
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


RUN LIKE THE RIVER

A NOVEL OF LOVE AND COURAGE

––––––––

TOM PILGRIM


Copyright © 2023 by Thomas A. Pilgrim

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, electronic, mechanical, recorded, photocopied, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above-mentioned publisher of this book, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages in a review. 

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copy written materials. 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is purely coincidental. 

This book may contain views, premises, depictions, and statements by the author that are not necessarily shared or endorsed by Outlaws Publishing 

For information contact: info@outlawspublishing.com

Cover Design by Outlaws Publishing

Published by Outlaws Publishing

August 2024 

10987654321 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dedication
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For Shirley, her family, and all the good people who

lived in the sawmill village.
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Prologue
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All the rivers run into the sea.

There is a river whose streams make glad the city of God.

She rushes from Highlands to the low lands

Sweeping away the soil and the sod.

She begins as something small, but grows

in strength and might.

She rushes toward the sea and never rests.

She travels day and night.

The city that bears her name receives from her its life.

It was founded upon her azaleaed bluff,

Carved from trees with sword and native knife.

She runs on past without stopping, or even waving politely.

And hurries by island and savannah and marsh,

And then escapes to the sea quickly.

Once she is there she is consumed until the sun

causes her to rise.

Then she is formed into clouds,

And drifts across the skies. 

She then falls gently on Highland’s range,

until she becomes a stream.

And gathering strength from that descent

She awakens from her dream.

Again, she makes her journey southeast where always she ran.

She rushes from Highlands to low lands

Enriching the life of woman and man.

While I watch her go by, smell the air, almost taste the foam,

I may be a captive on this bluff,

But the river is my home.

Somewhere there my future lies, a place of destiny for me.

There is a river for everyone,

And all the rivers run into the sea.
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Chapter One
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The sawmill village lies by the river. All the houses there are old, and so are the trees. Most of the great tall houses are two-story, with large high attics, and some of the trees are even taller. Some of the people who live in the sawmill village are old, but none of them are as old as the houses, or the trees. And there are tall trees all around our house. 

I’m growing up in the sawmill village that lies by the river. While they call this the sawmill village, the sawmill has been gone for a long time, and there isn’t much in the sawmill village. Because I have lived in one of those old two-story houses, the sawmill village has always been my home. 

The sawmill village is just down a dirt road from Port Wentworth, which is just up a paved road from Savannah. Port Wentworth is six miles from Savannah. All three lie along the banks of the Savannah River.

My father is the only doctor out on this side of the city. He came here during the war. He delivered me upstairs in my folk’s bedroom, that first year they were here. His name is William Abraham Parker. He graduated from the Emory Medical School in Atlanta, where upon he married my mother, Lydia Collinsworth. I have a young brother Charles, named after my mom’s father. I am named after our father’s father, Copeland Underwood Parker. They call me Copeland. It’s a good name.

We go to town on Saturdays. I never have known if Savannah is a city, or a town. It looks like a city, but it feels like a town to me.  

I see the river every day of my life, and wonder where it is going, and where it has come from. The river is always moving, always changing, and the river is part of my home.

I have one great ambition in life. It is to get out of the village, away from Savannah, and follow that river some place. I never dreamed growing up could be such a problem, getting away so hard, and moving on so difficult.

This summer the Democrats nominated John F. Kennedy to be their candidate for the presidency. He is young. That could be against him. He is also Catholic. That could be a problem as well. But my dad said it would not be fair if that is the case. A man ought to have a religion, he says, and that just happens to be his. I watched the convention on television. I was certainly impressed.

There are a lot of Catholics in Savannah. I bet the whole town goes for Kennedy.

The sawmill village and Port Wentworth will not vote for him, I’m sure. I doubt if he gets any votes at all here, except for my folks. They’re Democrats, and always vote for the party’s candidate. They say they were born that way.

My mother teaches school at Port Wentworth Elementary School. She teaches the seventh grade, the last at the school. After that we all go to Groves High School in Garden City, a little community between Port Wentworth and Savannah. All the kids on the west side go to Groves. 

