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For Carol,

Who has walked with me in sacred places










Inagehi










He hath showed thee, O man,

what is good; and what doth the

Lord require of thee, but to do

justly, and to love mercy, and to

walk humbly with thy God?




Micah 6:8










Author’s Note







Spoken Cherokee is a warm and musical language containing soft gutturals. The traditional language probably formed when people still wore lip pendants, because Cherokee is largely spoken without closing the lips. It’s possible to get some hint of the sound by pronouncing a few Cherokee words open-mouthed:




INAGEHI (In naw geh hee) A person who lives alone in the wilderness.




NUNNEHI (Nun neh hee) A tribe living near the Cherokee, and believed by some to be mythical.




GIGA (Gee gaw) Red.




SIKONEGA GISQWA (See cone ee kaw geese quaw) Bluebird.




OOJO-NIDA (Oh ho neee da) Rattlesnake.




MOLLA Cherokee name. In English it would be Mary or Molly. It is pronounced as much with an “O” or “W” sound as with an “M.”




As you can see, pronunciations are approximate. It is quite difficult to bring sounds of one language into sounds of another.




The small tale in Chapter 22 is taken complete from Nineteenth Annual Report to the Director of the Bureau of American Ethnology, 1900, by James Mooney.


Chapter 1

Faith was the thunder, Hope was the wind, and Charity the bright robes of lightning that thunder wore. Currents of all three raged as Harriette peered through a second-floor window of Winston’s YWCA. Brick streets ran dark with storm. Her hands beckoned to the approach of high-striding lightning, and her eyes cared only for rain.

Harriette, or Named By Thunder, or Tree’s Friend—depending, she thought, on the heart of storms or on what name you signed on the YWCA register—heard running feet of teenage girls in the hallway. The girls hollered, laughed, but stayed where no windows could shatter from the storm. They seemed like voices of spirits subdued by thunder—thunder—thunder—boom and shock.

The lords of Winston-Salem, she thought, the fine white folk with fine Moravian eyes, were taking a shake along those storm-beaten streets. Houses trembled as shocks of broken air battered trees and buildings, while electricity and ozone blew brilliance and scent across the stenchy towns. Back of town, negroes watched roofs of shacks leak, peel, sail away in the wind. The storm swept like the rush of a flooded stream. A cleaning job went on out there, a purification, and the lords of Winston-Salem were not going to like that a bit.

The streets lighted in a great sheet of white and electric blue. Immediate thunder shook the old brick building, while wind bowed the glass inward. It seemed the window would have to shatter. Debris of paper and leaves blew above the storm-black streets like butterflies tossed by an enormous fan.

The next lightning came rolling on a whickering of other lightnings: like a quick-stepping ladder of light. The small room turned sheer with brilliance. Lightning and thunder were one, the door rattled, furniture shook, and she felt pinioned in a great dimension of light. She felt two-dimensional, like photo film etched by blue and white flashes, but three-dimensional if the storm was going to kill her. The building shook, seemed to be cracking. Earthquakes must be this way. Wagnerian music tried to explain this. In the halls childish voices stopped with fear. Those children out there were children of North Carolina, children accustomed to storms; but no storm was supposed to be this way.

When the next lightning flashed, the crack of thunder had moved one second away, the illumination interpenetrating with the approaching bulk of dark rain; and rain arrived in a flood.

Gutters instantly overran; water rose in black streets, rushing beneath blue and white flashes. Harriette turned from the window, muttering, the voice of a dead mother in her thoughts, her dead mother’s Bible in her mind.

“And when they say unto you, Seek unto them that have familiar spirits, and unto wizards that peep, and that mutter; should not a people seek unto their God?”

Thunder, shock, but moving away now as rain obscured the window.

“I’ll take the familiar spirits. I’ll take the wizards,” she told herself in trembling tones. “What I’d actually take is a fresh cup of coffee.”

From the hallway the girls resumed their roistering as the storm moved toward the outskirts of town. Those kids had been here for two days now. They had not come on a school outing, because school would not start for a few more days. She knew, because she taught in the schools. Not this fall, though, she told herself. She had already announced to the schools that she would not work this fall.

For herself, she had stayed in this small room for five days, walking with as much dignity as possible each time she passed the woman at the front desk. The YWCA could not refuse to room you if your skin was a bit bright, your nose a little hooked; but they could let you know that the only good Indian was a dead one. In the stores, when clerks assumed their nigger attitudes, you asked for the manager and demanded an apology.

