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Standmg lip,

telephone and takes it into the ey She
i calls one of her sisters, but keeps it short and
~ quiet. “Glenn made me get bit by a snake,” she
whispers. “He’s fallen asleep. Call the ambu-
lance. I'll meet them on the road by the Cham-
bless place. Tell them not to come up here.
Tell them not to run their lights or sirens. It’ll
wake him up.”

When she hangs up, she waits to hear if he is
stirring. He's not. She makes her way out the
back door, praying the dogs won't start bark-
ing. Outside, it has become a clear, cold night.
The sky is full of stars. She can see this won’t
be easy. When she told her sister she'd get
- to the Chambless place, she’d forgotten how
hard it is to move after you've been bitten by

. two rattlesnakes. She tells herself to put one
'.font in front of the other, and this works as
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Va or dlE A]l she knomrs for r:ertam is that she

is headed toward the light.
' And later, much la_ter it seems, when the
~ ambulance attendant takes her arm in the
" middle of the road, it’s as though he is escort-
ing her through a door into a bright room
where all this can be explained and given a
name. He tells her not to be afraid, and they
hook her up to a machine and give her oxygen
and wash her hand off, the one that was bit.
It is such a simple thing for the attendant to
do, but she thinks about it on the way to the
~ emergency room, and later that night, when
~ the same ambulance attendant accompanies
'*fer to the big university hospital in Birmin

am, she is thinking about how nice it was |
ave he hand washed aﬁ' hke that I—Ier han
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_ n la seat near the front of the couxtrnum Vo
'n i pew—hke bench reserved fDI' the press i

~ said as the crowd of onlookers filed back into
 the courtroom.
The contrast in appearance between us and
- the people who were attending the trial was
" striking. Most of the women, no matter their
age, wore their hair uncut. It cascaded to the
~ waists of their ankle-length dresses or was
. pinned atop their heads in gray knots. Few of
the women seemed to have on makeup or jew-
| alry, but there were some young rebels with
e ed hair and dangling e:arring's the slogar




nd f ends It was the same look on the';fac.e;;l
:“af Glenn Summerferd who sat at the defense’
i f:..table with his hands in his lap. He was wear-
mg a sky blue shirt, and his eyes seemed far
_ apart and remote. I saw now that the unnerv-
ing cast to the men’s faces was probably just
inflexibility, an unwillingness to give them-
selves up to public emotion. It had to do not so

~ much with their religion, I reasoned, as with

their poverty.

All rose as Judge Loy Campbell entered the
courtroom in his motorized wheelchair. He
had just read in the news that someone had

~ found Babe Ruth’s outhouse, and he passed
: j,at information along to the jury before |
scon Ened the court




___-:andered what 1t wuuld be hke to be b1tten
by rattlesnakes. I wondered if there could be
. any pleasure at all in that, in coming so close
to death and surviving. I would find out later
that Darlene was four months pregnant, had
been pregnant without knowing it when the
rattlesnakes bit her, and that the doctors now
thought the baby would be fine.

I could hardly take my eyes off Darlene Sum-
merford during the trial, even at the end of
the day, when a surprise defense witness took
the stand. The prosecution had argued that
~ Glenn had backslid and taken to drink. In a
. fit of irrational jealousy, he had tried to kill
- Darlene and disguise it as a suicide. Glen
; ttomem Gary Lackey, had argued that bc
merfords had backshd and taken
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--f}mg- to kl]l Glenn w1th the snake nm: the other |

" no more,” Ms. Flippo said. “She was going to
let the snake bite Glenn on the neck, but when
she reached into the box it bit her instead.”
Ms. Flippo's testimony set the courtroom
abuzz. “She’s lying!” said Ms. Flippo’s ex-hus-
band, Ollie T. Ingram, when he cornered me in
the hall during a recess.
“In my opinion, she’s in love with the min-
. Ister,” added her former sister-in-law, Sylvia
. Ingram.
| _,_After the recess, other w1tnesses testifi

~ way around. “She told me she wanted to kill
him because she didn’t want to live like that |




stayed in Scottsboro that nlght at an eccm- an
‘omy motel run by a famlly from India. The
- room smelled of curry and blackeyed peas,a
~ confusion that mirrored my state of mind. I
~ didn’t know who to believe or what the trial
~ was ultimately about. Although the testimony
had echoed familiar themes from a troubled
secular society — marital infidelity, spousal
abuse, and alcoholism — it had also raised
questions about faith, forgiveness, redemp-
_ tion, and of course, snakes.