Groves High School has three things that distinguish it. It has a very fine R.O.T.C. program. I am in it. It has a great baseball team. I am on it. It has a football team that is not quite as good. I don’t play football. Our school is five years old, and even though our football team struggles, they say in the paper, The Savannah Morning News, that we have a great heart. When school starts back, I’ll be in the eleventh grade. 

The Savannah River begins far away in North Carolina, near a place called Highlands. I’ve never been there, but would someday like to see that place where a great river begins.

The river is three hundred and fourteen miles long. It begins small, and grows as it comes southeast toward the sea. It stays within its tall banks all the way, and never floods out into the woods, or the fields. But then when it gets near the coast it is a mighty force as it bursts out into the sea.

The river can be a friend, or it can be an enemy, my father says. You must always respect it and treat it well, or it will turn on you. I’ve made sure the river is a friend of mine, for I have been a friend of the river. I’ve never taken it for granted, never put it to the test, never abused it. I have always appreciated it, what it gives, what it offers, what it promises, but I’ve also never turned my back on it either. 

There is a river whose waters make glad the city of God. I have heard my father quote those words often. He says that while they referred to an ancient river in long ago times in a land far away, they are words that are true still today, and they are especially true of the City of Savannah and her river.

The city is there because of the river. The river is its source of life, and has been since the earliest days. But even a river, and the places around it, can have a dark side. 
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Chapter Two
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First comes a pick-up truck loaded down with about as much as it can hold. There’s a large tarp thrown over all of it, and it’s tied down with ropes. Then there comes an old Ford wagon, about a ’55, but looking older, a faded out blue one. And it’s also jam-packed with all the rest of the stuff they own. Sitting on the porch, I had seen the dust up the road almost a mile away. 

I’d been hearing a new family was going to move into the old Morrison home. It’s just up the street from us a couple of houses, and on the other side, on toward the river. The house is large like ours. It has two stories, but it’s not very well kept. The white paint is faded off and peeling, which makes it look gray in places. The roof has some bad places where the shingles rise up, and seem to invite the sun and the rain to come inside. It has a screened-in front porch, but in some places, there are holes in the screen, or places where it has pulled lose around the edges, and that lets the mosquitoes come in. I’ve been told there are places where there’s some holes in the floor in a couple of the back rooms, and that lets rats and even snakes come in if they want to and they do. All in all, it’s a pretty nice house except for these minor problems, but most folks can live with these. 

I sit here on the porch enjoying a summer day. The sun is bright and shines down through the limbs of the trees, and the moss that hangs on them. It’s hot in the sun, but not that bad in the shade, for there’s a breeze that comes off the river from out along the coast. Where it begins, I have no idea, but I know it is fine as it lightly blows across my face.

The car and the truck go by our house, and then pull in the driveway over there. I see the people get out, and stand in front of the house.

I get up and hop down the steps, and walk over to the street so I can see them better. There’s something that has made me want to see them. The man is tall, wears a work shirt and overalls, with a cap of some kind. The Mother is medium height. She’s dark and looks Indian. She has on a plain cotton dress. There’s a girl standing there with them, a daughter I assume. She looks young, but is tall, taller than her mother. She has long black hair and a dark complexion. She turns toward me and smiles. I lift my hand, and give her a kind of half wave.

“New folk movin’ in,” says William Jones, who comes up behind me without me even knowing it. William Jones lives next door to us. He’s a year older than I am, but a year behind me in school. He messed up two years in the early grades. “Let’s go help’em,” he says. As he walks on over across the street, I follow him, not real sure I want to do this.

“Hi, ya’ll. I’m William Jones, and this is Copeland Parker. We’re your neighbors. Let us help ya out here.”

“Thank ya kindly. Carl Hinton, wife Dakota. Missouri, our girl.”

The girl smiles again, slightly, then turns, and walks inside as though she were out for an afternoon stroll. William and I look at each other. He raises his eyebrows three times quickly, and says, “Let’s get to work, Pilgrim.”

We begin helping Carl Hinton unload his truck, first taking boxes inside, and then the furniture for each room, a washing machine, a television, two mattresses, and suitcases.

“What kind of work ya do?” asks William.

“Diesel engines.”

“Oh, yeah. Where at?”

“Sugar refinery. Start Monday.”

“Where ya from?”

“Charleston.”

“Oh, yeah. Where before that?”

“Richmond.”

