
But on this trip, I knew nothing of the heartache that would follow in
time; I was just enjoying having my heart tugged. I was a long way
from figuring out the “preaching” from the “drinking” or that such a
thing even existed.

——————————————————————————————————————

. DON'T HURRY ANXIOUSLY THROUGH |
. LIFE; PAUSE AND TAKE THE TIME TO ENJOY
\ EACH BLESSING AS IT COMES. EVERY DAY
' IS A GIFT TO BE TREASURED, EVEN—AND
' SOMETIMES ESPECIALLY—THE BAD DAYS.

______________________________________
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CHAPTER &

THE SHORTCUT

(THERE ARE NO REAL SHORTCUTS IN LIFE)

“Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the

road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it. But small is

the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it.”
—Matthew 7:13-14 (N1v)

I THINK ENTERING “THROUGH THE harrow gate” must be quite similar
to coercing a river to stay in its banks. It seems this principle of the
narrow way had begun to elude me even early on in life. The flooding
and overflowing of the banks were recurring themes for me as far back
as my tender years. One of those tender years I recall quite clearly is
Christmas 1960; I was just a few weeks past my seventh birthday.

One of my biggest heroes was Johnny Unitas of the Baltimore
Colts. I wanted, more than anything else, to be “Johnny U,” the man
in the black high-tops. I was always pretending to be him, or if one of
my friends beat me to him, then I was more than okay to be Raymond
Berry, Johnny U’s favorite target. Johnny Unitas was only the greatest
quarterback ever and maybe the best-known athlete on the planet; I
guess he was everybody’s hero!

When anyone asked me, “What do you want for Christmas?” I had
a quick answer to that question: “I want a Baltimore Colts uniform
with #19 on the jersey!” Santa came through, and I got the uniform.
Whether it had a #19 on the jersey or I made-believe that it did, I was
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happy regardless, and I am sure Sears, Roebuck and Company was a
little bit better off for the wish fulfilled. There were many nights I slept
in that jersey, and my little helmet too!

In our little neighborhood, one of the Christmas Day activities
was to go around to each of the four or five houses nearby and see
what everybody got for Christmas. Man, I was so proud to show off
my new uniform and helmet. A few days after Christmas a bunch of
us were gathered up at Mrs. Lola Lee Pritchard Crawford’s house,
visiting with our childhood “neighborhood boss” Lex Pritchard.
We planned to have a big football game at the school circle, which
was just down the hill. (We played most of our major, world-class
sporting events there, except when we played tackle football on the
courthouse lawn.)

We were all preparing for our big football game. Everyone was on
bicycles, so we took off together for the school circle. We came to the
intersection by Dr. Jack’s house, where the safer and usual way was to
go straight, pass by the Methodist Church, and then turn left onto the
street that ran directly into the school circle. Everyone in our group
went that way, the straight way, the safe way, the right way. Everyone,
that is, except me.

When we got to the first stop sign, I decided to take the shortcut
and turned down the hill in front of my parents” house. I took off
from the stop sign, zipping down that hill with the wind whipping
through my helmet and my jersey flapping on my skinny frame. I
was determined to beat all those other guys to the circle. I knew the
shortcut! I may have been the smallest, but I was going to be the first
one there!

I went barreling down the hill toward the stop sign and, of course,
had no thought of stopping. My only thought was maneuvering to
make the turn at maximum speed. The next thing I knew, I was making
an unscheduled “manned” flight into the chain-link fence around the
high school football stadium at the bottom of the hill. That unsched-
uled flight originated when my bike hit a Volkswagen traveling west
on Second Street (he had the right of way, and I ran the stop sign). My
flight ended when my Baltimore Colts helmet hit the cyclone fence
about three or four feet above ground level.

I walked away from what could easily have been a fatal collision
(actually two collisions: the first when I hit the side of the Volkswagen,
and the second when my head, encased in my new football helmet,
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hit the cyclone fence). I can’t say for sure (and that should tell you
something), but I believe we had yet another trip to Franklin County
Memorial Hospital for a little checkup. Amazingly, the only real
wound I had was a cut to my right elbow from hitting the hood of Mr.
King’s Volkswagen as I passed over it on my flight to the fence.

