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Draft: Jazz;Violet July 23,1990

Rose jumped into the well and missed all the fun-thet-eame two
"ﬂ{"--. he. b 1ot

{ re £ f?-f\'t-: :
weeks ¥hte;—when her husband returned loaded with ingots of gold

for the children, two-dollar pieces for the women and snake oil for
r h
me’Y For Rose he brough”a silk embroidered pillow to cusion her

back on a sofa no one ever had but would have been real nice under

Rose's head in the pine box--if only he'd been on time. The

(¢ »_':f'-} 3
children ate the chocolateﬁfrom the ingots of gold and traded the

Llf:{\ Lk ni'-
A paper’among themselves for reed whistles and fishing string. The

)(:\‘ﬂ ”* 1
women bit the pgice of silver before wrappi: it tighéTin their

clothes. Except True Belle. She fingered the money and, looking

1\-('_; K w A e~ 1 L\
from tﬂ& coin to her son-in-law, shook her head and laughed.

A
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"Damn," he said, é?amn," when het head what Rose had done.
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s lager he was gone again, and Violet was married to
Joe and living in New York when she heard from her sister that

he'd done it again: arrived with treasures weighing his pockets and
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folded under the cap on his head.

."f/“

He made several such appearances over the years, althought the
interims got longer and longer, and while the likelihood that he
was still alive grew fainter, hope never did. Any day, any day--
on another brittle cold Mon@? or in the blasting heat of another
%unday afternoon, he might be there, hollering from the road,

dollar bills sticking from his hat, jammed into the cuffs of his
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< (51”1{1.{‘-.«
/

t()

el

] ) g - og fmhmr[(
pants—ftrousersy. Candy stuck in clumps in hls coat pocket.
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Bottles of rngézg-[ brand name cologne and medlclne4—claakang-1n

T .=

\Ar2 bt £ made. &
—a-worn carpet bag. (' ovmpanionable C

He'd be in his seventies now. slower for sure, and maybe he'd
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lost [tk]. But in Violet's mind (as well as the minds of those
who stayed in x), he was out there somewhere gathering and putting

by delights to pass out among the homefolks, faf who could keep him
{ 041
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down this irregular blrthday man who eame=bearing gifts and stories
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that kept yew so rapt you forgot for the while a bone-clean
~{‘l"\l%' ™y +I‘: “]
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cupboard and exhausted soil; yeu believed a chlld's leg would
%-r_!.' ‘r’\ i S ( i} ’ill 1 |n,|r /-h__ﬂ_____ _MI:‘-&;‘&“—.\.—

straighten itself out by and by. But never Rose. In the midst of

lkﬂ’l'.‘k. L& ¢ “r-’"'---
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the joyful resurrection of th} pxodrqal the dlstrlbutlon of his

bounty both genuine and fake, Violet never for a second forgot

Rose or the place [?] she had thrown herself into--a place so

narrow so dark it was pure breathing relief t her her gbone in a

< -~
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wooden box. What was the thing, I wonder, the one and final thing
f r
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;éﬁéfcoukd not/endure or repeat? Had the last washing split the }\
so bad it could not take another mend and changed its name to rag?
Or had it been the young tenor in the choir mutilated and tied to
an x, his grandmother refusing to give up his wast§—filled

<t
trousers, washing them over and over although the eatin had
disappeared at the third rinse. They buried him in his brother's
pants and the old woman pumped another bucket of clear water.

Might it have been the morning after the night when the craving

%J?nmfpd
(that was once hope) got out of hand; when longing t@ssed}then
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shattered her before running off promising to return and bounce her

againg like an India rubber ball. Or was it that chair they tipped

fM
her out of? Did she fall on the floor and sit there degding then

o = A .'La.il .

that she would do it? Delaying it for x years while True Belle
came and took over but remembering it as a door, closed and locked,
with pointless hours and days on the other side? Biding her time
T g (re =
until the moment returned”with all its mewing hurt -amrd overborad
rage?I and she would turn away from the door to step toward the
fu’
limitlessness beckoning from the well. What could it have been to
make a mother lose sight of her children.
. M ; .