“Oh, yeah. Where before that?”

“Montana.”

“Montana? Ya mean like in Custer’s last . . . .”

“Don’t mention the name Custer around my wife. She and her family still have a bad feeling about that man.”

“Sure.”

William Jones gives me a funny look. We finish unloading the truck, and then start with the station wagon. There are boxes of kitchen utensils, plates, pots and pans, clothing, art supplies, books, all the things you expect people to have. As we approach the house with our arms loaded down, the girl emerges from wherever she has been. She stands by the front door as William Jones and I go through it. We pass right by her. This is the closest we have been to her. She has large black eyes, high cheekbones, and a slight dimple on her chin, just enough to be noticed. We place what we have in one of the rooms, and come back outside. 

“Now, what’s ya name again?” William asks.

“Missouri,” she replies.

“Ya mean like the state?”

“No, I mean like the river. I was born in Montana. The Missouri River runs through the state. We lived not far from it.”

“What grade in school?”

“Seventh.”

“Seventh! Ya look older. I mean that as a compliment.”

“I was fourteen in the spring. Got started late in the first grade in Montana.”

“I’m a couple of years behind myself. Well, not behind myself, but behind where myself is supposed to be, I mean where I’m supposed to be. Had trouble with my threes, and also reading as well. I didn’t read as well as . . . I was supposed to read . . .” William sort of runs out of words, which is unusual for him. I’ve never before seen him at a loss for them, or uncomfortable talking with anyone old, or young.

We finish the work, getting everything inside the house, and most of it, we think, in the right rooms. 

As we begin to leave, we tell them goodbye.

Mister Hinton says to us, “Here, boys, let me pay you for your help.”

“Certainly not,” William replies. “What are neighbors for if not to be neighborly. It was our pleasure.”

“Wouldn’t think of it,” I say, feeling I have to also make some statement like that, or they will think I would have taken the money. 

“Well, come back to see us,” Mister Hinton says.

“We certainly will,” says William.

“Nice to meet you all,” I say.

We smile, wave politely, and walk back toward our houses.

“That’s no girl,” he says. “That is a fourteen year-old woman.”

“Yes, she is. She’s too young for either one of us. Makes me wish I was in the seventh grade again.”

Later that afternoon I go into the kitchen where my mother is cooking supper, and say to her, “Hey, Mom, that new family across the street in the Morrison house. They’re here. William and I helped move them in.”

“That’s good, Son. Are they nice?”

“Seem to be. The dad’s going to work at the sugar refinery. The Mother is an Indian. They’re from Montana. The girl is a seventh grader. She looks real Indian too. I guess she’s half Indian.”

“Oh, I never have taught an Indian child before. This will be interesting.”

“This one is no child.”

Not that many people ever move into the sawmill village. It’s news when that happens. It’s a good place to live, at least it has been for us, and I don’t know anything else. It’s not the kind of place you would move to if you had a good job and made lots of money. There are no manager types living here, no bank presidents, or even vice presidents, no college professors, no business owners, no school teachers, except for two, my mom and one other, and certainly no doctors, except for my dad. I don’t guess they would be here either except for the fact that they wanted to live in a place where they could do a lot of good, and they have certainly done that. And then too, they wanted a nice, quiet, safe place to raise their children, and this is it I suppose. There’s not anything to get into around here except the river and the woods, and we have been warned about both, and also trained as to how to get into both. 

Most of the people who live here are good people. They are here because they cannot live anywhere else, except for the fact that they like it here. There are a few people you might call undesirable, but then my folks say you have those everywhere, even on Victory Drive in Savannah, and in all those neighborhoods off on either side of it. People are just people wherever you live, it takes all kinds, and we certainly have all kinds everywhere they say.

Now we have some new people in the village. We always had a few African-Americans living on the edge of the village, but nobody ever lived in the village who was not solid white. I wonder how well they’ll fit in here? They seem like mighty nice people. It’s not them that wouldn’t fit in. It’s just a question of how the other people here will let them. I think Missouri will fit in well, as far as I’m concerned. She is a beautiful young woman, and she’s just a little over fourteen years old. Imagine what she’ll be like in a couple of years.
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Chapter Three
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In the days following, the people of the sawmill village take the new people gifts to make them feel welcome. These consist of food, flowers, and desserts. Folks in the sawmill village are good about this kind of thing. They are not overly friendly, but will always reach out to a new family, and if somebody gets in trouble they will be there to help out. But they don’t make it their business to make other people’s business their own, except for some of the women who do that. Those are only the ones who stay at home. The ones who work out either at the paper mill, the sugar refinery, or some other place, do not have the time, or the inclination for such things. They’re too busy living, and trying to earn one.