2 There is a way that seems right to a man [and a seven-year-old],
but in the end it leads to death. (Proverbs 14:12, N1v84)

I decided to go my own way, to take a shortcut. My “painting
outside the lines” ended in what should have been a total disaster but,
by the grace of God, was just another near calamity in my young life.
I wasn’t thinking, or I might have learned something from this reveal-
ing sneak peek about the choices I would make throughout my life.
The lesson I see is simply this: There are paths that look like shortcuts
and seem to be better, but the reality is, they are not. Quicker and/or
shorter does not necessarily mean better and certainly does not mean
safer. When I set out for the school circle, I had no idea I was about to
have an encounter with a Volkswagen on the way to the big football
game of December 28, 1960. We don’t know what a day holds, but
when we are looking at our choices each day, we can know that what-
ever looks like a shortcut almost surely is not!

In the writing of this account, I find myself taking a close look at
my life—not just at what happened, but why it happened. What I see
is not pleasing, but I am glad I finally had the courage to look and to
ask myself some real tough questions like: “What were you thinking?”
The short answer is I had a complete disconnect in the department
of planning. I did the next easiest and most thrilling thing with no
thought to a longer-term plan or consequences of poor choices. As I
peer deep into my own soul and come face-to-face with myself, I see
a darkness that is centered in seeking in my own way that which can
truly be found only in God. Trying to find, from the resources of the
world, the right filler for the God-sized hole in our lives is never a
good choice. The Rolling Stones sang, “I Can’t Get No Satisfaction,”
and truly what life has shown me in very plain fashion is that satis-
faction, which is spelled P-E-A-C-E, can’t be obtained from the things,
places, or people of this world. The peace we all need, the peace we
were all created to enjoy, is found only in a right relationship with
Jesus Christ.

* Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give
you rest. (Matthew 11:28)

28



The Shortcut

Softly and tenderly, Jesus is calling; calling, O sinner, come home.
Softly and tenderly, Jesus is calling; come home to Me, Hollis. Lord,
please have mercy and help me to find that rest in You that my soul
so deeply yearns for and has so futilely sought to find in my own
strength.

——————————————————————————————————————

Go slow AND observe the world around you; be
intentionally careful for your safety and the safety
and well-being of others in the world around
you. We don't have the right to be reckless or
careless on the pretense that we are only hurting
ourselves. Truly none of us is an island to himself.

______________________________________
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CHAPTER 9

A RIVER OF FIRE

“But the day of the Lord will come like a thief. The heavens
will disappear with a roar; the elements will be destroyed by
fire, and the earth and everything in it will be laid bare.”
—2 Peter 3:10 (N1v84)

THE CONTROLLED USE OF FIRE was one of the earliest human discover-
ies, and its purposes were many, including a source of light and heat,
a way to cook, clear forests, treat stone and other substances for the
making of simple tools and implements, and burn clay for ceramic
objects. However, like with most other things in life, that which can
be used for good can also be used destructively; so has it always been
with the use of fire.

The first fire I remember was at our home. It started off good, but
suddenly turned in the other direction. I think it was in November
1961. I had on a brand-new red shirt with my initials on it; my mother
had just finished making it for me. Excited about wearing my new
shirt to school, I was arming up by the gas heater in the bathroom. The
fresh starch in my shirt caught the attention of the gas flames, and all
of a sudden it was a lot hotter than I wanted.

One of my sisters saw the flames and took quick action to put out
the fire, saving my life. The fire destroyed my new shirt, but due to
the quick actions of my sister, my back suffered only light first-degree
burns. I don’t recall us even going to the hospital. Dr. Jack was just
next door, so I'm sure we just went across the street and saw him at
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home, or he may have come over to our house. What I mainly remem-
ber is that I never got to wear my red shirt to school.

Thinking back on that morning, it may have been just a lead-up to
the “Great Fire of 1962,” which impacted my life and, to some extent,
changed it forever. Fires leave visible and invisible marks, and the fire
of 1962 left both types on my life forever. Sadly, it was not the last fire
I would experience, but I am getting ahead of myself.

I believe it was around March 1962, and we were living in Mead-
ville, having moved there in the summer of 1956. On this spring day,
a young man from Bude, Douglas Shaw, had just finished cutting
our grass and left for the day. I had been eyeballing the big-wheeled
Yazoo mower and the red gasoline can all morning. I had imagined
myself as the yardman, pushing the mower and refilling its tank from
the big metal gas can. It wasn’t too many years later that my parents
would have been happy for me to assume that role. Of course, when
it became their idea, it ceased to be attractive to me.

