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    IN WRITING THIS BOOK I am mindful that the real people from whom this story is drawn were my neighbors and friends for the first two decades of my life. I have changed the proper names in the story to preserve their privacy, though I have not changed place names or names that appear in the historical record—one example being the list of old family names from Jones County.




    I have altered none of the incidents in the book, or if I have done so, it is the fault of fading memory. While these years of my life are distant, they remain vivid and present in my mind, in some ways more so than events that are more recent. Conviction that one’s memory is correct means little, of course. But my aim is to tell a story that is largely my own, and I believe I have come close to the truth. I am tracing the ways in which the events of these years shaped my thinking about skin color and difference. The memory of that process has not faded.




    While I have made this point in the narrative, it bears repeating that the conversations I have written are all reconstructions; I do not remember exact dialogue from fifty years ago. I have strong memories of what we spoke about as children and teenagers and believe I have presented faithful substitutes. In the cases where these little dramas recreate specific memories, they are likely to be close to the original. They are certainly as close as I can come.




    To many people, I owe thanks for their help in this process, among them my family, who have once again allowed me to reach into our past and write about it. My editor, Charles Adams, and my former editor and present publisher, Elisabeth Scharlatt, have brought this story back into the Algonquin family, and I am deeply grateful for that. My former agent, Peter Hagan, helped me with this book in its early iterations, and my present agent, Melanie Jackson, has been an equally valuable voice in the final stages of its shaping. At the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, the staff of the Wilson Library’s North Carolina Collection provided assistance in my research of the history of Jones County. The North Carolina Collection and Special Collections of the Joyner Library at East Carolina University helped me to understand the history of school integration in that region, and also provided me with microfiche access to the newspapers from Kinston and New Bern that helped to jog my memory about the years of demonstrations and walkouts at our high school. Margaret Bauer provided me with moral support and free housing in Greenville while I worked at the Joyner Library in the summer of 2013, a span of weeks that reminded me what the heat of eastern North Carolina can be like. Lynna Williams, Roxanne Henderson, Elisabeth Corley, and Kathie de Nobriga helped with early readings of the book. My colleagues at Emory University, and the institution itself, have provided the steady support on which I have come to rely.




    I owe a great debt to the people of Jones County, both fifty years ago and today. Even then it was a community that was extraordinary for its closeness and caring, though it was, of course, full of the pettiness and imperfections that plague all human places. As a part of the writing of this book, I renewed contact with a number of old friends from high school days, and I would like to list them all. But since these are people whose names I have altered in the text, citing their real names among these acknowledgments would be inappropriate.




    An early version of the first chapter appeared in Foster Dickson’s anthology Children of the Changing South (McFarland, 2011); I am grateful for the encouragement that this provided.




    While I have done a good deal of reading on various topics related to the subject of integration, there are relatively few facts in the book for which I have cited sources. In general, I have used my background reading as just that, and have limited the text to what I remember and knew at the time. One notable exception is the material concerning lynchings that I have included in the final chapter; information about these public spectacles of mob murder are drawn from Vann R. Newkirk’s Lynching in North Carolina (McFarland, 2008).




    At our worst we are creatures who tear at each other, feed on each other, abuse each other; at our best we are unspeakably sublime. My awe at the dreadful aspect of the human is unceasing even as I age and look beyond it to the awful dreadfulness of the universe into which I shall dissolve. When I was seventeen and headed to college, I was certain I already knew nearly everything I needed to know. I have told this story in order to reclaim some of the feeling I had in those days, including my optimism that the world could change for the better. Now I am old enough to know that I know almost nothing. While the world changes, it also stays the same, fixed by the past. Much is different between the races in the South of the third millennium, but the old ways remain side by side with the new.
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    Freedom of Choice / Black Bitch




    On a day in late August 1966, my little village woke to the fading edge of summer and the beginning of a new school year. A quiet dawn betrayed scarcely any sign of agitation within the placid houses, grouped under pecan or oak or elm trees, taking comfort in the shade even at that early hour, already touched with the beginnings of heat. On the main highway through town a single stoplight shuttered through its changes from red to yellow to green. The lone restaurant opened a bit past dawn to serve country breakfast to truckers and travelers and locals. Post-office workers arrived to sort mail, one or two storekeepers opened their doors, and the owner of the Trent Motel shuffled check-in forms at the front desk while the neon VACANCY sign glowed in the window.




    Beyond main street under the ranks of trees wakened the rest of the village, black residents in the rows of houses we called Back Streets, white residents in the houses we thought of as Pollocksville proper, the real place, the real world. Outside the town limits, scattered among the fields and forests of Jones County, farmers were already abroad in the early morning, continuing the tobacco harvest, readying the cured, golden leaves for market. A couple of miles from town, a clerk opened the local Alcoholic Beverage Control store, collapsing the iron security barrier against the walls, stepping behind his long counter, shelves of liquor bunched behind him in the small space. In North Carolina, liquor could be sold legally only in ABC stores, and ours was located outside of the village, decently separate from our homes and churches.