My mom is a great pie maker, and so she takes over one of her pecan pies. They are like no other, and very few things in this world. There are a couple of pecan trees in our back yard, so they are always available.

“Now, you Boys be of help to your mama today, if she needs anything, you hear me,” says my dad to me and my brother Charles at the breakfast table. “I’ve got to run. Got a lady at Candler Hospital who’s going to have a baby in a little while, I think. She’s been there grunting and groaning since about midnight. Ought to be about ready to pop out of there.”

“Be careful driving in,” says my mom. “You’ll be back at the office when?”

“Have appointments starting about ten. Got to go by and see Mrs. Deadwyler before I go to the office.”

“I’ll bring you some lunch.”

“Thanks. See you then, and I think I’ll not be late this evening. You bboys be good.”

“Sure, Dad,” I answer.

“Bye, Dad,” says Charles.

Charles is two years younger than I. He will enter the ninth grade at Groves High School. He will not be in R.O.T.C. yet. That doesn’t come until the tenth grade. But it will be my second year in it. Charles is very much like our mother. They both are very warm, friendly, and outgoing. I am more like my dad, which is a little on the shy side, more serious, and somewhat withdrawn.

Today Charles and I, William Jones and Sally Wood, a girl down the street a ways, will meet Missouri Hinton at nine thirty, and show her around the sawmill village. It’s not that it’s all that big, or that she really needs to know much. It’s just we thought this would make her feel a little more at home, and less like a stranger.

We all meet in the middle of the dirt street that is the main one from Port Wentworth all the way down to the Savannah River. There is another dirt street that runs around behind our house, and circles all the way around behind the Hinton’s house on the other side of the main street. None of the streets in the sawmill village have a name. But there are houses on all three streets, the main one and the two that go around behind the main street houses. Those two are sometimes called Back Street, but it’s hard to know which back street you are talking about, the one to the right behind our house, or the one to the left behind the houses on the other side of the main street. We don’t usually call the main street anything, since everyone knows what it is already, but if we did call it anything at all it would probably be Main Street. But since everybody in the sawmill village knows everybody else, and where they live, it’s not important that you refer to a street when you mention them, or where their house is located. I suppose that is why there are no street names in the sawmill village. Who needs them?

“Let’s walk down the street to the river,” suggests William Jones, who has become our unofficial guide for today. “Now this is the river, the Savannah River, where General James Oglethorpe landed about the year 1735, or 1736 with a group of settlers from England. They came here to settle a new colony named for King George, therefore the name Georgia. They built the city on a bluff, which you see when you go to town. They laid out the city just as you see it today, with squares one after the other. They came up the river from the sea until they found that bluff, coming through many marshy areas, which are called savannas, land covered with grass. That’s why they named the town Savannah, and the river the Savannah River. Questions?”

By now we are standing at the river. Three of us are looking at William Jones in disbelief. We are not sure what Missouri Hinton must think of him.

“Okay, now the city is that way. And if you look up to the north-west, the city of Augusta is in that direction, also built on the river. It has always been, since colonial days, a very important trading center here along the river. During the civil war an important gun works was located there.”

She is only in the seventh grade. I am in the eleventh grade. I am too old, or she is too young. She is more beautiful than I thought she was the other day.

“Fort Pulaski lies on the river between the city and the sea. It was named after a Polish general who fought for this country in the American Revolution. The fort was built to guard the city from any enemy who might come up the river. During the civil war it was bombarded by Union forces. You can go there today, and see unexploded shells still embedded in the walls. During the early eighteen-hundreds rice was grown along the river. There is an old rice mill here where it was processed. We’ll go there now. It is why this village was built. Only when rice went out, and the mill closed, did a sawmill start up here. Hence the name, the sawmill village, but it is gone now as well. Follow me.”