My closest neighbor and lifelong friend Jack Hollingsworth
(“Jacky” back then) and I were into chemistry. Our idea of becom-
ing great chemists involved trying to mix together many different
substances, anything we could obtain that seemed appropriate. We
would gather things from under sinks, out of closets, just anywhere
bottles and jugs of chemicals might be found. Our chemical protocol
was fairly simple: mix the stuff all up and see what happens next. If
it smoked, we felt like we must be getting close to a cure to a dreaded
disease or a miracle that might change the world!

On this day, we got into the petro-chemical business. I had a quart
fruit jar, and in it we had a mixture of gasoline, lighter fluid (the kind
in the yellow cans intended for use in Zippo lighters), some charcoal
lighter, and because it was the same basic color of yellow, we mixed
in a touch of little-boy urine.

Jacky and I were in the middle of the dead-end street between
our two houses, the street that ended at the home of my first and best
friend ever, Philip King. We placed the jar in the middle of the street,
leaving a safe burning area on all sides of the jar. We had our magni-
tying glass, and we were passing light through the jar in an effort to
ignite the gasoline. When nothing exciting happened, we got some big
wooden kitchen matches, and as they say, “things heated up quickly”
from there. I actually had considered making sure there was a safe
area around the gasoline, but I had not considered the gasoline that
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had spilled down my pant legs when I was pouring it into the jar from
the five-gallon gas can.

I poured some of the gasoline onto paper piled in the street, lit a
match, and threw it on the pile. There was an explosion of sorts—a very
distinctive and loud “whoosh!” —and then a lot of flames that I tried to
run from, but it seemed I could not get away from them. In fact, the harder
I ran, the hotter they got. Sarah, alady who worked for Dr. Jack and Mrs.
Colleen Hollingsworth, chased me down; she was bigger and slower, but
she had a long wooden-handled broom she knocked me down with.

I tried my best to beat the flames off me, sort of like one does when a
whole hive of red wasps or guinea wasps gets after you. No matter how
hard I'hit, no matter how many times I hit at the red-and-yellow flames,
they didn’t leave and seemed only to get worse. This could have lasted
only for seconds, but it seemed to be never ending. I couldn’t run fast
enough, I couldn’t travel far enough, and I couldn’t beat hard enough
to get away from or to get any relief from the fire. When Sarah got me
down, I was in the side yard of our house, about fifty feet from where
the fire had loudly and violently started in the middle of the street.

The moment was critical, life altering; the fire had to be put out
immediately. The alternative was gruesome. My mother charged in at
that critical moment. She, too, tried beating it out. That didn’t work.
Ignoring her own safety and her own life, she covered my body with
her own by plumping down on top of me. Her long blue pleated skirt
had the effect of a fire blanket; the flames were retarded, seemed to
be gone. Thanks to Mama, everything was all right and I felt like I
was going to be okay. The fire was out. My mother immediately came
to her feet to check on me, and she was stunned to see the flames
instantly resume their full height and intensity! Without a thought,
she threw herself back on the flames, whatever was necessary to save
her child. Once again the flames immediately were choked out with
the smothering, oxygen-depriving effect of the skirt. Yet again she
sought to rise to check on me, and the moment she did, the flames
were back to their ghastly work.

Then she grabbed my little blue jeans and began to pull them off.
resisted mightily because by then Susan and Lee Ann Hollingsworth,
my neighbors who were “older women” and whom I idolized, had
appeared. I was watching them through the flames, and I told Mama,
“No! You are not going to pull my britches off in front of them!” Mama
never blinked. Off came the pants, even though I was pulling back and
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resisting with all my might. Thankfully, Mama won the tug-of-war,
and the fire was out. When the fire went out, the real hell began!

I suffered third-degree burns to most of my right leg; also both of
my hands were badly burned. I also had lesser burns scattered around
and over my nine-year-old body. The treatment for a serious burn is
somewhat nightmarish for anyone, but for a child it was especially
tough. For the first week, we went daily to Dr. Jack’s office where the
gauze applied the day before was removed. The only way to remove it
was to tear it loose because the raw flesh from the wound would seep
through and bond into the mesh of the gauze. Just imagine the feeling of
ripping a Band-Aid off a really, really tender bad sore and then magnify
it about eleventy dozen times, and you are starting to get the feeling.
Then imagine doing that daily over a whole leg, day after day after day.