. At times, it must have seemed to Darlene
~ that she was on trial instead of Glenn. Glenn’
gk orney, Gary .Lackey,;_ had referred to her




. Thereporters in the courtroom laughed a.nd -

. : Lackey threw a wry glance at the judge.

I understood why the media attention paid
the trial infuriated some of Scottsboro’s resi-

dents, including the district attorney, Dwight

Duke.

“Down the hall,” he had said to a room full
of reporters, “we’ve got a trial going on about
- an eighteen-month-old kid that got beat to

. death. Just another dead kid. But here we've
. got snakes, a preacher.”

~ That night, as I watched a television new

'bnut the trial on a statlon out of Ch:




i _I;-extremely dysfunctlonal famlly," Mr Lackey, i
. Glenn’s attorney, said. “It‘'s’ hard for any of us
~ to descend into an abyss filled with serpents' e
and practices with which we are unfamiliar.”
Of Darlene, he said, “We don’t know what to
make of a person who takes photographs of
snakes around in her purse.”

Duke, the prosecutor, said, “We're not deal-
ing with reasonable people.” He implied that
Darlene’s seventh-grade education made it im-
possible for her to have dreamed up such a
~ complicated scheme to get custody of her boy.
The proof of her husband’s guilt, his logic

| '--e-s?eemed to say, lay in the poverty of Darlen
ma3 gmatlon What he left the jury with w
1N, };rnmor amatter of syntax, really.

it




W_lth Darlene Summerford in a dark hallway
- on the first floor of the courthouse. She was
. leaning against the wall and smoking a ciga-
 rette. Fair skinned and rangy, she was attrac-
tive in a rawboned way. Her most striking fea-
tures were her eyes, the pupils of which were
wide open and nearly octagonal in shape.
“I'm fixing to get that girl yonder,” she said,
pointing her cigarette at Bobbie Sue Thomp-
. son, who was just then walking out the court-
- house door. “She’s one of Glenn’s girlfriends.
 He pmn'used to marry her the fourteenth of
i h13 month.
‘Darlene looked at me, and her eyes no




-e;gle for everythmg she’d had. On:e baby’d beeng” a
_ taken away from her by the welfare people,
?ggf and she had sworn then she'd never let an-
- other one go without a fight. -
She started suspecting things weren'’t right
between her and Glenn when he broke her
mother’s jaw with a vase at a family dinner
- and when he hit a brother-in-law over the
head with a pair of vise grips shortly after
that. And then there was the drinking and
~ the fits of jealousy and his own infidelities,
- which he didn’t admit to anybody. But she’d
still prayed for him when he got bit by a we:
-"amondback in the middle of ]uly




-_ a.,_:d.oﬁer Tcogs in P1sga.h a traller next to her

. mother’s house near Dutton, and a half acre

i of land. The doctor had told her the baby she i

. wascarryingwasgoingtobeallright. Shesaid | |

. 1f she started going to church again, it'd be to
a different kind, maybe Baptist. “I sure ain’t
gonna marry no preacher, though,” she said.

In the meantime, she had her mind set
on one thing. “I just want justice.” And she
stubbed her cigarette out on the sole of her
shoe.

Several hours later, it came. The jury found
Glenn guilty of attempted murder. The ver-
I;';.:;_d1ct was met in sﬂence by a courtroom fill
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;handlmg But in ways that is all it had been fl
%about Facing fear. Takmg risks. Having faith.
. “I knowed I was telling the truth,” Darlene
~ said after the trial. “I figured they'd say I was
i lying, but it didn’t matter. I knowed I was
telling the truth.”