True Belle was there, chuckling, copetant, stitching by
firelight, gardening and harvesting by day. Pouring x tea on the
little girls cuts and bruises, and keeping them at their tasks with
spell binding tales of her Baltimore days and the child she had

(t (f\l";il tri_;
cared for there. Maybe it was that : knowing her gir¥s were in

good hands, better hand” than her own, at 1ast}and Rose was free of
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time that no longer flowed, but stood Stock still when they tipped

her from her kitchen chair. So she went to the forbidden well asc

missed all the fun.

Violet could neither stay nor go. The well sucked at her
dreams, but the notion of leaving frightened her. /. True Belle_it

was?éﬁb‘forced it. There were bully x crops in X and people for

. [

fie e
7fx“milesﬁwere going to pick it. Rumor was thef pay was ten cents

for young women, a quarter for me.’ Three double seasons of bad

LY

weather had ruined evefybedyié expectations and then came the day
when the blossoms jumped out fat and creamy. Everybody held his
breath while the owner squinted his eyes and spat. Two laborers

{x and x) walked the rows, touching the tender flowers, fingering

P
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the soil and trying to puzzle out the sky. Then theee days of
Q-
sweet rain& and all of x was downy with the cleanest cotton they'd

| -

everf seen. Softer than silk, and out so fast the weevil's, having
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abandoned the fields two years ago, had no time to get back there.

Three weeks. It all had to be done in three weeks or less.

Everybody with &hree fingers showed up and was hired on the spot.
X$ a bale some said, if you grew your own; X$ if you had a
whitefriend to carry it up for pricing. And for pickers, ten cents

a day for the women and a case quarter for the men.

Qe

True Belle sent Violet and wé#h two of her sister, in the

A oM

fourth wagon load to go. They assembled at &éwn, ate what was

&

handed out , and shared the meadows adn thedxr stars with local

people who saw no point in going all the way home for five hours
sleep.

Violet had no gift for it. She was 19?7 years old but trailed
with the twelve years olds--making up the last in line or meeting
the others on their way back down the row. For this she was put
to scragging, second picking the bushes that hagé few inferior

~

puégs left on the tw1ﬁgs by swifter hands than hers. Humiliated,
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teased to tears, she had about decided to b%ia way back to X when
«d ,

a man fell out of the tree above her head and landéﬁq-at her side.

fghe had lain down on®night , sulking and abashed, ome—might, a

little way from her sisters, but not too far. Not too far to crawl

back to them swiftly if the x trees turned out to be full of

spirits idling the night away. The spot she had chosen to spé&rd

her blanket?“ was under a handsome x that grew away from the woods
next to the meadow strip bordering the acres of cotton.

The thump could not have been a raccoon's because it groaned
andt said ow! Violet rolled away too frightened to speak, but
raised on all fours to dash.

"Never happened before," said the man. "I've been sleeping
up there every night. This the first time I fell out."

Violet could see s outline in a sitting position and that he
was rubbing his arm then his head then his arm again.

"You sleep in trees"?
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"Tf I find me a good one."

"Nobody sleeps in trees."

"T sleep in them."

"Sounds soft-headed to me. Could be snakes up there."

"Snakes crawl the ground at night. Now, who's soft-headed?"

"Could've killed me."

"Might still if my arm aint broke."

"I hope it is. You won't be pcking nothing in the morning and
climbing people's trees either."

"I don't pick cotton. I work the gin."

"What you ding out here, then, Mr. High and Mighty sleeping

in trees like a bat?"

"You don't have one nice word for a hurt man?"

"Yeah. Find somebody else's tree."

"You act like you own it."

"You act like you do."
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"Say we share it."
"Not me."

He stood up and shook his leg before trying his weight on it.

% .

kﬁé/iimped toward the tree.

"You not going back up there over my head."