We look at each other again, not quite believing this display we are witnessing. But we all follow William Jones back up the street right through the sawmill village. When we reach the upper end of the village we turn right, and follow William along a well-worn path through the woods. We walk about a hundred yards, and come to the old rice mill. It is now a mere shell. We stop and look at it. Only the outer walls remain. About half of the old chimney still stands, but it must have been a towering one. Trees are now grown up all around the rice mill, and on the inside of it as well. None of the roof is there at all. Some of the trees reach higher than the walls.

All of the children who grow up in the sawmill village know the rice mill well. It is one of our favorite places. There is no playground, or ball field in the village. This place is the nearest thing to a playground we have ever had. We have all spent many hours here.

“Let’s go,” William says. We follow him over to the mill, step inside, and climb up onto the second floor. There once was a third floor, but only a little is left of it, and it would not be safe to go there. We sit there for a long time on the second floor of the rice mill.

Finally, I speak to Missouri for the first time, “Missouri, could you tell us about yourself.”

“Yes. I was born in Montana. My mother’s family lived on the reservation. She married my father, and moved with him into the town of Fort Benton. It is on the Missouri River. My father’s work has taken us to a couple of places. But we do not like to move, and hope to stay here. But someday I hope to live in Montana again. My Mother’s people have many problems. I would like to be a teacher, and help them become educated.”

“My mom is a teacher. Seventh grade at Port Wentworth School. You’ll be in her room. She’s a good teacher.”

“Oh, good. That will be nice. Is she hard?”

“No. I don’t think she is. She is fair, and she’s a very good teacher.”

“And what is the school you attend?”

“Groves High School. It’s in Garden City, just down the road toward Savannah, but over on the other road, Highway Twenty-one.”

“How long have you lived here?”

“I was born here, so, all my life. Someday I hope I live somewhere else. It’s a good place to live, it’s just that I want to see the rest of the world, maybe.”

“I understand.”

After a moment she said, “How is Port Wentworth School? Okay?”

“Yes, it’s a good school. I don’t guess it’s the best there ever was, or anything like that. But most of us leave there ready for the next step.”

I don’t tell her about the projects, and the kids who live there. Their parents have the lowest paying jobs at the mill. They live in the projects because they’re stuck there. They moved in, and once you do that there’s hardly ever a way to get out. I don’t tell her about the three boys in one family who all have heads as flat as a board on the back because their mama didn’t know she was supposed to turn them over now and then. Neither she nor her husband look like that, so I know it wasn’t hereditary. And I don’t tell her about the family where both the wife and the husband have some serious mental deficiency, and that they have produced four boys who have the same thing. And I don’t tell her about the boy who comes to school without any socks, even on the coldest day of the year, probably because he either doesn’t have any, or his mother doesn’t know he’s supposed to wear them. And I don’t tell her about children who come to school all through the winter with no coats, and maybe just a light sweater of some kind. And I don’t tell her about the children who come to school with no lunch money, mostly because their folks don’t have any to give them. And I don’t tell her that things like socks, shirts, and coats don’t last long around our house because my mom takes them to those kids in the projects as soon as they begin to look like we have outgrown them even a little. And I don’t tell her how many school lunches my dad provides, as well as all the free medicine and exams. 

Some things are just better found out on your own, or even better, not to know them at all.

There are a few more weeks of summer left now. We will spend them getting to know Missouri Hinton. We show her how to fish in the river, and the only place where it is safe to swim. On Saturdays we ride the city bus into Savannah, catching it in Port Wentworth. We spend the day walking up and down Broughton Street, and seeing a movie in the afternoon at one of the several theatres, The Lucas, the Weiss, the Avon, and the Savannah Theatre. In the park across from the Savannah Theatre is a huge statue of General James Oglethorpe. We walk over there after the movie one afternoon, and show it to Missouri. William Jones repeats his lecture on Oglethorpe again. We all try to look like we are interested to keep from hurting his feelings. Missouri tries hardest of all.