It was, all in all, a pain in the neck. The pain and trouble in the heart were something else.

Her mother, this day, was one month dead; and her mother’s house stood silent back in the North Carolina hills.

Her mother with a failed heart, and age sixty did not seem a reasonable time for an otherwise healthy woman to suffer two days in a country hospital, then die.

Her father, this year, was seven years dead.

Her grandmother, this year, was twenty-four years dead.

She, although she did not think of it, was thirty years old and ridden by more mysteries than a detective might see in a lifetime.

The rain slacked after the initial flood. She looked into misty, smoking streets which had lain so sun-brightened and hot before the storm. Mist rose like spirits, and her frustration seemed nebulous as the mist. In another day, possibly two, she would leave this place.

She had come to see an attorney concerning her mother’s will. She would leave here, returning to the hills with dark knowledge that she, as yet, could not comprehend belonged to her.

Always, she had been told, her father died in a logging accident.

Now, returning to those hills, she returned with the knowledge that he had been murdered. Her mother lived and died holding that secret. She, Harriette, was powerless.


Chapter 2

When it comes to telling stories, the Apostle Luke is my favorite. He starts his Bible-book by saying he has “perfect understanding” and I like that in a story-teller—so I, Janet Scott, will start the same. I do it because, in these North Carolina hills, there are Cherokee tales immemorial; and, since Indians have the same respect for facts as everybody else, a good ninety percent range between flim-flam and chipmunk chatter.

Some of the nearly true stories are about a woman walking naked through a storm while carrying lightning in her fingers. Those stories almost get it right. The stories rise from a time when these mountains were alive with both loveliness and murder; a time when the Cherokee code of vengeance seemed to stalk the valleys. People were angry with a young woman named Harriette. They were afraid of an old woman named Molla. I was only a girl at the time, but a smart one. I had good child-sense and a tape-recorder memory.

Even as a girl I knew a lot about Indian ways to power. I knew how to be straight-forward, and knew a lot about storms. Then, growing up and sometimes getting ambushed by life, I learned how pain can destroy all power when someone you love gets killed; and, since there is a part of me in the drama that follows, I’ll tell a little about that now.

Young girls grow up. Some learn about faithfulness and trust, some even get to go to college, and some get married. I did all of those while loving the boy/man who would become my husband. Davey was a child, and then a man, of both the times and North Carolina. We were both raised in this Cherokee world where the work of men and women has always been less separated than in the larger world. The ideas of “think like a woman” or “think like a man” are white ideas.

Davey and I just thought like ourselves. I have studied the way we thought, because for all our lives the subjects of history and religion would not leave us alone. Only pieces of those subjects came from the Cherokee. A lot of them came from the times, and from North Carolina.

Davey died young, in a war. I don’t talk about it much because the pain caused by his death is too pure, even now, and deserves its privacy. After he died I spent time wandering in classrooms and libraries. Then I wandered the streets and neighborhoods of cities. Then I came back home to wander the trails of these harmed but perpetual forests.

Harriette was following her own trail, and sometimes we met at branchings. After our separate excursions into pain, then into silence, Harriette’s trail, and mine, gradually came together. We now live in a cabin in the high forest, and we have not sought power, but we have it. That is how our story ends.

But its beginning is different. At the beginning of the story our North Carolina world was a world of small farms and subsistence economy. Men ran that world and women sometimes ran the men. The great social movements of the 1960s and ‘70s were still in the future. Girls might be star-struck by movie actresses, but they did not hear of female executives because, for all intents and purposes, there were none. It was a different time, and we behaved in different ways; and from what I’ve seen lately, some of those ways were maybe not so bad.

And in the beginning we had no idea that Harriette would even have a story. She was pretty timid as a young woman, and only gradually gathered strength and enormous power. We had even less an idea that she would be unable to tell her story; so this is where I am needed. Harriette’s story is not the melodrama of film or the bathos of television. She was witness to a tragedy as authentic as ancient Greece, and as dark as an Elizabethan play. Like all great tragedies, it requires a chorus.

I am the chorus. I introduce the drama and take a small part—occasionally I will appear and you will recognize me—but this is Harriette’s story. And I will close the drama because that is what the chorus does in tragedy.

My main explanation is that Harriette cannot tell the story because some of her experiences cannot be put into words. The history of mysticism teaches that big experiences must be explained by the way a person lives. Thus, Harriette explains by living, and I explain with words.

