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PARADISE

They shoot the white girl first. With the rest they

can take their time. No need for hurry out here five

miles from Fairly which has seventeen miles between it
QCQ%

and any other town. Hiding are plentiful in the
Convent but there is time and the day has just begun.

They are nine, over twice the number of the women
they are obliged to capture or kill and they have the
paraphernalia for either requirement: rope, crosses of
palm leaves, handcuffs, Mace and sunglasses along with
clean, handsome guns.

They have never been this deep in the Convent. Some
of them have parked Chevrolets near its porch to pick up
an order of honey or have gone into the kitchen for a
gallon can of barbecue sauce; but none has seen the
halls, the chapel, the school room, the bedrooms. Now
they will. And at last they will see the cellar and
expose its filth to the light that is soon to scour the
Oklahoma sky. Meantime they are startled by the clothes
they are wearing--suddenly aware of being ill-dressed.
For in the dawn of a July day how could they have guessed
the cold that is inside this place? Their t-shirts, work
shirts and dashikies soak up cold like fever. Those who

have worn workshoes are unnerved by the thunder of their




steps on marble floors; those in pro-keds by the silence.
Then there is the grandeur. Only the two who are wearing
ties seem to belong here and, one by one, each remembers
that before the place was a convent, it was a gambler's
folly. Bisque and rosetone marble floors segue into teak
ones. Ising glass patterns early morning shadow on walls
stripped of fabric and white-washed thirty years ago.
The ornate bathroom fixtures which sickened the nuns were
replaced with good plain spigots, but the princely tubs
and toilets they could not exchange bordered on
corruption. The gambler's excess that could be
demolished was, particularly in the school room (once a
dining room) where stilled Arapajo girls once sat and
learned to forget.

Now armed men search rooms where macrame' baskets
float next to Flemish candalabra; where Christ and His

mother glow in niches trimmed in grape vines. Nuns
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still .eatangied in the grape leaves. The chill
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their time, looking, listening, alert to the female
malice that hides here and the yeast and butter smell of
rising dough.
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/

AC (s :.rd




m
A

uncomfortably on the tile, waves her fingerﬁa—or seens
to. So his dream is doing okay, except for its color.
He has never before dreamed in such clear color.

The leading man pauses, raising his left hand to
halt the silhouettes behind him. They stand, measuring
their breath, making friendly adjustments in the grip of
rifles and handguns. The leading man turns and gestures
the separations: you two over there toward the kitchen;
two more upstairs; two others into the chapel. He save;l}
himself, his brother and the bgykgozﬁiﬁggcgfl;;'Aatdﬂt! ﬂ

They part gracefully without words or haste.
Earlier, when they blew open the Convent door, the nature
of their mission made them giddy. But the venom is
manageable now. Shooting the first woman (the white one)
has clarified it like butter: the pure o0il of hatred on
top, its hardness stabilized below.

Outside the mist is waist high. It will turn silver

soon, even yield a rainbow or two before the sun burns

it off, exposing acres of clover and maybe witch tracks
as well.
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The kitchen is bigger than the whole house in which

he was born.\/The O0ld House; they call it still, the one

in Boley that his grandfather built. The house they live

N-tvot- Smald bud e
inEow is mwiver .and Fairly is resplendant compared to

Boley which,“divided and contenti®us in 1930, had eaten
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ate itself alive by 1950. That is why they, the New Fathers, are here
in the Convent. To make sure it never happens again. Tl’rl't nothing
inside or out brings rot into the one all-black town worth the name.
All the others merged with white towns or if they didn't, failed completely:
Langston, Boley etc. tk. Five thousand citizens becoming twlve hundred,
then five hundred, then eight as cotton collapsed or railroads laid tracks
elsewhere. Subsistence farming, once the only bounty a large family
needed, became, over time and with succeeding generations, just scrap
farming as each married son got his bit which had to be broken up into
more peices for his children until finally the owners of the bits and
peices welcomed any offer from a white speculator, so eager were thy
to get out and try again elsewhere. A big city, a small town--anywhere
that was already built.

