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CHAPTER SIH

PATRICIA




Bells and pine trees, cut from green and red construction paper, were
piled neatly on the dining room table. All done. Just the glitter was
left for the trim. Last year she had made a mistake letting the
smaller ones do it. After cleaning their fingers and elbows of glue,
after picking specks of silver from their hair and faces, she had to do
most of the decorations over anyway. This time she would hand out
the bells and trees while monitoring each dot of glue herself., At the
Christmas pageant the whole town helped or meddled: older men
repaired the platform, assembled to the crib; young ones fashioned
new innkeepers and freshened the masks with paint. Women made

doll babies and children drew colored pictures qf Christmas dinner

food, mostly desserts: cakes, pies, candy canes, fruit and-a-ham-now

and-then. When the little ones had made the bells and pine trees all

silvery she herself would thread loops at their tops. The Eastern star
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was Harper’s department. He checked it for repair each year making
sure its points were sharp and that it would glow properly in the dark
cloth sky. And she supposed old Nathan DuPres would deliver the
opening remarks once again. A sweet man, but couldn’t stay the point
to save him. The church programs were more formal--sermons,
choirs, recitations by the children and prizes for the ones who
managed to get through them without stuttering, crying or freezing
up-- but the school program, featuring a pageant, and involving
everybody was older having started before the churches were even

built.

Unlike in other years, the December days of 1974 were warm

and windy. The sky was behaving like a showgirl: exchanging its pale,
melancholy mornings for leng sporty ribbons of color in the evening.

A mineral scent was in the air, sweeping down from some Genesis
time when volcanos stirred and lava cooled quickly under relentless
wind. Wind that scoured cold stone then sculpted it and, finally,
crumbled it to the bits rockhounds loved. The same wind that once
lifted streams of Cheyenne/Arapaho hair also parted clumps of it from
the shoulders of bison, telling both when the other was near.

She had noticed the mineral smell all day and now, finished with
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grading papers and making decorations, she checked the showgirl sky
for a repeat performance. But it was over. Just some lilac shapes
running after a day-glo sun.

Her father had gone to bed early, exhausted from the monlogue
he had delivered at the supper table about the gas station he was
planning. Eagle Oil was encouraging him--no use to talk to the big oil

companies. Deek and Steward were interested in approving the loan,

Sellingz-him t'he preperty. The-only question was where. Across from

Anna’s store? Good spot, but Holy Redeemer might not think so.
North, then? Next to Sargeant’s Feed and Seed? There would be
plenty of customers--nobody would have to travel ninety miles for
gasoline, or keep tanks of it where they lived. The roads? Something
might be done to the two dirt ones that extended south and north of
Ruby’s paved road to the county’s route 18. With the franchise, the
county might tarmac them both. It would be a problem though,
trying to get local people to agree to petition for it--the old ones
would put up a fight. They liked being off the county road, accessible
only to the lost and the knowledgeable. “But think of it, Patsy, just
think qf it. |1 could fix cars, engines; sell tires, batteries, fan belts.

Soda pop too. Something Anna don’t stock. No point in getting her
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riled up.”

Patricia nodded. A very good idea, she thought, like all of his
ideas. His vetinary practice (illegal, he had no licnese, but who knew
or cared enough to drive a hundred miles to help Wisdom Poole yank
on a foal stuck in its mother?); his butcher business (bring him the

slaughtered steer--he’d skin, butcher, carve and refrigerate it for

you); and of course the ambulance/ mortuary business. Because he

wanted to be, studied to be, a doctor most of his enterprises had to
do with operating on the sick or dead. The gas station idea was the
first non-surgical proposal she could remember (though his eyes did
fire when he spoke of taking apart engines). She wished he had been
a doctor, had been accepted in a medical school. Chances are her
mother would be alive today. Maybe not. Maybe he would have been
away at Meharry instead of the mortuary school when Delia died.

Pat climbed the stairs to her bedroom and decided to while
away the rest of the evening on her history project, Rather what
used to be a history project but was nothing of the sort now. It
began as a gift to Ruby--a collection of family trees; the geneologies
of each of the fifteen families. Upside down trees, the trunks sticking

in the air, the branches sloping down. When the trees were
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completed she had begun to supplement the branches of who begat
whom with notes: what work they did, for example, where they lived,
to what church they belonged. Some of the nicer touches (“Was Missy
Rivers, wife of Thomas Blackhorse, born near the Mississippi River?
Her names seems to suggest...”) she had gotten from her students’
autobiographical compositions. Not anymore. Some parents
complained about their children being asked to gossip, to divulge
what could be private information, secrets, even. After that most of
her notes came from talking to people, asking to see bibles and
examining church records. But she didn’t want or need any further
research. The trees still required occasional alterations--births,
marriages, deaths--but her interest in the supplementary notes
increased as the notes did and she gave up all pretense to objective
cnmment.___" It had reached the point were the small m period was a
Joke, a dream, a violation of law that had her biting her thumbnail in

frustration. Who were these women who, like her mother, had only

single names? Celeste, Olive, Sorrow, Ivlin, Pansy. Who were these

women with generic, untraceable last names? Brown, Smith, Rivers,
Stone, Franklin. Women whose identity rested on the men they

married--if marriage applied: a Morgan, a Flood, a Blackhorse, a
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Poole, a Fleetwood. Dovey had let her have the Morgan Bible for
weeks, but it was the twenty minutes she spent looking at the
Blackhorse Bible that convinced her that a new kind of tree species
would be needed to go further, to record accurately the relationships
among the fifteen families of Ruby, their ancestors in Haven and,
further back, in Louisiana. A voluntary act to fill idle hours had
become intensive labor streaked with the bad feelings that ride the
skin like pollen when too much about one’s neighbors is known.
There were nine large intact families who made the original