Before coming to this cabin Harriette lived in a house built by her father before he was killed. Then her mother died, and that is really what caused Harriette’s story to begin. The story starts at the YWCA in Winston-Salem, in the middle of a thunder storm. At the time, August, 1957, she is not prepared to like anything or anybody. The Apostle Luke would likely understand.


Chapter 3




She, Harriette, stood in that YWCA listening to the diminishing storm and unable to comprehend murder. She would soon learn more about that murder. For the moment, though, I think of her as she must have been in those days.

She was romantic, although her way would lead toward the shadowed side of romance. At that time, confronting a fresh death, a past that spelled a cold-blooded murder, and a future bound to contain struggle, she still wore conventional dreams.

There is genuine innocence in a diary she kept.

One entry goes this way:

I dreamed I was a young girl standing in a sunlit street. There were store fronts and reflecting concrete pavement. A lovely boy stood beside me, and as I embraced him he ran his hand through my hair. I held him and did not hold him, searching for touch in sunlight and radiance, but he turned and hurried through a nearby doorway, smiling and looking back. A sign read Youth Group Meets Tonight, and, entering the darkness because suddenly it was night, I walked an unlit hall filled with blues music from a sax, entering finally an equally long room full of bright electric light. The room filled with shadows like people, and the shadows played at games. Across the room was the boy, playing table tennis with a shadow of himself, laughing as the small white ball bounced back and forth across the green table beneath lights, sometimes getting away and passing through one of the other shadows, pinging and ponging carelessly across the room.

As I started toward him a shadow hesitated before me, seriously stopping in the middle of all the sporting and cavorting to ask, “Girl, excuse you, girl, but have you maybe come in the wrong door?,” and I excused myself while despising both myself and the shadow, and admitted I probably had.

Her names were a problem for her. Her Christian name followed a small history of the Cherokee, being the same as a famous woman, Harriette Gold, New England Puritan, loved wife of Elias Boudinot.

Boudinot’s Cherokee name was The Buck. He was full-blood, an Indian lad transshipped through the Foreign Mission school at Cornwall, Connecticut, from which he returned to become a leader of his people. This occurred in the late eighteenth century, and in the nineteenth he would die on June 22, 1839, from a single stab in the back, and seven hatchet wounds in the head.

Boudinot was considered by some to have been a traitor. A group of full-bloods invoked the ancient Cherokee laws of vengeance and killed Boudinot with a knife and hatchets.
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Harriette Johnson held the Cherokee name of Named By Thunder, for Harriette was born during an August storm. This also followed an old Cherokee custom. Female babies often held names carrying the shape of violence—Came With Thunder, Came With War, War Girl, and so forth.

Her true name as she discovered it was Tree’s Friend, of which more later, since it was as Harriette Johnson that she had, for the second time, visited the attorney Alan in Winston-Salem.

Clear skies and fantastic summer-city heat had surrounded her as she walked a single flight of stairs to the law offices of Judge Alan. She had walked these steps with her mother, but that was years ago. Judge Alan had been her father’s friend, her mother’s friend, and there seemed no other reason except friendship for her parents to drive to Winston-Salem for legal matters. Asheville was much closer to their home.

Alan was tall, gray-haired, and perhaps one-eighth blood, which in his case made his face look like a face she would be unsurprised to find carved on a mountain. Heavy brows rode above eyes surrounded by a cross-hatching of wrinkles, the eyes as clear as a child’s. He stood when she entered.

“Difficult times.”

“Surprising times,” she said, “and awfully difficult. I cry a lot.”

“So did I when I heard. At my age you don’t have that many tears left.” He said it softly, and for the first time since her mother’s death she felt a little bit safe.

“What it is,” she said, “is that you get to feeling trapped in the present. History shortens up. The house is empty. Old voices are gone.”

“Trapped in the present.” He paused, perhaps remembering faces of the dead. “When my own father died the entire nineteenth century seemed to go with him.” He indicated a chair, oak, solid and old. It occurred to her that nothing in this office betrayed the fact that this was the twentieth century, although from the front office came the rapid beat of a modern typewriter.

“The last Victorian, my father,” said Alan. “How gently he loved us.” He paused. “At least that was true when we were children.”

There was, after all, something in the office from the twentieth century. An electric fan purred like a cat getting its brisket rubbed. Through the open window a voice rose in a gabble of words riding high and Almighty amid heavenly hosts. Alan chuckled.

“That’s old Charlie,” he said, “and drinking again. And early again because today is only Friday.”