As the summer draws to a close, the Hinton family has settled into life along the river. No one really sees Carl, or his wife Dakota very much. He works long hours, and she keeps to herself, but we see them in the yard, and speak to them when we can. Missouri, on the other hand, has made her way into the group of kids who live here. She is beginning to open up some, and seems to be adjusting well. This coming weekend is Labor Day, and after that, on Tuesday morning, school will open. 
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Chapter Four  
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“Come out here, Parker! You nigger lover! We’ll take care of you!”

The television cameras press against the windows of my mom’s room at Port Wentworth Elementary School. An angry mob has gathered outside. They have posters they’re waving in the air. She can hear them chanting. Some of them have come into the building, and are banging on her door. Denman McRae, her principal, has told her to not open the door under any circumstance unless he is there, and she hears him telling her to do so.

The school is laid out in a square with three halls, two of which lead to the offices and a large lunchroom, which is also used as an auditorium. It is a single-story building, which means any adults standing on the ground outside any classroom have their chins at window level, and they can easily look inside. There are four outside entrances into the building, which means anyone can come in at any place any time. My mom’s room is down at the end of the building, near the street that runs into the street that connects Port Wentworth and the sawmill village. The entrance to the office is further down this street in the other direction. The halls are not watched by anyone, since the offices are at one end of the building, and no office person can ever see the other three entrances. Obviously, the building was not planned for days like this one. But then no one ever thought there would be such a day as this, nor did they ever imagine there would be such issues that would be faced by the people living in Port Wentworth, Georgia, or the sawmill village, or even in Savannah for that matter. 

Suddenly a rock shatters a window, and comes bouncing off my mom’s desk. She hears them out there, “No niggers in our school! No niggers in our school!”

“Hey, Parker,” some man shouts, “you a nigger lover now? You in bed with the niggers now?” 

And the shrill voice of a woman is heard, “Come on out here, and I’ll skin you alive like I skin a catfish!”

The mob of righteous parents, focused on defending their school, their children, America, our way of life, the right of a people to govern themselves, has grown to over two hundred. Truth is however, a good many of them cannot read, or write, though they are there to defend their rights, and the vast majority of them do not have any child in my mom’s class, or even still in the school. They have some connection to the school, but not directly, only in the sense that they think there is going to be some adverse affect upon their own children in some way. They are also there just because the issue is there today. Me? I’m at Groves High School in Garden City, without any knowledge of any of this, and the threats that are being made toward my mother.

The trouble with this mob is they think they’re right. They think they know what’s best for everybody, they decided, so that’s it. And while they insist on the rule of law, and that the laws they like need to be enforced, they do not mind one bit breaking the law in order to enforce their will upon other people, whether it’s a school, a family, a community, or a fourteen year old girl from Montana, who only wants an education, just like everyone else. 

There is shouting at Mom’s door, “Bring the nigger girl out! If you don’t, we’ll come in there after her!”

Mrs. Lydia Parker, seventh grade teacher, walks over to the window, without letting anyone out there see her, and hears the reporter from one of the two local television stations, “We are here at Port Wentworth School where a Negro child has been enrolled in the seventh grade class of Mrs. Lydia Parker, wife of a doctor in this community. There are a number of angry citizens who have gathered here with a list of demands. They have requested a meeting with the principal, Mister Denman McRae and the Chatham County School Board, but neither have responded so far. When I asked Mister McRae’s secretary about this, and if he intended to meet with them, she simply said he had gone to the restroom, and was temporarily indisposed. Bad Labor Day barbeque, she added.”

From the middle of the crowd a tall pole of some kind rises. There is a hook at the top of it over which a rope has been thrown. My mom watches as a dummy in a dress is lifted above the crowd. It has a sign on it, which reads, “Mrs. Parker.” Someone sets it on fire, and she watches it burn, as the crowd grows angrier and louder, demanding, “Get that nigger girl out here!”

“Get that girl out of this school, McRae,” someone at the door screams. “You’re the damn principal of this damn school! Act like it!”

Then the chant changes to, “Free our school! Free our school!”

When that one stops it changes again to, “We want justice! We want justice! We want justice!” And, “Free our school! Free our school!” And, “No nigger in our school! No nigger in our school! No nigger in our school!” And again, “Free our school! Free our school!” 

There is a knock at the door. “Lydia,” he says, “this is Denman. Let me in.”

She opens the door, and sees standing there, people she knows, some from the sawmill village, some from Port Wentworth, some from the projects. Denman McRae pushes his way in, and together they push the door closed.