journey, who were thrown out and cast away in Fairly, Oklahoma

and went on to found Haven. Their names were legend: Blackhorse,

Morgan, Poole, Fleetwood, Beauchamp, Cato, Flood, and two DuPres.
With their siblings, wives and children they were 79 or 81 in all
(depending on whether the two stolen children were counted). Along
with them came family fragments: a sister and a brother, four
cousins, a river of aunts and great aunts shepherding the children of
their dead sisters, brothers, nieces, nephews. Stories about these
fragments, which made up some fifty more, surfaced in the writing
compositions of Pat’s students, the gossip and recollections at picnics,

funerals and woman-talk over chores. Bits of tales like sparks
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lighting the absences that hovered near the survivors; the spaces that
sat with them at the campfire, the momentoes--a ring , a brooch--
clamped in their fists while they slept; and in the discriptions of the

clothes they wore: too big shoes that belonged to a brother; the

shawl of a grandmother, the split-brim-hat of a younger sister. Then

there were the orphaned, males and females, ages twelve to sixteen,
who spotted the travelers and asked to juin, and two toddlers they
simply snatched up because the circumstances in which they were
found wouldn’t let them do otherwise. Another eight. So about one
hundred and fifty-eight tota{_l.

When the!got to the outskirts of Fairly, it was agreed that Drum
Blackhorse, Rector Morgan and his brothers, Pryor and Shepherd,
would announce themselves while the others waited with Zechariah
who was too lame by then to stand unaided and straight in front of

|

unknown menflfrom whoem-he expected understanding. The in'firmitg
that forced hi.m to stay behind and let his friend and his sons speak in
his stead proved to be a moment of grace because he missed
witnessing the actual Disallowing; and missed hearing disbelievable

words formed in the mouths of men to other men, men like them in

all ways but one. Afterwards the people were no longer nine families
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and some more. They became a tight band of wayfarers bound by the
enormity of what had happened to them. Their horror of whites was
conuulsive but abstract. They saved the purity of their hatred for the
men who had insulted them in ways too confounding for language.
First by excluding them; then by offering them staples to exist in that
very exclusion. Pat knew that everything anybody wanted to know
about the citizens of Haven or Ruby lay in the ramifications of that
one rebuff out of many. But the ramifications of those ramifications
were another story.

Pat looked out of the window before shuffling paper to prepare

another entry. The wind soughed trying to dislodge sequins from the

black crepe sky. [tKk]

Arnette and K.D., married last July, were expecting a child next
March. Or so said Lone DuPres who ought to know. Lone was one of
the stolen babies. Fairy DuPres had seen her quiet as a stone sitting
outside the door of a sod house. They were on their way to what
would become Haven and the sight of the silent child in a filthy shift
could have remained just one more lonely picture they came across
except that the smell of desolation about the place was

unmistakeable. Fairy was fifteen then and bullheaded. She and
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Missy Rivers went to investigate. Inside was the dead mother and
not a piece of bread in sight. Missy groaned and sheok her head;
Fairy said “God damn it, ‘scuse me. Lord,” and picked the baby up.
When they told the others what they’d found, seven men got up and
reached for their shovels: Drum Blackhorse, his sons Thomas and
Peter, Recotor Morgan, Able Flood, Brood Poole, Sr. and Nathan
DuPres’s father, Juvenal. While they dug, Fairy fed the baby water
soaked mealcake. Praise Compton tore her underskirt to wrap around
it. Fulton Best fashioned a sturdy cross. Zechariah, flanked by two
of his boys, Shepherd and Pryor,/_‘t\leliuere.d a burial prayer. His
daughters, Loving, Ella and Selanie gathered pink yarrow for the
grave. Fairy argued with Bitty Cato over the name, and Fairy won-
naming the baby Lone because that’s how they found her. And Lone
she still was for she never married and when Fairy, who riased her
and taught her everything she came to know about midwifery, died
Lone slipped right in and took over the birthing for everybody except
now Arnette was insisitng on going to the hospital in Demby to give

birth. It cut Lone to the quick, (she still believed that decent women

had their babies at home and stre'etwalkers went to a public hdspita!]

but she knew the Fleetwoods hadn’t given up on thinking she was
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partly responsible for Sweetie and Jeff’s children, in spite of the fact
that she had delivered thirty-two healthy babies to doing-just-fine
mothers since the last broken Fleetwood baby was delivered. So she
said nothing except that Arnette’s time would be March of ‘75.

Pat located the Morgan file and went to the limb that, so far,

contained one line:

Cato Smith (aka K.D. [as in Kentucky Derbyl ) m. Arnette

Fleetwood

There wasn’t much space beneath but they probably wouldn’t
need more. Ifitlived, the baby they were expecting would certainly
be an only child. Arnette’s mother had only two children, one of
whom had fathered only defectives. In addition these later Morgans

were not as prolific as the earlier ones. They were not like

Zechariah Morgan { (aka Big Papa nee Coffee) m. Mindy Flood

[note bene: Anna Flood’s great aunt] }

who had nine children survive. Pat ran her finger over their names:
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Pryor Morgan, Rector Morgan, Shepherd Morgan, Ella Morgan, Loving
Morgan, Selanie Morgan, Governor Morgan, Queen Morgan and Scout
Morgan. Scooting up the margin in Scrips’ black ink one of her earlier
notes read: “It took seven births for them to get around to giving a
female child an administrative, authoritive sounding name, and | bet
they called her ‘Queenie.” ” Another comment, threaded out from
Zechariah’s name and, led by arrows, spread to the back of the page:
“He must have named himself. Coffee was his birth name--a
misspelling of Kofi, surely. And since no Louisiana Morgans or any of
the Haven people had worked for any whites named Morgan, he must
have chosen his last name as well as his first from something or
someplace he liked. Zacharias, father of John the Baptist? or the
Zechariah who had visions? The one who saw scrolls of curses and
women in baskets; the one who saw Joshua’s filthy clothes changed
into rich ones; who saw the result of disobedience. The punishment
for not showing mercy or compassion was a scattering among all