My leg became seriously infected; it put the whole leg in danger of
becoming gangrenous and requiring amputation. By God’s grace, my
leg was saved and I was healed. I bear those burn scars today, and my
right leg is clearly smaller than the other, but truthfully I am greatly
blessed to be alive.

More than fifty years later, when I think about it, I can still feel the
burning heat and smell the very distinctive odor of burning gasoline on
human flesh. I remember and can still see my little blue jeans after the
fire; they were not consumed but were lined with what used to be the top
layer of flesh from my right leg. The smell of burning gasoline and flesh is
one that can neither be ignored nor easily forgotten, and so it isa memory
I keep in a closet that usually stays securely closed. There are times when
the door to those memories opens; thankfully it doesn’t happen often.

Needless to say, I discovered a lot about fire through that experi-
ence. It involved an extended hospital stay and a recovery involving a
number of surgeries. I lost the rest of the school year, but my teacher,
Mrs. Ruth Ballard, and my mother worked in tandem to keep me
from losing my third-grade year. Thanks to them I was able to pass
successfully to the fourth grade. To this day, I still remember with
great fondness and deep emotion my classmates walking up the hill
from the school to have a party at my house. The line of friends and
classmates coming up the hill (the very same one I took the shortcut
on two years earlier) to our house was a key to the healing. It is a pic-
ture that stands stronger and more readily accessible than the more
ghoulish one involving the leaping flames. I was still not able to walk
at that time, but I remember being outside in a chair and seeing them
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all trooping up the hill. It was a blessing then, and it is to this day.
Tragically, I have had to help bury quite a number of my classmates
since then. Theirs was a kind and gracious effort that half a century
later still brings tears to my eyes and healing to my body and soul. Life
is precious and must be cherished.

God blessed me to live through that and to be here to tell about
it. Today, I can even make light of some of the events. When I think
of some of the people who helped care for me—Mrs. Martha Kent
(a brand-new but very tenderhearted nurse), Ms. Geenie Brazille (a
tough old bird whose heart was touched by a little feller with a seri-
ous burn), and friends like Rickey Hill and others who pushed me in
wheelchair races around the hospital —it is a great and sweet memory
that outweighs the intense pain also associated with that lengthy hos-
pital stay. I also remember and reflect that, much like the bobcat cage
incident at the Bude football game, I managed to become the center
of ongoing shenanigans while I was there, haunting the hallways at
night in my wheelchair. I laugh out loud at myself.

Today I know without a doubt that discovering fire in that way
was and still is a very traumatic experience. Unfortunately, this was
far from my last bout with fire. As a child, I had been warned about
fire and about gasoline. I didn’t heed those warnings, and I suffered
the consequences of my actions. Scripture warns, “Whatever one
sows, that he will also reap” (Galatians 6:7). That is still true today,
more than fifty years downstream. I guess, in the language of my
cousin, I must have been “drinking” during that time.

Life deals us all some challenges, but it’s up to us
to decide how we will respond to life’s breaks. If
we truly trust God, we will see that all things work
together for our good as we trust Him and that all

day comes with some trouble. The key is to look

up and learn to lean fully on God. He is here; we

just have to be still and know that He is God and
that He always does what He says He will do.

______________________________________
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Coming of Age on the Homochitto

CHAPTER 10

COMING OF AGE ON THE HOMOCHITTO

“Bad company corrupts good character.”
—1 Corinthians 15:33 (N1v)

CampING oN THE HoMocHITTO WaS just a way of life for us boys grow-
ing up around the Homochitto River back in the 1960s. One of our
favorite campsites was just below the Highway 98 bridge® over the
Homochitto River. Our camping trips to that location flew under the
flag of fishing, but these were also a country boy’s version of night-
life in Time’s Square or Bourbon Street. Viewing nightlife Franklin
County style was an eye-opening experience for the group of young
boys I grew up with.

For as long as anyone can remember, people have congregated
below the 98 bridge for social purposes. During the daylight hours
you'd see families picnicking with tubs of ice cold drinks and bas-
kets of sandwiches and fried chicken and potato salad, homemade
ice cream and cold-water melons. There were people swimming and
sunning. There were church outings, young pastors with the kids
from the church playing games and swinging from the rope swing
in the swim hole just above the bridge at the site of the old bridge
timbers. There was an area just below the bridge where politicians

8  One of the main crossings of the Homochitto is on U.S. Highway 98 just east of
Bude, which is also the location of the beginning of my family’s ownership of
Homochitto River frontage land. This is also the approximate location of one or
more of the old ferry crossings of the river in the days prior to the first bridges.
The log cabin my wife and I built is just east of this bridge.