“Now, it’s okay boys and girls,” says Denman McRae. “Everything is fine. Don’t be alarmed. There’s just a little misunderstanding here, and we’ll work it out. So, why don’t we all just relax a little, and we’ll get this all cleared up.” Then he turns his back to them, and says in a whisper, “What the hell is going on, and how in the hell did this happen? Who are these stupid people?”

“They are the parents of some of these children, and others are just white trash rabble rousers.”

All the children begin rearranging their desks, or having little conversations in little groups, or trying to peek out the window without leaving their seats. All except one. My mother sees her. She sits there defiant. An expression of resolve has come across her face. One lone, but very large tear slowly makes its way down from the corner of her eye to the corner of her mouth. My mother walks back to her desk, sits on the edge of her seat with her, hugs her close and says, “Don’t worry, Missouri. It’ll be all right. I’ll take care of you.”

“My people and I are never afraid.” That is all she says.

“Good. We’ll take care of this, Sugar.”

My mom walks back up to Denman McRae, and says, “Are you ready?”

“You dang right I am.” He opens the door and says, “Move back! Get out of the way!” 

They push their way through the mob in the hall, and go out the entrance on that end of the building, leading them. When they step outside the people gathered at the window come around, and join another large group standing on the ground at the foot of the steps, which run down from a small stoop. Those in the hall come stand around the two of them. My mom sees more posters, a baseball bat, or two, and she wonders how many might be carrying weapons, firearms that is.

Denman McRae is the first to speak. He says, “Now, both Mrs. Parker and I have statements to make to you.” 

The television reporter waves his hand and says, “Wait. Now. Could you start over?” 

“Yes,” Denman McRae replies. “Now, both Mrs. Parker and I have statements to make to you. I am sure this whole misunderstanding can be put to rest . . . .”

“We’ll put you to rest Denman! And the nigger!” someone shouts from the crowd.

Buddy Adams, chief of the Port Wentworth police, steps up to Denman McRae, holds up his hand and says, “There’ll be no more of that now, ya heah. Give’em a chance to speak.”

“As I was trying to say, I have been in touch with the county school superintendent, and he fully supports my statement. The child in question, Missouri Hinton, is half white and half Indian. She and her family live among us. She has always attended white schools wherever they have lived. Her records were sent to us from her last school in Charleston, a white school. She is duly and properly enrolled here in this school. She is now and will remain a student here.”

With that Denman McRae steps back, and my mother steps forward.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I use the words loosely, this child has a right to be here in this school, and she will remain here. I would hope that any child who comes to us seeking an education would be given the opportunity to have one. These people are new here, and you have shown them not the best, but the worst that is among us. Someone among you saw the color of her skin, and noticed it was a little darker than most of us. So what? She is half Indian. Among her mother’s people were many who fought in the war to defeat this kind of hatred and ignorance. Why didn’t you come forward before now if you had questions? Why did you wait until school started? You did it just to show the world the worst about us. This child is my student, and I will do my very best to help her all I can this year. I dare any of you to try and stop me.”

Just then the sound of a truck is heard as it pulls alongside the curb out to the left of the mob. The crowd begins stepping back, and parts like the Red Sea when Moses started across. A tall man is standing on the sidewalk. In his hands he holds a large three-foot steel wrench. He puts it over his right shoulder, and starts up the walkway, coming through the crowd toward the steps. They watch him closely, not knowing who he is, and what he is up to. He makes his way through them, looking them in the eyes. They sense his anger. They stand back, and give him room, plenty of room. He walks up on the stoop, and stands by my mom. 

He turns halfway toward the crowd so that all can hear him say, “I’ll be taking my girl home for the rest of the day. I don’t really want no trouble. She’ll be back here in the morning for school. I’ll be bringing her in. Anybody have any questions?”

No one has any questions. There is nothing but silence, except for the quiet sound of feet turning and walking away.  
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Chapter Five
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“Cut it off. I’ve seen enough,” my mom says.

My dad gets up, walks over to the television, and turns the switch to off. “I’m sorry you had to go through something like that,” he says. “But you did the right thing. That’s what counts, the right thing.”