nations, and land once pleasant made desolate. All of that would fit

for Zechariah Morgan: the curse, the women stuffed into a basket

with a lid of lead and hidden away in a house, but especially the

scattering. The scattering would have frightened him. The break up
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of the group or tribe or consortium of families or, in Coffee’s case, the
splitting up of a contingent of families who had lived with or near
each other since before Bunker Hill. He would not have trouble
imagining the scariness of having everybody he knew thrown apart,
thrown into different places in a foreign land and becoming alien to
each other. He would be frightened of not knowing a jawline that
signified one family, a cast of eye or a walk that identified another.
O0f not being able to see yourself duplicated in a third or fouth
generation grandchild. Of not knowing where the generations before
him were buried or how to get in touch with them if you didn’t know.
That would be the Zechariah Coffee would choose for himself. That
would have appealed to him if he had heard some mighty preacher tell
that story of Joshua crowned. He would not name himself after
Joshua, the king, but after the witness to whom God and angels
spoke on a regular basis about things Coffee knew something about.”
When she asked Steward where his grandfather got his last

name, he’d grunted and said he thought it was “Moyne” orginally, not

Morgan. Or “Le Moyne” or something but “ Some folks called him

Black Coffee. We called him Big Papa. Called my daddy Big Daddy” as

though that ended it. Insulted-like, because he himself wasn’t a papa
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or a daddy, big or otherwise. Because the Morgan line was W
A

steckening: One of Zechariah’s (Big Papa’s) sons, Rector, had seve
children with his wife, Beck, but only four survived: Elder, the twins
Deacon and Steward, and K.D.’s mother, Ruby. Elder died leaving his
wife Susannah (Smith) Morgan with six children--all of whom moved
from Haven to northern states. Zechariah would hate that. Moving
would be “scattering” to him. Hnd.sure enough, from then on the
fertility shrivelled even while the bounty multiplied. The more money,
the fewer children; the fewer children, the more money to give the
fewer children. Assuming you amassed enough of it, which was why
the richest ones--Deek and Steward--were so keen on the issue of
K.D.’s marriage. Or so Pat supposed.

All of them, however, each and every one of the intact nine
families had the little mark she had chosen to put after their names.
8-R. An abbreviation for eight-rock, a deep deep level in the coal
mines. Blue black people, tall and graceful, whose wide innocent eyes
gave no sign of what they really felt about those who weren’t 8-rock
like them. Descendents of those who had been in Louisiana when it
was French, when it was Spanish, when it was French again, when it

was sold as territory to Jefferson and when it became a state in
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1812. Who spoke a patois part {spanish, part French, part English and
all their own. Descendents of those who, after the Civil War, had
defied or hid from whites doing all they could to force them to stay
and work as sharecroppers in Louisiana., Descendents of those-who
‘vad walked to the ‘Run.’ Walked from Louisiana to Oklahoma in-18989

and got to the place described in advertisements carefully folded into

their shoes or creased into the brims of their hats only to be shooed

-8

away. (

Pat was convinced that when the rext generatinngnf 8-rock
LSubseguant

males did scatter, just as Zachariah feared, into the army, it could

have been over and done with. Should have been over and done with.2

Fra

:
|

The rejection, which they called The Disallowing, was a burn whose
scar tissue was numb by 1949, wasn’t it? 0h, no. Those that
survived that particular war came right back home, saw what had

become of Haven, heard about the missing testicles of other ex-
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colored soldiers; about medals being torn off by gangs of rednecks
and Sons of the Confederacy--and recognized Disallowing, Part Two.

It would have been like watching a parade banner that said WAR
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WEARY SOLDIERS! UNWELCOME HOME! So they did it again. And just as;

the original wayfarers never sought another colored townsite after
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being cold-shouldered at the first, this generation joined no
organization, fought no civil battie. They consolidated the 8-rock
blood and, haughty as ever, moved further west. The New Fathers:
Deacon Morgan, Steward Morgan, William Cato, Ace Flood, Aaron Poole,
Nathan DuPres, Moss DuPres, Arnold Fleetwood, Ossie Beauchamp,
Harper Jury, Sargeant Person, John Seawright, Edwards Sands and her
father, Roger Best, who was the first to violate the blood rule. The
one nobody admitted eristed. The one established when the Louisiana
flock noticed and remembered that the Disallowing came from fair-
skinned colored men. Blue-eyed, gray-eyed yellowmen in good suits.
They were kind, though, as the story went. Gave them food and
blankets; took up a collection for them, but were unmoving ih their
refusal to let the 8-rocks stay longer than a night’s rest. The story

went that Zechariah Morgan and Drum Blackhorse forbade the women

Jupe
to eat the food. That Fluﬁlﬁst Cato left the blankets in the tent with

the offering of three dollars and nine cents neatly stacked on top.
But Soane said her grandmother, Celeste Blackhorse, sneaked back
and got the food secretly passing it to her sister Sally Blackhorse, to
Bitty Cato, and Praise Compton to distribute to the children.