35



A River to Cross
gathered during election season. I remember one time in particular
when, among others, the area was the site for a heated political debate
in the 1959 race for governor.

When night falls on the banks of the Homochitto under the 98
bridge, the participants and the focus of fun on the river change dra-
matically. The area below the 98 bridge is made up of a myriad of
roads and little trails through the pine timber and the prolific green
thornbushes adjoining a very large sandbar. The result is that this rela-
tively small area has a number of semi-secluded alcoves where, on any
given night, one might find a family tent-camping, a small group of
men gambling, some rowdy boys with a fire blazing and beer flowing,
couples gathered for “parking,” and meetings of people whose goal
was not to be noticed.

That area was our Times Square, our Bourbon Street—although
we knew nothing of such places personally. We always camped just
a little below the area of high activity, positioned perfectly to monitor
and oversee all of these different nightlife activities under a wide-open
night sky. We camped and fished and monitored our lines in the river
and the lines of night moves being played out in front of us on the bank
of the Homochitto River. We saw, heard, smelled, and, at times, tasted
all of these activities from our secret position as we came of age from
about age eleven to fourteen. This was all a part of my Homochitto
education as the currents of the river continued to run through my life.

The Homochitto is more than just nightlife under the bridge and
a fishing hole; it is also a grand highway, and we spent many, many
days and nights traveling along the Homochitto Freeway. We called it
“floatin’ the river,” which at different times meant an old inner tube,
a plastic pool float, an old flat-bottom fishing boat, or a canoe. My first
floats on the Homochitto were in some little blue plastic boats that
belonged to family friends living on the river. My recollection is they
were essentially like those little plastic swimming pools but shaped
like little boats. We had a great time. I remember imagining we were in
the raft of Huck and Jim.? Regardless of the type of watercraft we used,
we felt—or at least I did —that we were mighty explorers on historic
ventures into wilderness territory along the Homochitto.

We made more float trips than I care to count. Sometimes it was
a day trip from one bridge to another, and sometimes the trip was an
overnight trip or one extending several nights when we traveled down

9  From Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.
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to the Highway 33 bridge. On a few occasions we went all the way
to the Highway 61 bridge below Natchez, Mississippi. We would take
along a few groceries, but mostly the food was there for the finding and
catching. Whether it was a catfish taken straight from the river to the
campfire, a few ears of corn from a nearby patch roasted in the shuck
on our campfire, or a watermelon obtained by subtle means, there was
plenty to eat along the Homochitto Freeway. I was learning the river,
and its flow through me was increasing in volume year by year.

When I'look back now, I see clearly that I made no effort to plan. I
took things as they came and, with rare exceptions, always chose what
seemed most exciting at the moment. Like the Homochitto, life was
flowing along, but unlike the Homochitto, I gave no thought to what
channel I was following. One of the biggest lessons I have learned
from this look back is I did not have a life plan; I knew from an early
age I wanted to be an attorney like my father, butI didn’t know why or
even if that was God’s plan for my life. To navigate the river, you have
to make choices about the current you will follow; to navigate life, you
have to make choices about the path you will follow and who you will
be influenced by. All of this went completely over my head. I thought
only of the next adventure. Living life God’s way requires prayerful
planning and knowing when to pull back and when to plunge ahead,
and as they say, “Failing to plan is planning to fail.”

The Homochitto, like life, can be docile and it can be very danger-
ous; the key to river travel is learning to read the river, and the key to
understanding life is reading and following God’s blueprint—the
Holy Bible—and thus knowing when to move forward and when to
pull aside and watch from the bank for a while.

——————————————————————————————————————

Life, like a river, rises and falls, with times
of flooding and times of drought—knowing

i and acting on that knowledge wisely is the i
: difference between successfully navigating life :

and being caught in the undercurrents.

______________________________________
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CHAPTER 11

WATER OF LIFE: SOMETIMES IT FLOWS,
SOMETIMES IT'S A STAGNANT POND

(THANKS BE TO GOD FOR THE DAYS THAT FLow!)

“Then he ordered the crowds to sit down on the grass,
and taking the five loaves and the two fish, he looked up to
heaven and said a blessing. Then he broke the loaves and
gave them to the disciples, and the disciples gave them to the
crowds. And they all ate and were satisfied. And they took
up twelve baskets full of the broken pieces left over.”