-
rd

"Get my tarp," he said. "Rope broke. 'Fhat's what did it."
He sénned the far reaches of the branches. "Think I see it.
Haﬁﬁnq right there. Yep." He sat down then, his back resting on
the trunk. "Have to wait til it's light, though," he said and
Violet always belived that because theri first conversation began

in the dark,&when neither could see much more of the other than

silhouette> and ended in a green édh white dawn, that night time

/

L oG
AL S

would ﬁﬁer_be the same for her. Never again would she wake,
Fa

struggling against the pull of a black well. Or watch first light

NS P e
with the sadness left over fre—finhger)Rose in the morning twisted

into space much too small.
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His name was Joseph and even before the sun rose[?], when it

was stil hidden in the woods, but fresﬁéng the worlds' green and
‘,f .

14 wad

making acres of white cotton éistinguish themselves—frem the gash
of a ruby horizon, Violet claimed him. Hadn't he fallen

practically in her lap? Hadn't he stayed? _alfthrough the night,

taking her sass, complaingir;'r teasing, explaining, but {alking,

talking her through the night? And with daylight came other bits:

his smile and his wide watching eyes. His botton less shirt open

to a knot at the waist exposed a chest she claimed as her own

smooth pillow[?] The shaft of his legs, the plane of his

shoulders, jawline and long fingers--she claimed it all.

She thought she must be staring, and tried to look away, but

the music in his voice brought her eyes back each and every time.

She grew angry when others began to stir, anticipating the

breakfast call, going off in the trees to relieve themselves,

muttering morning sounds--but then he said, "I'll be back in our
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tree tonight. Where you be?"

"Under it," she said and rose from the clover like a woman
with important things to do.

She didn't even worry what would happen in three weeks wéhn
she was supposed to takei her two dollars and ten cents back to
True Belle. As it turned out, she sent it back with her sisters
and stayed in the vicinity working x. The straw boss had no faith
in her, having watched her working hard to fill her sack as quickly
as the children, but she was highly and suddenly vocal in her
determination. She lived with a family of six in x and worked x
to be with Joe whenever she could. And he, a sometime hunter who

lived with an adopted family, worked gins and lumber and cane and

cotton and corn who butchered when needed, plowed, fished , sold

skins and game——wasﬂilling. He loved the woods; Loved them. $o

it was shocking to his family and friends when he agreedihoﬁ to

marry Violet, but to accompany her to Baltimore where she said all
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the houses had separate roooms and wires®e water came to you--not you

|

to it. |where colored men worked harbors for x$ a day, pulling
P i ) o\
cargo from dh%fg'shlps bigger than churches?)and others drove up

to the very door of your house to take you where you needed to be.

She was describing a Baltimore of twenty-five years ago and a

neighborhood neither she nor Joe could rent inﬁ, but she didn't

know that, and never knew it, because they went to New York City
instead. Their Balitmore dreams were displaced by more pQérful
ones. Joe knew people living in New York and some who'd been 4ther'
and come home with tales to make Baltimore weep. The money to be
earned for doing light work-—stanina in front of a door, carrying
food on a tray, even cleaning stranger's shoes got you in a day
more money than any of them had earned in one whole harvest.
Whitepeople 1literally threw money at you--just for being
neighborly: opening a taxi door, picking up a package. And

anything made yo{could sell in the streets. In fact, there were
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streets where colored people owned all the stores; whole blocks
of handsome colored men and women laughing all night and making
money all day. Steel cars sped down the streets and if you savé*upl‘
you could get you one and drive as long as there was road.
:;Séﬁékﬁing mesmerized Joe}angered him in a wayfand permitted
him to leave his field éénd woods and secret lonely valleys. give
away his fishing pole, his skinning knife--every piece of his gear
but one, and borrow a suitcase for their things, t;ke.his bride on

a train ride exciting enought to break both their hearts.

Violet thought the city would disappoint themj it would be

less lovely than Baltimore. Joe believed it would be perfect.
: : . oMUY :
When they arrived, carrying all of their belln%eﬁq in one valise,

they both knew perfect was not the word. ﬂfwas better than that.