But what I would most remember from
the trial was something Darlene Summerford
said in the first floor hallway before the ver-
dict came down. We were leaning against the
wall while she smoked a cigarette, our heads
. close together so no one would overhear. I
~ had asked her what it was like to take up ser




the tnal w}uch I was cbmp::rsmg in my head.:; i
‘even then, had a predetermined shape and
_ a natural end. Glenn Summerford had been
. convicted. Justice had prevailed. But the mo-
ment Darlene Summerford told me what it
felt like to take up serpents, I knew the real
story wouldn’t be over until I'd seen and expe-
rienced what she was talking about for myself.
- Darlene’s journey with the handlers was be-
~ hind her now. Mine had just begun.




“I guess you heard about Brother Clyde,” said
Cecil Esslinder, the redheaded guitar player
with the perpetual grin. We were standing
on the square in Scottsboro a few weeks
after Glenn Summerford’s trial, and Cecil was
squinting up at the noonday sun.
“All 1 know is what I read in the papers,” I
i sdid,
el ~ “That’s what I'm talking about.”
~ The papers had reported that on the s
urday night after Glenn’s conviction, a m:
B el liad ep biten by




iliHej ]ust pulled that serpent out af the bax and | i
. started jerkin‘ and swingin’ it around like he: it
. wasmad atit.”

The rattlesnake bit Brother Clyde on one
hand and hung on. When he managed to pry
the snake off, it bit him on the other hand. In-
furiated, he pulled the snake's fangs out of its
mouth, put it back in the box, and sat down
once more among the congregation. At first, it
looked like he might be all right, Cecil said. But
about twenty minutes later, he fell over onto
the floor. That’s when they sent for an ambu-
lance.

:':L.' . “Brother Clyde wasn't anointed to take




__gets anomted by the HO]}F Ghost He’ll.'_ |
get so carried away, he'll use a rattlesnake to. |
‘wipe the sweat off his brow.” Cecil paused
b _:ra'nd glanced around the square. “That Brother

: - Clyde, though. He must have been a little men-
tally ill.”

It happens all the time in the South — preach-
ers leaving a church in disgrace. Most of the
scandals are predictable and banal: illicit sex
or the misuse of church funds. Few preach-
ers leave their churches under circumstances
as peculiar as Glenn Summerford’s, and rarely

have the dangers been so great for those left
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1ad “made a rare leap to the mlddle class_ i3
‘had been the church treasurer and had paid
~ for Glenn’s lawyer. “We loved the preacher,”
~ said his wife, Sylvia. But when Johnny’s sister-
in-law, Tammy Flippo, left her husband and
children to visit Glenn while he was free on
bond after his arrest, Johnny and Sylvia had a
- change of heart. “We didn’t choose to go to a
church where the preacher did one thing and
preached another,” Sylvia said.
The tensions between those who sided with
Glenn and those who sided with Darlene ex-
~ ploded in bitter name- calh'ng on the day of

b ;t.ody of the Summerfords’ teenage son, Mar
e hgugh the hearing was closed to the pul




-bers who had remamed loyal to Glenn She
Ef';__:'fa-ccused them of having taken many of her
. personal belongings from the house on Barbee
- Lane, including her pet bird, a cockatiel. “They
even stole my underwear,” she said.

A reluctant witness on Glenn'’s behalf paced
the opposite end of the corridor. He was wait-
ing to be called into the hearing room. He said
he had known Darlene’s family, the Collinses,
for over twenty years. “It was a house full of
sluts then, and that’s what they are today,” he
whispered.

. In an alcove off the hall, under the watch
i f ful eye of an armed sheriff’s deputy, Gle:
i '!}:S"uminerford himself sat brooding in his wh
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_--Da.rlenes He sa.ld that he den’t :even
1 ow she'd gotten bit by a snake on the mght i
ol October 5. “Iloved her,” he said. “I didn’t try
~ to kill her. I kept her from killing herself”
- In the weeks prior to that night, they had
 bothbackslid and taken to drink, he said. “She
~ was bad to run around,” he added. “On Sep-

tember eighteenth I caught her with a man,

a preacher from the church. When I told her

on October fifth I wanted to get a divorce, she

tried to kill herself.”

He said she took a box of Sominex and a
bottle of extra strength Tylenol. He made her
drink warm water so she’'d throw the pills up.
She threatened to kil] him. It was a similﬂ‘-"