    Down the highway, closer to the old Methodist church, Mrs. Willa Romley opened her fish market. At another busy intersection, Mr. Paul Arnett unlocked his thriving store on the route to the beaches. Across the county, school bus drivers, all of them students at the high school, swept their buses and started their engines. The first of the teachers arrived to inspect the classrooms.




    I had begun my morning, too, slipping out of bed, skinny and pale, my white jockey shorts, my hairless body, all of me destined to begin sixth grade that morning. What I felt was mostly sadness that the free days of summer break were over. I dressed in stiff new clothes in the bedroom I shared with my brothers, new jeans and a short-sleeved shirt, a plaid that I liked, the starchy smell like a perfume in my nostrils. The night before I had carefully removed the tags, pins, and excess labels from my jeans and shirt, from my new socks and belt. New shoes made a bit of a squeaking sound as I stepped to the window to look out at the side yard. At eleven, I was in a brooding state, in my third year as a baptized Christian and member of the Pollocksville Baptist Church, attempting to resolve a belief in God with the world as I understood it from the novels of Robert A. Heinlein, P. L. Travers, Madeleine L’Engle, and Edgar Rice Burroughs. My life for the summer had revolved around Vacation Bible School, reruns of Batman, and walks to the public library to borrow more books. I had saved my allowance for trips to the local drugstore, where I purchased DC and Marvel comic books and read them while sipping a vanilla Coke. I wandered and daydreamed in a patch of woods on the other side of the old Jenkins Gas Company building, and read the Bible and prayed. A couple of times a week I talked to my best friend, Marianne.




    On my mind that morning was the coming of the fall broadcast television season, now only a few days away, when shows like The Monkees and Star Trek were advertised to premiere. That was my consolation for the end of summer. I would be entering a new grade at school, and would have my first male teacher. I would also be going to school with black children for the first time.




    On the phone with Marianne, I must have mentioned this last subject to her at some point, or she must have mentioned it to me, and we shared some opinion about it. We had been talking regularly that summer, which made her practically my girlfriend, a thought that gave me a certain pleasure and a certain discomfort. Most of the time we discussed Prince Charles of England, Herman’s Hermits, Paul Revere & the Raiders, other pop bands whose music we heard that summer on American Bandstand. She had told me about her family, her brother who was really her half brother, her mother who had divorced her first husband, her family that counted the King of England in its ancestry. I told her about books I was reading and the work I was doing in the family’s vegetable garden. My family had no famous ancestors, as far as I knew.




    Somewhere in all of that, we must have mentioned the fact that we would be going to school with black children in the fall.




    I can no longer recall what it was like to be endlessly fascinated with Marianne’s accounts of what she had read in Tiger Beat, or with speculation about the coming television season, or the next rocket launch, or whether people could read each other’s minds if they tried really hard. What I can remember is that these were the important issues in general, whereas the news that our school classroom would include three colored girls was harder to digest. We knew what it meant to like a song or think a singer was pretty or cute. We had no idea what it meant that this change called integration was coming. If we spoke of it at all, it would have been to speculate about how many black kids we would get in our sixth-grade class, or to reassure ourselves that there would still be mostly white people in our school.




    Marianne and I had been in the same class with the same children for all five years of our education, Pollocksville being so small that there were only enough white children to fill one classroom for each grade, one through eight. At the time, I thought all schools operated in this tidy way and was appalled to learn that in New Bern, close to us, there were two or three sections of first graders and they went to school in different classrooms. All my life I had lived in a community where whites and blacks were legally separated from one another. To the degree that I knew anything about this situtation, I thought it was the natural shape of the world. Now, suddenly, there was a law that said any child could choose to attend either the white or the black school system.




    The thought that I would have to sit next to black children had made me fearful when I first heard it. The fear came from what I had already learned about race, though if asked, I would likely have denied that I had been taught anything at all. To the degree that I understood the fear, I knew it came from a feeling that the world was rearranging itself, the shift being bigger than I could take in. I had a quiet conviction that change was unfair in some way, because I had hardly gotten to know the old world, when, suddenly, here was the new.




    I felt the same fear when I saw news stories about demonstrations against the war in Vietnam, race riots in the inner cities, and the possibility of nuclear war. The world was burning before I had even had a chance to grow up and enjoy it. A hollow settled into my middle at such times, and I found another Heinlein novel, maybe The Star Beast or Have Space Suit—Will Travel, and escaped into the future.




    Exactly what had happened to bring about the new world I was not sure. Outside of school or church, adults rarely explained history or taught about how things worked, leaving us children to figure things out as best we could. Nobody ever told me why blacks and whites had to go to separate schools, use separate restrooms, and keep a distance from one another. No one ever pointed out a black person to me and said, “You cannot drink water out of the same glass as that person, or call him ‘sir,’ or sit next to him in a public place.” Yet the knowledge of those truths had come into me in spite of the silence.