So the rule was set and lived a solid forever life because it was
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never spoken of, except for the hint in words Zechariah forged for
the Oven. More than a rule. A curse: “Beware the furrow of His Brow”
in which the You (understood) nominative case was not a command to
the believers, but a threat to those who had stood in the way. It
must have taken him months to think up those words--just so--to
have multiple meanings; to appear stern, urging obedience to God, but
slyly not identifying the subject of the sentence nor specifying what
the Furrow might cause to happen. So the teen-agers Misner
organized who wanted to change it to “WWe Are the Furrow of His
Brow” were more insightful than they knew. Look what they did to

Menus, forcing him to give back or return the woman he brought

home to marry. The pretty sandy-haired girl from Dirginia. Menus

hadn’t been sober since. And though they attributed his weekend
drunks to his UVietham memories, and although they laughed with him
as he cut their hair, Pat knew love in its desperate state when she
saw it. She believed she had seen it in her father’s eyes, poorly
veiled by his business ventures.

Before she put away the K.D. pages Pat scribbled in the margin:
“Somebody beat up Arnette. The Convent women as folks say? Or,

quiet as its kept, K.D.?” Then she picked up the file for Best, Roger.
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On the back of theApage labeled:

Roger Best m. Delia

she wrote: “Daddy, they don’t hate us because Mama was your first

client. They hate us because she looked like a cracker and was bound

to have cracker-looking children like me and although | married Billy

Cato who was an 8-rock like you, like them, | passed the skin onto

my daughter. As you and everybody knew | would. Notice how a lot

of those Sands who married Seawrights are careful to make sure that
their children marry into other 8-rock families. We were the first e

Hhot had wetking = do unth =00,
visible glitch, but there was an invisible one too. -lwBilly’s family.

Because his mother, Fawn, was born a Blackhorse and marrieq his

grandmother’s uncle, August Cato. Or, to put it another way, Billy’s
mother married her own great uncle. Or another way: my husband’s
father, August Cato, is also his grandmother’s (Bitty Cato Blackhorse’s
) uncle and therefore Billy’s great granduncle as well. (Bitty Cato’s
father, Sterl Cato,-married a woman named Honesty Jones. It must
have been she who insisted on naming her daughter Friendship, and
was probably riled at hearing the child called Bitty for the rest of her

life.) Since Bitty Cato married Peter Blackhorse, and since her

308







daughter, Fawn Blackhorse, married Bitty’s uncle, and since Peter

Blackhorse is Billy Cato’s grandfather--well, you can see the problem
with blood rules. It’s distant, | know, and August Cato was an old
man when he married little Fawn Blackhorse. And maghe'thfat’s why
she had just the one child, my husband Billy. Still the Blackhorse
blood is there and that makes my daughter, Billie Delia a fifth? cousin
to Soane and Dovey because Peter Blackhorse was brother to Thomas
Blackhorse and Sally Blackhorse, and Thomas Blackhorse was Soane’s
and Dovey’s father. Now Sally Blackhorse married Aaron Poole and
had thirteen children, two of whom Billie Delia is in love with, and
there is something wrong with that but other than the blood rules |
can’t figure out what.”

Pat wrote down her mother’s name, drew a line under it,
enclosed it in a heart and wrote:

“The women really tried, Mama. They really did. Kate’s mother,
Catherine Jury, you remember her, and Fairy DuPres, the midwife who
delivered me (she’s dead now), and Lone and Dovey Morgan and
Charity Flood. But none of them could drive. You must have believed
that deep down they hated you, but not all of them, maybe none of

them, because they begged the men to go get help. | heard them.
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Dovey Morgan was crying as she left to find somebody, going from

house to house: to Harper Jury, Catherine’s own husband, to
Charity’s husband, Ace Flood, and to Sargeant Person’s (how come
that ignorant Negro doesn’t know his name is Pierson?) All of the
excuses were valid, reasonable. Even with their wives begging they
came up with excuses because they looked down on you Mama, |
know it, and despised Daddy for marrying a wife with no last name, a
wife without people, a wife of sunlight skin, a wife of racial
tampering. Both midwives were in trouble (it was coming too soon,
legs folded underneath) and all they wanted was to get one of the
nuns at the Convent. Miss Fairy said one of them was a nurse.
Catherine Jury went to Soane’s to see if Deek was there. He wasn’t,
but Dovey was. It was Dovey who went to Seawright’s, then

Fleetwood’s. Went to every house in walking distance. The Moss

DuPres’s lived way way out. So did Nathan (who would have hitched

Hard Goods and galloped to Jesus for help). So did Steward, the
Poole’s, the Sands’ and the rest. Finally they got Senior Pulliam to
agree. But by the time he got his shoes tied it was too late. Miss
Fairy rushed from your bedside to Senior’s house and hollered through

his door--too exhausted to knock, too angry to step inside--and said
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‘You can take your shoes back off, Senior! Might as well get your
preacher clothes ready so you’ll be in time for the funeral!’ Then she
was gone from there.

“When Daddy got back everybody was worried sick about what
to do and how long the bodies could last before, father or no father,
husband or no husband, you both had to go in the ground. But Daddy
came back the second day. No time for a decent wake. So you were
his first job. And a wonderful job he did too. You were beautiful.
With the baby in the crook of your arm. You would have been so
proud of him.

“He doesn’t blame anybody except himself for being at mortuary
graduation. We have quarrelled about it and he doesn’t agree with
me that those 8-rock men didn’t want to go and bring a white into
town; or else didn’t want to drive out to a white’s house begging for
help; or else they just despised your pale skin so much they thought

of reasons why they could not go. Daddy says more than one woman

has died in childbirth and | say who?A So the mother without one died

and the baby whom you planned to name Faustine if a girl, or Richard,
after Daddy’s oldest brother, if a boy, died too. Faustine. My baby

sister. We would have grown up together. Patricia and Faustine. Too
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light, maybe, but together it would not have mattered to us. We’d be
a team. | have no aunts or uncles, remember, because all of Daddy’s
sisters and brothers died of what they called walking pneumonia but
what must have been the 1919 influenza epidemic. So | married Billy
Cato when | finished that school in Texas, partly because he was
beautiful, partly because he made me laugh, and partly (mostiy?)
because he had the midnight skin of the Cato’s and the Blackhorse’s
along with that Blackhorse feature of stick straight hair. Like Soane’s
and Dovey’s hair, and like Easter and Scout had. But he died, Billy did,
and | took my lightish but not white-ish baby and moved back in your
pretty little house with the mortuary in back and have been drylong-
so teaching the children who call me Mrs. Best using Daddy’s last
name as everybody else does, so short was the time | was Pat Cato. ©