—Matthew 14:19-20

THe BEST DAY OF MY childhood, the one that I remember in vivid detail,
the one where everything went right, involved neighbors, a pond,
fishing, and a bunch of little boys having a grand time! I want to tell
you about that “best day ever,” about my neighbor who made that day
happen for me, and about what it meant to be chosen to be included
in such a great day!

My neighbor Mr. Graham Herring —he was larger than life to me.
He founded the propane gas company known as Herring Gas. He and
his home were open to us kids in the neighborhood. He had a way
of always making me feel good about who I was. To my young eyes,
Graham Herring knew how to live life on a grand scale, and he loved
to share that with all the kids.
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I lived just up the hill from the Herrings, and we were constantly
back and forth between houses, although I am pretty sure I wore a
deeper path at their door than they did at mine. I was and am very
proud of my parents, but I think it’s pretty normal for kids to also find
grown-ups other than their parents to get close to during their forma-
tive years. Mr. Graham Herring was one of those men.

Graham Herring had a unique way of doing things on a scale
that was larger and, well, just different from other grown-ups. He
always welcomed the kids to join in with his various projects and
activities. He had a sense of the fun factor, and he just seemed to
know more about having fun (at least the kind a kid enjoys) than
other grown-ups.

I recall one time when he bought several new Ford Mustangs
(probably about 1966), loaded up his entire family, and drove them
across the country, through Mexico, and down to British Honduras
for swimming, scuba diving, and fishing, just some world-class fun
on a family vacation. When the trip was over, he sold the cars down
there, which not only paid for the trip but also made him money, and
then flew everyone home.

Graham Herring was a unique man and a great neighbor to me
and many others. I still feel a deep pain when I remember getting
word of his tragic death from an accidental gunshot wound years
later. I was a student at Ole Miss at the time, and I recall vividly the
drive home from Oxford to be with his family and to say an earthly
goodbye to a good friend who had been so kind to me and meant so
much to me. When I think back on his life and death, it seems very
strange to realize that when he died, he was years younger than I am
now. He left us far too early!

I will never forget when he took me on my first quail-hunting trip.
That led to me getting my first shotgun: a Browning Sweet Sixteen.
Our hunting trip was a great day that he, his sons Steve and Mike,
and I enjoyed together. But the day I want to tell you about is the day
I went on the greatest fishing trip a young boy could ever imagine.

In my mind, the best part of the fishing trip was being invited! Mr.
Graham Herring personally and specifically invited me, and it meant
the world to me. It should be a great lesson to remember how import-
ant it is to all of us to be involved, to be welcomed, to be invited. We
all need to reach out to kids of all ages; everyone wants and likes to be
included —love is an action verb.

39



A River to Cross

Mr. Herring had a farm just west of Meadville and just south of
our local Middle Fork Country Club (which he was instrumental in
the formation of). His farm joined the Middle Fork Creek on the east
and Bunkley Road on the west. He had a really nice farm pond. To
us kids, it was more like a lake, a great fishing hole, a perfect place to
mix boys, sun, and fun! Believe it or not, that pond was big enough
that more than a few young boys learned to water-ski in it, some-
times pulled behind a small motor boat and sometimes pulled behind
a pickup truck driven along the bank. Those will have to be stories for
another day.

On a Saturday morning probably in late spring or early summer
about 1964, Mr. Herring poisoned his pond. At least that’s what every-
body called it back then, “poisoning your pond.” He spread Rotenone
(a chemical agent that lowers oxygen in water and forces fish to the
top) around his pond and then ran the motorboats back and forth
around the pond to ensure a good and thorough distribution of the
chemical. This poisoning was done to clean all the fish out of his pond
in order to restock it. Regardless of what they called it or why they did
it, I can tell you we called it fun.

That was almost more fun than one little boy could stand in
one day (I can remember everything about it). That “poisoning
of the pond” turned into an awesome fishing trip for our group
of young boys, with a big old party and fish fry right there on the
bank of that pond! I can see and feel the water, smell the old pond
mud mixed in with the smell of fish frying. Wow! I can go there
right now. I just need my memory and a few moments with my
eyes closed to escape to the bank of that pond well over fifty years
ago now.

Go back with me to that special day. Picture the morning sun
dancing on the bright surface of the pond; visualize this large farm
pond that has an earthen dam at one end and comes to a point on th