“It happens on Saturday most usually,” she said, “but I’m not much acquainted with drinking street preachers.” People came to town on Saturday. Saturday was a day of panting street preachers.

“He never gets so loaded that he drops the good book.”

Alan sat behind his desk, oak, solid, old. “You are sole surviving heir to this estate. I am executor. There is a will. Your people were careful.”

The high-riding voice of the street preacher rolled like muted thunder in the clear air. It was a spell-binder’s voice, a deep one that could even give authority to hysteria.

“My people were always careful.”

“Except for once,” he told her. “Dan, your father, had no earthly business being in those woods. He might be alive today.”

“Men cut firewood.”

He looked puzzled. “These are approximately the assets.”

It seemed she owned the farm which, of course, she knew about, and seven hundred acres more or less of timberland she had not known about. The assets were a little appalling. There was money in the bank, some nine thousand dollars, and a ten thousand dollar insurance policy. That was more money than she could make in six years. There was a tobacco allotment and eighty acres with a tenant house not far from Winston-Salem. She knew that her mother kept accounts on the place, but that had never seemed important. It occurred to her that there was a lot she had not known; a person who lived beside a mother for so many years should know of these things. She did not believe she liked this business of owning property.

“I am afraid of this.” She could not identify the reasons, but something was wrong, wrong, wrong. It was like opening a door in a familiar house, and entering an alien and tainted room. Her people had never acted poor, but they lived simply. “What should I do?”

“Sell that damned forest land,” he said. His response was so quick it surprised him. How could you be an attorney with his reputation and still get trapped by an automatic response?

“I have better answers,” he told her. “You have to make decisions. As your representative I can offer options, but decisions belong to you.” He spoke formally. That was awful. The feeling of wrongness, of something alien and unwanted pressed at her. For a moment she nearly hated him.

“We were such friends just now.” She felt stupid, somehow, or tricked.

“We still are.” He moved his chair from behind the desk and sat beside her. “That land is a sore point. I just knocked myself out of the saddle because of it. Let’s start over.”

She really was afraid. This was going to be bad. Bad.

“I did not know about the land,” she told him. “I didn’t know much about the place outside of town or the tobacco. If we start over can we start with that forest?”

“Your father was killed there.”

“The forest is not responsible.”

“It is. Indirectly. Men have murdered for less.” In the fan-purring room he was distinctly unsweaty, but distinctly uncomfortable. “That land is a dark place for your family. It is evil.” He paused. His eyes, so clear and friendly, seemed not so friendly now. “My maternal grandmother,” he said, “was one-half blood. My father was one eighth. I am a lawyer, but I’m talking about things that are not law, just lawful.”

She could not understand why, on a brilliant day, with the deep-voiced song of a street preacher rising above the sounds of traffic; why she should feel close to horror. “Murder,” she said. “Was someone murdered?”

“You do not know? You really do not know?”

“I really don’t.”

“Sweet, sweet Jesus.”

He told the story, and because she was rapidly becoming desperate, she believed him without question.

Her father, Dan Johnson, who had been such a quiet man, was discharged from the infantry in early ‘46. He was forty-eight years old, a sergeant with combat experience, although he spent some of his time in a field headquarters. Had World War II not been of such a desperate nature he would never have been in the Army in the first place. A nation fighting a global war on two fronts was not particular about age or disabilities.

“A friend of mine,” Alan told her, “had lost hearing in one ear and half of his right hand in a mining accident. The Air Corps accepted him and he became a bombardier.”

“I was a girl, little more than a child.”

“Ours was a frightened nation.” Alan tapped his fingers on the arm of his chair, seemed disinclined to speak, chose to wrap the facts in the best light possible. “Ours was also a cynical nation. A lot of people made a lot of money. Black market, padded industrial accounts, and counterfeit ration coupons. Your father made some money.”

She expected some awful story of black marketeering, or of military supplies diverted and sold. The tale, as Alan told it, seemed nearly anticlimactic.
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On a gray evening of snow and ice in Belgium, her father, the sergeant, found himself outside a village in company with eight surviving men. A couple of houses still stood beside a broken railway station. It was December. In the near distance artillery lit the sky. The sergeant did not know that the Battle of the Bulge had just gotten a good start. All he knew was that the military situation had gone to hell and taken the whole war with it. All patterns were broken. He had one man wounded, and if there were other survivors of his company he did not know about them. He figured he was surrounded. Since he was both realistic and cynical, he probably told himself he had expected something like this all along.