The words had long ago covered the back of the page, so she
was using fresh sheets to continue:

“l may as well tell you that eacept for you and K.D.’s muther
nobody has ever died.in-this-tewn. Penple dle outside Ruby--in the

/ tj[étq, 195 ¥

war or visiting uthr places--but neue; in Ruby itself. Even Jeff and
Sweetie’s children who should haue been born dead are still alive.

blecced gnd all
They think they’re that-spee¢ial anu‘ﬂ wouldn’t put it past them to

,me mut«? K@

rtsf /Jac{axj fw brea k""j
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refuse to die just to keep Daddy from success. At it turned out war
dead and accidents in other towns (Miss Fairy was hit by a truck in
Norman, Ace Flood died in the Demby hospital) were all the work
Daddy has had and it was hardly enough. Neither is the ambulance
business, so | work hard to convince him that the money the town
pays me for teaching is just household money and he doesn’t have to
borrow anymore on his shares in Deek’s bank and should forget
gasoline stations and what-all.”

Leaning back in the chair, Pat folded her hands behind her head,
wondering what was going to happen when more people got as old as

Nathan or Lone. Then would her father’s craft be reqmred or umuld

they do what they did on the way out of Louisiana? 0Or were theg
= Suddsn’y

right? /Deat was blocked from entering Ruby? She maf\tiredﬂaw—
and ready for sleep, but she couldn’t let Delia go just yet.

“That must have been some ride, Mama, from Haven to here.
You, Mama, among those skinny blue black giants, neither they nor
their wives staring at your long brown hair, your honey speckled
eyes, but the babies unable not to. Did Daddy tell you Don’t worry

your head; it was going to be all right? Did they ever need you, use

you to go into a store to get supplies or a can of milk while they
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parked around the corner? If so, that was the only thing your skin
was good for. Otherwise it bothered them. Reminded them of why
Haven existed, of why a new town had to take its place. The one-drop

law the whites made up was hard to live by if nobody could tell it was

there. When you drove through a town, or when a sher%iff’s car was

near, did Daddy tell you to get down, to lie on the floor of the car
because it would have been no use telling a stranger that you were
colored and worse to say you were his wife? Did Soane or Dovey, new
brides too, talk woman-talk with you? You were pregnant and so
were they (you were carrying me and that was Dovey’s first
miscarriage). So did you talk together about how you all felt? Make
tea for hemorrhoids, give one another salt to lick or copper dirt to eat
in secret? | craved baking soda when | carried Billie Delia. Did you
when you carried me? Did the older women with children advise you,
like Aaron’s wife Sally with four children already? What about Alice
Pulliam--her husband wasn’t a reverend yet but he had already heard
the Call and decided to become one so they must have had some
charitable, some Godly feelings then when they were young. Did they
make you welcome right away or did they all wait for the Oven to be

re-assembled or the following year, when the river came back,
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baptize you just so they could speak to you directly, look you in the
eyes?

“WWhat did Daddy say to you at that AME Zion picnic? The one
held for colored soldiers stationed at the base in Tennessee. How
could either of you tell what the other was saying? He talking
Louisiana, you speaking Tennessee. The music so different, the sound
coming from a different part of the body. It must have been like
hearing lyrics set to scores by two different composers. But he must
have said | love you and you understood that and it was true too,
because | have seen the desperation in his eyes ever since--no
matter what business venture he thinks up.”

Pat stopped and rubbed the callous on her middle finger. Her
elbow and shoulder ached from gripping the pencil so hard. Across
the hall through the bedroom door she could hear her father snoring.

As always she wished him pleasant dreams--something to assauge

the unhappiness of his days, days spent trying to please, to make up

for. Except for marrying her mother, she couldn’t think what rule he
had broken that made him so eager for the approval of those who
despised him. He had described to her once what Haven looked like

when he got out of the army. He said he sat on his father’s porch
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coughing so nobody would think he was crying. His father, Fulton
Best, and his mother, Olive, were inside reading with great sorrow
the applications he had filled out for the G.l. Bill funding. He wanted
a college education so he could go to medical school but he was also
their only surviving child--all the others having died in the flu
epidemic. His parents could not bear either the thought of his leaving
again or of his staying in a town slipping into a blank 'historg. Erased
forever and in every way except the heart. He was looking up and
down the cracked concrete street tk when Ace Flood and Harper Jury
walked up to him saying there was a plan. Deek and Steward Morgan
had a plan. When he heard what it was the first thing he did was
write to the hazel eyed girl with light brown hair to whom he had

been writing all during the war. Good thing he didn’t tell them about

her. They would have persuaded him the way, later on, they

persuaded Menus. Maybe he knew they would which is why he just
sent for her. “Darling Delia, Come on. Right now. Here is the money
order. | am going to have a lot of trouble keeping my heart quiet.
Until you get here | will be a crazy man...” Their jaws must have
dropped when she arrived but, other than Steward, nobody said

anything directly. They didn’t have to. Olive took to her bed. Fulton
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kept grunting and rubbing his knees. Only Steward had the gall to say

out loud “He’s bringing along the dung we leaving behind.” Dovey
shushed him. Soane too. But Fairy DuPres cursed him, saying “God
don’t love ugly ways. Watch out He don’t deny you what you love
too.” Looks like she was right. But they were women and what they
said was easily over ruled by good brave men on their way to
Paradise. They got there, too, and eventually had the satisfaction of
seeing the dung buried. Most of it anyway. Some of it is still above
ground instructing their grandchildren in a level of intelligence they
will never acquire.