Fairly was the exception and the solution. World War II veterans

who loved what B. had been--the idea of it--who carried that idea from

= S
Bataan to Guam, from Iwo Jima to Stut-tgagh't. took the town's oven apart

y \

and caried the briks, the hearthstone and its iron plate one hundred
- I”\-‘ Aw Ay ¢ .\{ 3

and forty miles west of B., far from what L1:|.ﬂ.c:L_lmfm unassigned land

at the edge of the Creek Nation. They were not the men who built




it; they were the ones who lovingly took it apart. He remembers the

ceremony when the iron lip was at-last cemepited info place and hissgrandfather

P 'Y,.n-\_.k_li'n:
5! r 1 T

2 /
polishing the worn letters for all to see. Lleaned df sixty-two years

At
of carbon and animal fat': the words shone almost as brightly as they /)
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hel in 1888 when the oven-was.built.—At-that time,it-stoed-at the

(el _ )
edge of B. Round as a head, deep as desire. Amwel Ithe«" ex-slavesjwho
A
founded B. sealed their triumphant arrival with this priority. Living
in or near their wagons, boiling meal in the open, cutting sod and branches
for temporary cabins, they did this first: put most of their strength
into constructing the huge flawlessly built oven that both nourished
them and monumentalized what they had done. When it was finished--
each pale brick perfectly pitched; the chinmey wide, lofty, the pegs
and grill secure; the draft pulling steadily from the opening in back;
the fire door hanging s"étraight, then the iron monger did his work.
From barrel staves and busted axles, from pot handles and mails, he
fashioned in iron plate five feet by two and set it at the base of the
oven mouth. It is not clear where the words came from. Something
f" . . .
he head, invented or something whispfered to him while he slept curled
r .

over his tools in a wagon bed. His name was MOrgan and who knew

if he could even read the half dozen or so words he forged. Words
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that seemed at first to bless them; later to confound them. They built

a roof to shelter the area gdn people gathered under it for talks, society
WA Ui
and the comfort of hot game. Later, when the prarie became a town

(1§ A é_t“ﬂw‘ ‘T\'\:\\uk »
with raeds and good houses, one church, a school apd stores, the citizens

still gathered there. They pierced turkeys and whole pigs for the spit;
they turned the ribs and rubbed extra salt into the sides of beef. Those
were the days of slow cooking when flames were kept so low a twenty
pound turkey roasted all night and a side could take two days. Whenever
livestock was slaughtered, or when the taste for unsmoked game was
high, B. citizens brought it to the oven and stayed sometimes to fuss
and quarrel with the MOrgan family about seasonsings and the proper
test for "done." They stayed to gossip and drink cool water in the
shade of the eaves. In 1910 there were two churches and the All Citizens
Bank, four rooms in the school house, five stores selling dry goods,
feed and foodstuffs--but the trafficé to and from the oven was greater
than all of those. And any child in earshot was subject to being ordered
to fan flies, haul wood, clean the work tables or beat the earth floor
with a tamping block.

No family in B. needed more than a simple cook stove as long as

the oven was alive, and it always was. Even in 1930 when everything
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On the floor above, Roger and Fleet walk the hall and examine

each of the fourbedrooms with a name card mdon its door. They
exchange knowing looks wehn the'learn each woman sleeps not in a bed
like normal people, but in a hammock; that except for a narrow desk
or end table, there is no additional furniture. NO clothes, of course,
because the women always wore no-fit, dirty dresses and nothing you
could call shoes. But there are strange things nailed or taped to the

walls or propped in a corner: a 1963 calandar, large x's through various

WhrpP
dates; astrology charts, a ship, a high school year book and, for people Lutw

swore they were Christians--Catholics at that--not a cross of Jesus anywhere.

Lom
But what alarﬁs the men most are the series of infant booties and shoes
S

ribboned to the hanging cord of a hammock in the last bedroom they
enter. Fleet tells Roger to start looking in the four additional bedrooms

on the other side of the hall. He himself moves closer to the bouquet

of baby shoes. Looking for hat? MOre evidence? He isn't sure. Blood?

'

A little toe, maybe, left in a white calf skin shoe? He slides the safety

of his gun and joins Roger's search across the hall.