He made a decision to survive. Nine men, and one of them with a smashed shoulder, and the lot of them carrying nothing but rifles, were going to make no difference in whatever was going on out there. His men were not even a squad. They were a group of privates and noncoms who fled to the Belgian countryside when shells began to rain on their headquarters. The sergeant unofficially resigned from the war.

The railway station stood dark and torn by shellfire. It looked abandoned, but he guessed it was not. He had no maps because HQ’s maps were scattered over half of Belgium. He knew he was about twenty miles north and slightly east of St. Vith.

His company had been encamped when the storm of artillery broke. It was everyone pulling his own red wagon, and the first place to pull it was out of that encampment. For eighteen hours he and his men walked and hid. If they did not soon find food and shelter they were dead.

The railway station was their best option. When they came fading in with an infantryman’s caution, and under cover of dark, it seemed the dust of the exploded building still mixed with falling snow, and the sharp smell of high explosive. Snow filled the tracks of tanks. A shattered British truck sat burned beside a shattered building. German infantry had to be in the area.

Inside the station two British soldiers lay dead amid a litter of papers. This had been a command post. The same thing that happened to his outfit had happened here. No one had yet raided this place. There was food. There was even a stove.

While his men took care of the wounded man, and while they opened cans of food, the sergeant went scavenging. In thirty paces he became rich, or at least with more money than he ever expected to see in one pile. In a side room shattered by a direct shell hit, a corpse lay virtually blown to pieces. Remnants of clothing showed the man dressed as a peasant. A package had been tucked into the peasant blouse, and now it lay partly exposed against the bloody chest. Inside the package were ten thousand British pounds, although the sergeant was in no position to start counting. He concealed the money, returned to the main room and made arrangements to survive. He was lucky and smart. There was a sub-cellar. He had a place to hide. All nine of them lived.

“The money,” Alan said, “who knows? It may have been profiteer money, but that is not likely since it was in pounds. More likely the British were out to buy something. Information, perhaps.”

“My father stole money.”

“It is called the fortunes of war,” Alan said. “The Allies lost seventy-seven thousand men in that battle. He brought himself and eight other men out with him, so perhaps he earned it.”

“Was he murdered for the money?”

“No,” said Alan. “With the money, and it took some time to convert it to U.S., he bought those properties. He bought the forest land from a man named Peter Lee who is another client of mine. Peter Lee is full blood, related to both you and me, but distantly. He may be your grand uncle, figuring by white ways.

“Figuring by Indian ways he is no relation at all.” Alan’s voice carried the slightest hint of distaste, but Harriette was not sure whether he thought of the land or of Peter Lee or her father. “In a sense Dan stole that land,” Alan said, “but that land has been stolen so many times that one more theft makes little difference.”

“If I sell it,” Harriette told him, “that would be sort of like stealing.”

“I did not mean that. I am neither displeased nor pleased with Dan’s actions, with myself, with my memories. It is simply that anyone who has ever owned that land has suffered. Perhaps because it has been stolen so often, it is cursed.”


Chapter 4

“And in the synagogue there was a man, which had a spirit of an unclean devil, and cried out with a loud voice ....” The street preacher’s voice rolled, was textured, beating above the hot summer streets with loving hatred.

But her father never cried with a loud voice. Her father was quiet, a man given to disappearing into the forest. He cared for them, for her grandmother, her mother and her. In those very years when he engaged in exchanging money and buying land he sent her through college. She had been in college, in music school, when he was killed. At the funeral the casket was not opened.

Nothing she knew of her father matched the story she heard. Seven years ago, at the time her father was murdered, she had been twenty-three. Surely there were newspaper stories, an investigation, questions asked. Why had she not heard?

“Because your mother chose to conceal it,” Alan said. “I thought after this many years you would know. Still, you live among those hills. You know about conspiracies of silence that are tenuous, and yet binding. You are, I have no doubt, a part of more than one of those conspiracies.”

She was. On a farm, when you mostly kept to yourself, little was known except what you chose to tell. At the same time, among the farms and small towns, a good deal was known and not discussed. She knew, for instance, of children in two separate families who were not being told who their true fathers were. People made mistakes. She did not approve of deceiving children, but she would be the last ever to say anything. Yes, a conspiracy of silence; and even the bigoted, the hate mongers, did not break the silence. Some gossip was not repeated because those who were mean enough to talk were also smart enough to know that, if they did, they would not be welcome even in their own homes.

But a murder. A murder was a public matter.