Pat sucked her teeth and pushed aside the Best file. She
selected a student composition notebook and without label or
introduction continued to write.

“She won’t listen to me. Not one word. She works in Demby at a
clinic--cleaning up, I think, but she makes out like she’s a nurses’ aide
because of the uniform she has to wear. | don’t know how she lives.
| mean she has a room, she says, in the house of a nice family. | don’t
b elieve it. Not all of it. One of those Poole boys, both of them
probably, is visiting her. | know because the littlest one, Dina, told

a Qi.ﬂi‘ﬂ GEIJM and
the class about her big brother showing her a house with{\thristmas
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lights all over the porch. Well that was some place other than Ruby
for sure. She is lying and | would rather be bit by the serpent himself
that have a lying child. | didn’t mean to hit her so hard. | didn’t know
| had. | just meant to stop her lying mouth telling me she didn’t do
anything. | saw them. All three of them back behind the Oven and
she was in the middle. Plus | am the one who washes sheets around
here.”

Pat stopped, put down her pencil and, covering her eyes with her
hand, tried to separate what she saw from what she feared to see.
And what did the sheets have to do with it? Was there blood when
there should not have been or no blood where there should have
been? It was more than a year ago and she thought everything was
seared in her memory. The fight took place in October of 1973.
Afterward Billie Delia ran off and stayed at the Convent for two
weeks and one day. She came back during the morning session while

Pat was teaching the under twelves and stayed long enough to say

she wasn’t going to. They’d had ugly words, but both were afraid to

get near the other lest the quarrel get physical as it had before. She
left with one of those Poole boys and didn’t come back till early this

year to describe her job and write down her address. Since then Pat
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had seen her twice: once in March and then at Arnette’s wedding
where she was a bridesmaid and a maid of honor both since Arnette
would not have anybody else, and no other girl wanted the honor

anyway if it meant walking down the aisle with Billie Delia. Or so Pat

thought. She had gone to the wedding, not the reception,but she

hadn’t missed a thing since she had a perfect view of the goings on at
the Oven with those women from the Convent. She saw them. She
saw those Poole boys. And she saw Billie Delia sit down and talk to
one of the women like they were old friends. She saw Reverend
Pulliam and Deek Morgan argue with the women and when they drove
off she saw Billie Delia throw her bouquet in Anna’s trash can before
she strolled off, Apolio and Brood Poole in tow.

Billie Delia drove off the next day in her very own car, and never
said a word to her .:mout the wedding, the reception, the
women or anything. Now she tried to remember how that pressing
iron got into her hand, what had been said that had her running up the
stairs with a 1950’s GE electric iron clutched in her fingers to slam
against her daughter’s head. She, the gentlest of souls, missed killing

her own daughter by inches. She who loved children and protected

them not only from each other but from too stern parents, lunged

319




after her own daughter in a blood hot rage. She/whn had been trained

to reasoning and soft manners and discretion and dignity, falling

down the stairs and bruising herself so badly she had to cancel two

days of class. Educated but self-trained also to make sure that

everybody knew thatlthe daulgh?er oLth woman with sunlight skin

and no last name uu;(s of grea;k;uin:th and inestimable value. ;rging

to understand how she could have p@(ed up that pressing iron all she

could think of was that ever since Billie Dg:;e;ﬁ};;& s Eat thaught

of her as a liability somehow. Uulnerable to the possibility of not

being quite as much of a lady as Patricia Cato would like. Was it that

business of pulling down her panties in the street? Billie Delia was

only three then. Pat knew that had her daughter been an 8-rock they

would not have held it agaiﬁst her theapay-they-had. But the question

for her now in the silence of this here night was whether or not she

had defended Billie Delia or sacrificed her. And was she sacrificing her

still? The iron in her hand as she ran up the stairs was to smash the -%emﬁ;
young girl that lived in the minds of the 8-rocks; not the girl her S
daughter was. :
WoRS vdered. 1{}[10 Hhe

Pat licked he%limttnm lip, tasted salt and diseevered she had-

\ eart wereé L 2
been.—trgmg-ffur some-time-now.
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Nathan DuPres, belieuedqthe oldest male in Ruby, welcomed the
audience. He disputed the claim of seniority every year pointing to
his cousin Moss, then saying Reverend Simon Cary was three months
older than he was. But he let the town persuade him in the end
because Reverend Cary talked too long, besides which he was not
among the first families, having moved to Ruby during the Uietnam

WAr. A stalwart man of such lovingkindness even Steward Morgan

g
admired him, Nathar};:rnarried Elder Morgan’s daughter, Mirth.

Because they had no children he favored them excessively: hosting
the annual Children’s Picnic, fine tuning the pageant rehearsals,
keeping cough drops and fireballs in his pockets to pass out.

Now, smelling slightly of the horse he’d just dismounted, he
climbed the platform and surveyed the audience. The females, young
and old, holding baby dolls in the crook of their arms; the males
carrying hammers. Nathan cleared his throat and surprised himself.
Whatever he’d prepared to say had left him and the words he did say
seemed appropriate to some other event.

“| was five,” he said, “when we left Louisiana and sixty-five
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when | hopped in the truck leaving Haven behind for this here new

place. | know | wouldn’t have done it if Mirth was alive or any of our
children was still above ground, but | never regretted it. Never.
There is honey in this land sweeter than any | know of and | have cut
cane in places where the dirt itself tasted like sugar so that’s saying
a heap. No | never had a minute’s worth of regret. But there’s a
sadness in me now. Maybe in this season of my Lord’s birth I’ll learn
what it is. This drought in my throat. The water that stays in my
eyes. | know I’ve seen more years than God usually allows a man, but
this dryness is new. The eye water too. When | run my mind over it,
all | can come up with is a dream | had a while back.”