“I never feared they would actually come in to get her, or me. But I was concerned about the rock throwing, and I know some of them had guns on them. What if one of them had suddenly started shooting, or maybe a gun had gone off accidentally?”

“What about the girl? How do you think she is? And her folks?”

“I saw them this afternoon when I got home. They were shaken, could not understand why people would be this way, and yet they have seen it before, Dakota being Indian.”

“Well, I’m going over just to say hello. Check on them. You Boys want to go with me?”

Charles and I both nod, and get up to walk toward the door.

“Just think,” Charles says, as we step out on the front porch, “our mom was on TV.”

“Your mom was in a dangerous situation, Boys. You never know what an angry mob will do. It’s a wonder somebody didn’t get hurt. But she sure did stand up to them, didn’t she? She has a lot of courage.”

It’s late evening now. This early in September it is still light out, but the shadows are beginning to fall, and the sun is heading for Alabama in a most deliberate way. It will soon be there, and no longer here along the coast. We walk up the dirt street and cross it. We turn into the Hinton’s yard, and then walk up the steps to their door. The steps make a creaking noise, and so does the old porch as we walk across it. Our dad knocks on the door.

“Who is it?” Carl Hinton answers from within.

“It’s William Parker from across the street.”

“Just a minute.”

As Carl Hinton opens the door, he is placing a double barrel shotgun in the corner by the door. Then he says, “Come on in.”

“Just came over to see about ya.”

“We’re okay, I guess.”

“The women folk all right?”

“Yep. They’re a little worse for the wear, but they’ll be fine. They’re cleaning up in the kitchen. Hey, Dakota, Missouri, got comp’ney! Sit down.”

We take seats in the large, sparsely furnished living room. I look around, and see paintings on the walls. They are scenes of the plains, Indians, buffalo, mountains, and rivers. I have never seen such beautiful paintings before. They seem to tell a story only an Indian could tell. Carl Hinton sees all three of us looking at them.

“Wife’s a painter. Never a lesson. Just born with it.”

“Wonderful paintings,” my dad responds.

Dakota Hinton and Missouri come into the room. Dakota Hinton is very polite, half way bows as we stand up, smiles and says, “Good evening. We are glad to have you in our home.” 

She is wearing what I suppose is a traditional dress for an Indian woman, made of a light tan buckskin with colored beads. She has no shoes on her feet. Her long black hair is braided.

“Mrs. Hinton, the Boys and I just came over to check on all of you, and see if you are okay. And we want to apologize for what happened today.”

“It was not you,” she replies.

“No, but still, this is a bad reflection on our community. Most of our people are not this way, but some are. And we’re sorry for what happened. Missouri, are you okay?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Well, you have a good teacher. She’s going to watch out after you.”

“I know she will. Thank you.”

“Mrs. Hinton . . . .”

“You may call me Dakota, Doctor.”

“You may call me William. We like your paintings. Tell us about them.”

“Oh, just something I do to pass the time, and also for pleasure. I am not a serious artist.”

“It looks pretty serious to me.”

“I try to capture the life of my people. It is gone already, but I try to paint what is left.”

“That is serious.”

“Yes, I suppose it is.”

“You’ll find a lot to paint here around the river. Over in Carolina there’s a national wildlife preserve. It’s just across the river. You can ride all through it and see deer, gators, everything. And the ducks are everywhere. This is along a flight path for them, so there are thousands there during the fall and spring, headed south and north. The river and the marsh areas have a beauty that is unique. There’s something about this coast that is really unique. There’s no other place like it. And then there’s Savannah itself. It’s still that quaint coastal city, a character all its own. I think an artist would really find it appealing.”

“I am finding it to be so, though I have not had time to explore any, and have done no painting, but I will.”

“Well, Carl, how’s the sugar refinery?”

“It’s good. Seems to be a nice place to work. I’ve met some good people there already.”

“Yes, I know a lot of them, of course. Patients of mine. Now, what is it you do?”

“I’m a diesel engine man. Keep all theirs going, whether it’s trucks, or whatever.”

“Must be hard work.”

“It has its moments, but then a job’s a job, you know?”

“I guess it is. I’m a human engine man. Keep all their parts working, hopefully, do maintenance on humans, oil change, lube, adjustments, you know?”
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