“How many people do you actually know?” Alan asked her. “How many of the strangers you meet know who you are? How many people were at the funeral? If your mother asked them not to make a fuss over you, how many would have given the matter a second thought? Did you read any newspapers?”

He had a case. She had returned from college for the funeral. Alan and a few other men were present. She sat startled, unable to think of any Indians who had been there. Only a few whites. She stayed with her mother for a week, and then returned to college. The next spring she graduated and returned home. She stayed at home for two years. Then for two years she taught music in the public schools of Charlotte. Then she once more returned home.

She was content to live on the farm, not in idleness, but without much contact with anyone. She gave music lessons. She directed the choir at her mother’s church. The farm was being worked on shares. It took part of her time and her mother’s time to manage the farm. She, Harriette, had been reclusive. It occurred to her that while her mother concealed her father’s murder, it was not the only concealment. There were reasons for her reclusiveness, but none she had been willing to tell her mother.

The purring fan was joined by the distant purr of a small plane somewhere in the intense blue sky. From the next room the sound of the typewriter stopped, and she realized for a minute, or several, that the street preacher’s voice no longer knitted words into the air. It seemed a moment of near silence in the city, although of course people still walked about, talking, and buying things.

Part of her reclusiveness was natural inclination. Part came from long ago, in the days of her grandmother, and most—she had to admit—came from a confused and confusing love affair.

Murder. People walking and talking and buying things.

Money. Land and tenants on the land. Stolen forest. The fan purred, Alan waited.

“I see it is possible for concealment to have worked, although I’m not proud of it. Please tell me about the murder.”

“It was never solved.”

“Why?”

“No motive. Not a clue pointed to anyone.”

“There will be newspaper accounts. I can look at those accounts.”

“You may not want that. It was ugly. It was done with knives. More than one man was involved.”

“Why?”

“If I knew why,” Alan told her gently, “I would know my own heart. Dan timbered that land and he was ferocious. Where he moved his equipment not a stick stood, not a shrub, not a runner of blackberry. He was like a man obsessed. He even had a bulldozer tearing at the brush, tearing up the land.”

No man, at least no Cherokee.... Her thoughts rushed, swirled, and it was not that she comprehended too little but too much.

“It was as though he hated the land,” Alan said. “As though he engaged in retaliation or revenge.”

“And someone stopped him.”

“Two or three people stopped him,” Alan said. “Brutally. Quick. Not much was destroyed, except a man’s life.”

She could tell that he knew better, but was not saying what she had to say to herself. What had been destroyed was a man’s soul, and that must have happened long before the murder.

Why had her father, a Cherokee, turned in vengeance against the land?

“So it was not really murder?”

“It was an execution. The only possible motive.”

She did not understand this strange world into which his words had thrown her. “I believe,” she said quietly, “I’ve had about as much as I can take in one day.”

“There will be other days,” he said quietly. “Will you be in town for very long?”

“I don’t want to go home. Not yet.”

He wrote an address and a phone number on a yellow pad.

“If you need to call when this office is not open.” It was obviously his home address and phone. “I think there is nothing more to tell, but you will want to discuss options on the property.”

“Thank you,” she said. As she left the office she wondered why in the world she had thanked him.


Chapter 5

She moved slowly through the sunlit Moravian streets, the Presbyterian streets, the hell-howling Baptist streets where words like revenge and execution seemed to her right in line with the current panoply of worshipped Gods. Her head bowed. She saw little and looked for less. Some men turned to watch her tall and fluidly moving figure. A man physically attracted by her slender body and narrow, high-cheeked face might have been even more attracted by her grace. She wore a simple summer dress cut just below the knee, and it made her seem like a young girl in town for a movie or for shopping.
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She thought of the land, that same land where she would someday come to power. She knew something of land since she had been raised on a farm, but she suspected little of the forces which she would soon encounter, and they are powerful forces.

They are forces of the land. You learn them by living with them:

Because it is this way to live in a clearing in the forest, sleeping one sleep after another, cycling the conquests of day and night, the great and slowly moving circle of the seasons and the years; the day which divides not by minutes, but is undivided, and appears and fades. And there is night: its particular voice, subdued clouds that grow and also fade, uncounted by voices of night birds, or seconds, or any measure.

Living in a clearing in the forest, sleeping one sleep after another, there are things obvious, things subtle; all profound as the sun.

The grass varies, and ten species may be present, and there is the soil. There are untamed plants, of which at least fifty thousand flowering varieties exist on the North American continent, wildflowers, trees, thistles and vines.