In the last but one row, Lone sat next to Richard Misner; Anna on
his other side. She leaned forward to glance at Anna and learn
whether she, too, was losing her mind. Anna smiled but did not return
her look, so she sat back to endure another one of 0ld Nathan’s
incoherent dreams.

Nathan ran his fingers over his head, closed his eyes as if to get
the details straight.

“Was an Indian come up to me in a bean row. The shoots were

green, tender. He told me the water was bad; said there was plenty
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of it but it was foul. | said but the shoots is green, tender. Looks
like a top crop to me. He said they ain’t green; they’s red. And |
looked and sure enough the shoots was was turning pink, then red.
Like a sunset. Like blood. Scared me some. But when | looked back
he was gone. And the shoots was green again. | reckon that sighting
is like this here story we going to tell again this evening. It shows
the strength of our crop if we understand it. But it can break us if we
don’t. And bloody us too. May God bless each and every one of you
and may nothing keep us apart from each other nor from the One who

.F{,J‘“ru', s

does the blessing.”

i{;{ 'rf
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[See notes: re: Misner’s conversation with Pat intertwined with the f'

o
CrX

acting out of the pageant.

Segue into Misner’s disappointment with his mission to collect funds
for the defense of four members of a militant Black Power type
group, arrested and being tried for possession of drugs, arson,
resisting arrest, etc. in tk. So far he had only the pickings he gleaned
from the women who thought more about the mothers of these four
than what they were accused of. The men, however, the Stewards,
Fleetwoods, Pulliam, Sargeant Person and Harper Jury were adamant

in their refusal. Misner heard tight and loose language saying: | don’t
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hold with violence; little niggers with guns and no home training need

to be in jail; “those types” of folk need to get jobs and stay out of

respectable people’s way; etc.

Misner reflects: these men preferred to think of the heroism of the
past and do nothing about the present. Lovers of the status quo.
Misner wondered if they secretly loathed themselves; if, for all the
racial pride, their determindly separate and independent existences
the “worship of the master” was their secret vice. How else explain
the reproduction in miniature of his--the master’s--the white man’s
paradigm of “success”, the good life? signs that included personal
holdings, obedient women, living room furniture, oil investments,
quiet children, automobile fetish etc. Orif the outside life, the

separate society was not only the purgative but the poison as well.




\r g
looked and sure enough the-shgdets was was turning pink, then red.

Like-a-sunset. Like blood. Scared me some. But when | looked back

he was gone. And the sheots was green again. | reckon that sighting

Is like this here story we going to tell again this evening. It shows

/
the strength of our crop if we understand it. But it can break us if we
don’t. And bloody us too. May God bless each and every one of you
and may nothing keep us apart from each other nor from the One who
does the blessing. Amen.”

When Nathan left the platform, amidst murmurs of kindness if
not gratitude, Richard Misner took advantage of the pause to whisper
something to Anna and leave his seat. He was hoping to relieve the
nascent waves of claustrophobia that had not plagued him since he
was jailed with thirty-eight others in a tiny cell in Alabama. He had
embarrassed himself then, because the sweat and nausea resembled
fear tn\\thef;otr:é;-;' Hnd it was a hard lesson knowing that whatever
risks he took, however eager he was for the dangerous confrontation,
a crowded cell could humil__iate{ljim ‘before teenagers without pity.
Now, feeling the onslaugr:{tjl;'Etlllris.”ti‘gﬁtly packed schoolroom, he

Joined Pat Best standing in the hall watching the pageant and the

audience through the door.




“Hello, Reverend,” Pat did not look at him, but adjusted her
body to accomodate him in the doorway.

“Evening, Pat,” he said, blotting moisture from his neck with his
handkerchief. “Out here is better for me.”

“Me too. See everything from here. Without stretching or
peeping between two hats.”

They looked over the heads of the audience as the curtains,
made of percale sheets--fresh and carefully ironed--wavered.
Children in white surplices filed through the parting, their serious
faces and flawless hair undone occasionally by a knee sock sliding

down to an ankle or a bow tie too far to the rlght After a glance at

Kate Golightly they took a uniform breath aﬁd—s&ng 0 holy night, the

stars are gently shining....

At the second verse Richard Misner leaned over to Pat. “Mind if
| ask you something?”

“No. Go ahead.”

“I’m trying to smooth a situation out at the Poole’s and | think
I’d do well to talk to Billie Delia, if you don’t mind. Is she here
tonight?”

or

Pat heldﬁher elbows and turned to look at him. “Can’t help you

528




Reverend.”

“You sure?”

“I’m sure that whatever’s going on out there has nothing to do
with Billie Delia. She dersn’t live here anymore. Moved to

Demby.”

: ole ¢
“Her name’s come up once or twice. But the fam-ily__umn’t give

me anything to go on. Something’s tearing that family apart.”

“They don’t like prying, Reverend. It’s a family thing.”

“| understand but something like this has a way of touching
more than one family. When | first came here it was plain: AT there
was a problem brewing a delegation was formed to see about it.
Keep people from falling out with one another. Seen it with my own
eyes.”

“l know.”

“This community used to be tight as wax.”

“|t still is. In a crisis. But they keep to themselves otherwise.”

\“Oon’t you mean ‘we’? ‘We’ keep to ourselves”?

“If | did, would you be asking me to explain things?”

“pPat please. Don’t take anything | say amiss. | just remembered

that the young people in Bible class say ‘they’ too when talking about
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their parents”

“Bible class? | hear it’s more like a war class. Kind of military

what | hear.”