These rooms are normal. Messy--one piled with food-encrusted

dishes, dirty cups and a clothes-covered bed; another sports two rocking

chairs full of .do6ls; a third the debris of a heavy drinker--but normal

at least.

Fleet's saliva is bitter and although he knows this place is diseased,

he is startled by the whip of pity flicking in his chest. What, he wonders,

could do this to women? HOw can their plain brains think plf such things:

disgusting sex, deceit and the sly torture of children. Here in wide

open spaces near a quiet community like Fairly, tucked away in a mansion--
no one to bother or assault them, they managed to call into question

the value of almost every woman he ever knew. Here, in this place

of all places. Well, it was true that Fairly was having a few problems

like every other place in the state, and the country too for that matter

for the last five or more years. But, unique and isolated, Fairly was
justifiably proud of its people. It neither had nor needed jails. No
criminals had ever come from this town. And the one or two who acted

\f\u,vwlz\aﬁcp euduwgeﬂe“l‘ View ogné’giq

up, embarrassed their families orkthe town's reputation were taken good

mis bt‘hl‘.& v '\e(j
care of. Certainly there wasn't a wale woman anywhere in Fairly and
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the reasons were clear. From the beginning,-when-he-was-twelve-years
oleby women were free and protected. A sleepless woman could rise from
her bed, wrap a shawl around her shoulders and sit on the steps in

the moonlight. And if she felt like it she could walk out the yard and

on down the road. NO lamp and no fear. A hiss-crackle from the side

of the road would never scare her because whatever it was that made

the sound, it wasn't something creeping up on her. NOthing for sixty
miles around thought she was prey. She could stroll as slowly as she
liked, thinking of food preparation, of family things, or lift her eyes

to stars and think of nothing at all. Lampless and without fear she

could makc\‘ I;her way. And if a light shone from a house up a ways

and the cry of colicky baby caught her attention, she might step over

to the house and call out softly to the woman inside trying to soothe

the baby. The two of them might take turns massaging the infant stomach,
rocking, or trying to get a little soda water down. When the baby quieted,
they could sit together for a spell, gossiping, chuckling low so as not

to wake anybody else.

The woman could decide to g@ back to her own house then, refreshed

and ready to sleep, or she might stay her direction and walk further




down the road past the three churches toward the oven. The churches

she would pass differed on a lot of things over the years, but not everything.
The oven is one of the things they agree on. ONce upon a time it was
practically a church itself.

MTK
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[Chapel]

Harper doesn't smile, although when he and Sharktooth first enter the

chapel, he feels like it because it was true: they worshipped idols. Men

and woman in robes and capes of various colors stood on tiny shelves

cut into niches in the wall. Holding a baby, gesturing, their dull faces

faking innocence. Candles had obviously burned at their feet and,

just like Rev. tk said, food had probably been offered as well because
f:" Hs

there were idiitle bowls at the doorway too.

Whatever the differences among the congregations in Fairly, they

merged solidly on the necessity of this action: Do what you have’\: neither

the convent nor the women in it can continue.
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I made her laugh out loud and wouldn't have been

insulted by it if I had known then how seldom she did it.

It was my rhinestones that made her throw back her head
like that and let her shoulders rise and fall. Not the
rhinestones I was showing her, but the ones I remembered
and was trying to describe. Maybe just me is old enough
to love them that hard. When they first appeared in the
stores on pieces of black cloth I couldn't stand not
looking at them. My blood tickled me every time. I knew
diamonds were better things of course. Expensive and
aily But to, little and not prettier than those big
rhinestone clips, the finger rings, the bracelets piled
up with stones of every shape, the shoe buckles, blet
buckles and necklaces to make your heart jump.

She laughed at me, at what I said, and I took
against her right then. She said she didn't care nothing
for little bitsy diamonds either, but had I seen real
diamonds? Raw? Unpolished? Big as pullet eggs but
rough? In her country, she said, diamonds, rubies,
emeralds, sapphires were everywhere and gemstones were
pebbles for children to play with. I took all of it as
the ignorant jealousy of an old woman bent on making out
like her 1life, her youth, was better than anybody's
coming along afterwards. I decided to move on. To stay
a few days, rest, and then move on to somewhere else.

That was twenty-one years ago and I miss her every day
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of my life.