But figures are a generalization. Living in a clearing among flowering plants one learns that each is particular.

While superstitious people remark a four-leaved clover, the dweller in a clearing learns to remark tonal variations.

Nor is there needed description for rocks that abut from the earth with iceberg mysteriousness, bases anchored and invisible; nor of rocks in the stream, nor the changing nature of the stream—for all exists, and is—lives rolling on the wheel of light and dark and season, the rolling of mist and cloud and snow and wind.

There is all of life; mice, chipmunks, squirrels, the many animals. Insects; the hum and buzz and whir and hop.

There is soundlessness sometimes. Sometimes there is a great exclamation of silence.

And above it all stands the mountain; and it, round-shouldered, ancient, mist-capped and haunted, is the focal point of the sun; the hill that, not existing, would make the sun lose some of its bright meaning.

She thought dully, as she walked in Winston, that if she were going to stay in Winston for awhile she should move to a hotel. Then, every bit as dully, she understood she would not.

It meant more aggravation, more people whose actions would require curtness, more stares, more aversion. She was a beautiful young woman, and beautiful young women could get by with a lot—even black and beautiful young women could get by with a lot—but the price was loneliness. The more flim-flam you engaged in, the more lonely it got.
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She returned to the YWCA and sat on the edge of the single bed. In the room was a small mirror, a writing table, a three-drawer chest, a chair; plus an ugly floral picture. Except for the picture the room was monastic.

She removed the picture from the wall and hid it behind the small chest.

Okay, she told herself, her mother was dead. Her grandmother existed only as a childhood memory. Her father was a thief. Her father somehow lost his soul or had it stolen. She faced these things and her hands were fists, her body rigid; angry, terribly afraid, explosive with tears until finally the explosion came. She wept from anguish to desolation, and then she slept in the little room with the North Carolina sun like a searchlight at the window.


Chapter 6

Saturday was good, became bad, became better than she might have hoped because she met her last Moravian, her last Edwardian, in the form of a brave old man.

About ten in the morning street preachers gathered in front of the post office to lay out gospel, rejoicing in the text of the morning; and just about any text they chose she could complete from memory. There had been too many texts delivered over too many years; texts by quiet preachers, or by hell-sniffing preachers. She directed the choir at her mother’s church only because she loved her mother and loved music.

Town came alive on Saturday mornings, pretty girls chattering, young men walking, watching, loitering; old men before the pool hall with its beer smell sour, but somehow staid and comforting—the click of pool balls—it would be nice to be a man standing at the old bar swilling beer and telling stories about how great you were while spitting expertly into copper spittoons. Even negro men, probably, got to do that. Or maybe they just stood around knifing each other. She did not know much about negroes.
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The Cherokee Indian—which she was, even if some full-bloods sneered at mixed-bloods—was the most over-documented, overinterviewed, over-catechized people in the world. The Cherokee had suffered more exploratory operations by preachers and sociologists than any society could rightly bear. Only one mystery remained about the Cherokee. The mystery was why, after so much documentation and research, no one yet knew a farthing worth knowing.

One reason, and she was sure of it, was that so far the English language hadn’t been wide enough to fully understand the mind and heart of the Cherokee, and that wouldn’t do. It would not do. It simply would not. But, on the other hand, if the Cherokee were so piddling smart, would not the Cherokee know how to arrange the words? If they were, she had never heard the words.

Walking in sunshine, wanting to stand at a bar and spit in spittoons, she realized she suffered an absolutely foul mood.

As she crossed a street, which she was perfectly entitled to cross because the traffic light showed green and she paid her taxes, a couple of white boys in a brand new purple car made comments, the boys awfully young, pretending experience as men of the world.

“Is that a chest or is it an ironing board?”

“Good legs.”

“Nope, too old.”

“Touch of the paint brush is good for you.”

The old sickness, the rage, the feeling of being little and insignificant—impotent—chastised—filled with shame—tainted—painted—came over her. If she could turn around and slap them, it would do them no good or her, either.

She felt herself slumping, drawing inward, slouching toward the safety of the far sidewalk. From behind her came the boys’ loud, frightened voices. A ringing of metal. She turned.

The boys shouted with indignation that held more than a hint of terror. An old, old man, and a white man at that, slowly struck the hood of the car with a walking stick. He struck in a deliberate and unhurried manner, made a quiet comment, struck the hood, made another comment. The walking stick flashed yellowly in the sun, descending, metrical, like a conductor’s baton measuring the slow beat of a Bach chorale. The light changed.