“Militant maybe. Not military.”

“No budding panthers?

“No and no violence or threats of it. Strategies of defencjje, that

I;
|knum the difference”?

He didn’t have to reply right away because the applausaiaf‘_l_lasted
until the last member of the children’s choir disappeared behind the
curtain. l:;:lhen someone turn%ﬂ off the ceiling Iight; 'q,uiet coughing
dumesticatéd the darkness. Slowly on a well-oiled pulley the curtains
parted. Under lights positioned in the wings, throwing Iarge shadows

behind them, four figures in felt hats and too hlg suits sfé;!d at a
table counting giant dollar bills. ;\Eafh one trf:t!;;m-were a yellow and
whlte mask featuring gleaming red eyes and a mﬂdmouth snarlmg /\. .
: bl-ﬂoﬁr /heg countéfl money for-a-ivhile mak-ﬁag slurpﬁlg nmsesi, Then,
o)

moving in a kind of slow two- step, a gfeup of chlld peaple dressed in

H
torn clnthesvhpprnachmd t-hemsked—ﬁgures. rThlf: boys carrigd staffs;

the giris l:uddlejyhahy dolls.




e
Misner looked at them and,giving himself/time to think of a reply

to Pat’s question, concentrated on identifying the unmasked children

on stage. The four youngest Cary giris: Hope, Chaste, Lovely and Pure;
Dina Poole and one of Pious DuPres’ daughters--Linda. Then the boys
manfully grasping staffs while they rﬁéfchedltpward the t-j:i.lb:le of
meney. Peace and Solarine Jury’s two grandsn;;}z_and /u; Joe-Thomas
Poole paired with his sister Dina; Drew and Harriet Persons’s son,
James; Payne Sands’ boy, Lucas, and two of Timothy Seawright’s
grandsons, Steven and Michael. Two of the masked ones were
obuiously Beauchamps--Royal and Destry--fifteen and sixteen year
olds who were already over six feet tall but he wasn’t sure of the

other two./ .

“You know better than anybody how smart these young people
/'\

are. Better than anybody...” His voice trailed off. “*~
“You think what | teach them isn’t good enough?” [{. </ a
“0f course it’s good. It’s just not enough. The world ir;lhrifg .énd

we’re part of that bigness. They want to know about Africa--”
“0Oh, please, Reverend. Don’t go romantic on me.”

“If you cut yourself off from the roots, you’ll wither.”

“Roots that ignore the branches turn into termite dust.”
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“You despise Hfricali”
“No. It just doesn’t mean anything to me.”
“What does, Pat? What does mean something to you”?
~ “The table of valences.”
3 e
Lucas Payne stecﬁ‘ped forward and in a loud but breaking voice
add

spnk(HB the masks: “Is there room”?

The masks turned toward each other then back to the supplicant,

then back to each uther; after which they rnareal};liléqlions shaking

( :
their heads. “Get on way from here! Get! There’s no room for you!”

/ l ALE (| P
“But our wives are pregnant"’ He»pomtad t]{]!}’h the staff.
1-‘ P

“Our children golllg to dleti of thirst” A-}él;kﬁmu a doll aloft.
The masked E:gﬂth.eir heads and roar.
44

“Africa is our" Ihome, Pat., whether you like it or not.”

“I’m really not interested, Reverend. You want some foreign
Negroes to identify with why not South America? Or Germany for that
matter. They have some brown babies over there you could have a
good time connecting with. Oris it just some kind of past with no
slavery in it you looking for?”

“Why not? That’s-net-what-defines-us. There was a whole lot of

life before slavery. And we ought to know what it is. If we’re going
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to get rid of the slave mentality, that is.”
“You’re wrong and, if that’s your trail you always will be.”
H .
Uan{pr?

Bobbing and bowing the masked ones reach under the table and

lift up huge cardboard squares pasted with pictures of food. “Here.

Take this, and get on out of here.” Thruwing the food pictures on the

j'L,cLLq
floor, they laugh and jump about. The childlfen rear back as though

snakes were being tossed at them. Pointing forefingers and waving
fists they chant: “God will crumble you. God will crumble you.” The
audience hums jl;;.agreement: “Yes He will. Yes He will.”

“Into dust!” That was Lone DuPres.

“Don’t you dare to mistake Him. Don’t you dare.”

“Finer than flour he’ll grind you.”

“Say it, Lone.”

“Strike you in the moment of His choosing!.” _

And sure enough the masked figures umbhlen‘ and cnllapsed to
the floor while the raggedy atﬁ;;-turn\ljﬁ?hg;ﬁ cks-on them.-singing-
Something within me that banishes pain; something within me |
cannot explain. Their frail voices w[ere accompanied by stronger ones
in the audience and at the last note more than a few wére wiping

)] U 2
their eyes. The s&pﬁmnts clustered then, camp-fire style to the
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) Slew
right of the stag(t\ e girls rockmg the dolls mmg from \

the wings a litte hng enterxd ,\He wore a wide hat and carrled a

A\ a ‘f‘r’“l-/(/\"‘j ]

leather bag. The supplicants made a half circle behind him. Hwag |n
[

\the manger no crib for his head./,.ﬂm*bfg?ﬂ“a‘rbog knelt and drew

bottles and packages from the satchel which he arranged on the floor.

The little Lord Jesus lay down his sweet head.

Richard tapped Pat on the shoulder. “WWho wrote this? Why only
one Wise Man? And why is he putting the gifts back in the satchel”?

“You don’t know where you are, do you?”

“Well help me figure this place out. | know I’m an outsider, but
I’m not an enemy.”

“No, you’re not. But you know to some folks in this town those

two words mean the same thing.”