The golden baton above the purple car made her think of high school marching colors. The two boys sat blinking. Then one began to open the car door. He hesitated. The old man’s voice sounded clear, making a point about behavior that constituted a gentleman and behavior that constituted scum. Another slow-ringing and resonant smack. A chip of purple paint hopped like a flea, tumbling, dancing, on the sun-hot steel hood.

Behind the car another car honked. A crowd gathered, a bigger crowd than any street preacher could attract.

The driver, tow-headed and skinny and perhaps seventeen, carried the desperate look of someone about to be tortured. He pulled away as the light once more changed red and there was no accident because even drivers at the other stoplights were more interested in the show than they were interested in going anywhere. The other boy, also towheaded but chubby, turned around and leaned over the car seat looking backward at the scene of desolation. His mouth hung open. It appeared he might begin to drool.

It was beautiful. Beautiful. Sin and rapid retribution.

It was just lovely. Of course, it was also embarrassing. She watched the old man examine dents on his walking stick, like maybe, she thought, a knight errant examining chips taken our of his sword. Another old man, but not as old as the first old man, walked up and shook hands with the knight—her knight. Then a young businesstype man shook hands with her knight. Someone started to laugh. Then the whole crowd was laughing. A policeman walked up. He was laughing. For some reason the people of Winston-Salem were having a right wonderful time. She envied them. Then she realized that she was having a right wonderful time.

Living alone, thinking solitary thoughts, was a way of getting warped. You forgot in your bigotry that other human creatures were, after all, human. She paused, asking herself if she was wrong about the white man. Was she being insulted again? He looked honest. He sounded honest.

She would have to thank the man even if it was embarrassing. A matter of honor. A matter also of not slinking away before public attention, or failing responsibility because of the insults from a couple of white children who were going through an extremely liquid time of life. She moved her mouth, was pleased to find she could actually smile. She recrossed the street.

He did not dress in southern white linen, or in southern gray linen. He did not look like Thomas Jefferson. He did not even vaguely resemble Robert E. Lee. He wore a short-sleeved ready-made shirt, old work pants, scuffed shoes. His remaining hair fluffed thin and white. It seemed a nest for the old fishing hat. He stood tall, thin, and up close he was not as frail as he seemed from a distance. Blue, nearly gray-blue eyes were serene in spite of the incident, and in spite of the fact that wrinkles on cheeks, even forehead, seemed trying to overcome them. She approached timidly. The crowd lingered, waiting for the show to continue.

“Thank you,” she said, and in spite of her own entertainment her voice seemed to be quavering.

“Absolutely ridiculous display,” he said. “Although under the circumstances not totally ignoble.” His eyes were amused, his mouth wrinkled. “A circus, and like any good circus it certainly was fun.” He looked at her. “You are trembling.”

“I seem to be.”

“Then walk with me. We will proceed slowly.” His voice expressed every confidence she would do as he said. As he held his arm to her, she found herself doing it. She placed her hand on his arm. Theirs seemed a small promenade through the busy streets.

“Mark Warwick,” he said. “The first name Biblical, the second a genealogical never-never land.” He carried his walking stick an his left hand, the stick necessary and not an affectation. “I am the last Moravian,” he said, “at least the last one worth hanging. Also, perhaps, the last Edwardian.”

Only yesterday the attorney Alan had called his own father the last Victorian. It seemed to her that a lot of last people inhabited this city.

“Harriette Johnson...” she said, and searched for further identity. “...I teach music...from over near Asheville,” she said. “In town on business.”

“Tedious business.” His reply was a statement of the obvious.

“How?” How did he know?

“You do not seem a slumping sort of person,” he said, “yet even before the incident you slumped. Also, murmuring to yourself.”

They arrived at a corner intersecting a tree-lined street of old brick houses. The trees were like great canopies under which sunlight and shadow mixed in a faint breeze. The trees stood like proofs against thunder, shock and storm.

“A lemonade sort of day, but I prefer a virulent brand of coffee. However, we will find lemonade if you wish.” He guided her. They turned through an iron gate and into one of the old houses.

The house, which she thought should seem musty, felt strangely unmusty and fresh as they stepped into the living room.

Screened windows opened to every breeze. Edwardian furniture—or at least old furniture—glowed with light polish. An upright Baldwin piano rested comfortably among the old furniture. The fireplace was swept-stone, colored by fires of many years.

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
CADY

J A CK

INAGEHI