    At church, Mr. Russell sometimes declared that God did not intend for the races to mix. He owned the only restaurant in Pollocksville, so the issue concerned him, since he had recently been forced by law to serve colored customers. According to his worldview, black people had their place just like white people had theirs. They did not want to associate with us any more than we wanted to associate with them. This was a statement I would hear echoed in other voices at other times. At church, Mr. Russell would not have used the word nigger, but in his restaurant he would have. His was a voice I remember, and some people in the small congregation agreed with what he said. Others did not. So the uncomfortable subject never took the center of our discussions, which were largely concerned with choir practice, the building fund for the new church, and the fact that too many of the girls were wearing those new miniskirts to Sunday service.




    Likely at church I had heard the term “Freedom of Choice,” the name of the new law that maintained separate school systems for blacks and whites while allowing for a certain degree of race-mixing. After service, having been reminded of their salvation during the preacher’s sermon, adults stood in front of the sanctuary and talked a bit, especially in the warm months, which in eastern North Carolina comprised most of the year. I wandered among them sometimes and listened to their deep voices, their serious tones, watching as the men adjusted their ties and the women fondled their purses. Church was one of the rare places where I heard adults talk, and where they discussed the government, the war in Vietnam, and politics.




    As I dressed for school that morning, I combed my hair carefully in the way that my mother had taught me, parted on the side, with a little flip at the front that she called a rabbit hill. My mother inspected it and approved. There were four children to get ready for school, and Mother herself also worked there, in the cafeteria, so she would be driving the few blocks. But I had decided to walk to school. We had lived in the village proper only a few months, and I was still delighted with the novelty. The town was huge to my eyes, and I felt immeasurably more important now that we lived in it. On leaving the house with my new notebook and pencil case, I listened to the starched sound of my new jeans with each step. I had rolled up the cuffs of the jeans over my new black shoes. The clothes felt like a kind of carapace, my shirt collar so stiff it poked at my neck. As soon as I was out of sight of the house, I rubbed the rabbit hill out of my hair. It had become important to me, lately, to take some control of the way I looked.




    MY THOUGHTS WERE on the trivialities of the day, or my family’s troubles, or the fact that I would see Marianne again. I was thinking about the fact that I would have Mr. Roger Vaughn as my teacher this year, when my first five teachers had all been women. In the same fashion, my conversations with my mother that morning were about what cereal I would eat for breakfast; that I should eat even if I wasn’t hungry, because I would be hungry later; and that she thought I could wear my shirts to school twice before they needed to be washed. As in so many other cases, the biggest issue, the biggest change, went unspoken and unmarked. Never once did any adult give me any advice about how to treat the new black students in our school. On the rare occasions when I heard adults discuss integration, they spoke to one another in the coded, guarded manner typical of adults, presuming a knowledge I had yet to gain.




    So I walked into the classroom and took a seat in a desk at the head of a row. The room was quiet, as best I can recall, more so than normal for a first day of school, with Mr. Vaughn sitting at his desk, droopy-eyed, nose covered with veins twining this way and that, tanned like leather from a summer at Bogue Sound. None of the school buses had arrived yet.




    The three black girls walked into the classroom together, each holding a notebook and a purse. They had a wary air to them, faces stiff and frozen. As I recall, they were escorted into the room by the principal, Miss Julia Whitty, who introduced them to Mr. Vaughn and, in saying their names, spread the introduction to the rest of us as well. Violet, Ursula, and Rhonda. Miss Whitty was smiling, speaking in her confident voice, fingering the glasses she wore on a chain around her neck. She treated the girls as if they were simply new students who had moved to Pollocksville, though she knew as well as anyone that new students hardly ever moved to Pollocksville, and certainly not three at a time. In the way of beginnings, this was all. The girls took their seats.




    One of them, Violet, sat in the desk behind mine. Ursula sat behind her, and Rhonda sat across the aisle. Violet’s last name was Strahan. Both Rhonda and Ursula were named Doleman. They were sisters. I remember being mildly surprised at two sisters in the same grade of school. By that age I knew where babies came from and how long it took for them to arrive.




    The girls talked to those of us sitting nearby that first day, but I have no recollection of what we said to one another. The three girls were very different from each other, and I stared at them a good bit. Violet was large, almost barrel-shaped, with very small breasts tucked up high on her ribs. She wore her hair short. I don’t recall whether she straightened her hair that first day or whether she wore it natural, in the style that was called an Afro. Her skin was polished and smooth. Given the heat, she often wore sleeveless dresses, and in my recollection that is what she wore the first day of school, her arms perfectly smooth, a bit thin compared to the density of her torso. She spoke in a powerful voice, so much so that it was hard for her to whisper. She had fierce, hard eyes. Whenever she moved in her desk, it rocked against mine.




    Ursula was younger in affect, with a pretty, rounded face and a softly curved body. She looked ample and plump, her movements betraying a certain shyness, her eyes gentle. She had the look of someone who could be friendly, who could be trusted. When she spoke, her voice was easy and lilting. She tugged at her dress from time to time, as if she were self-conscious about it, or as if it were too tight.




    Rhonda had big brown eyes, long, straight hair, and a face that was lovely to watch. She carried herself with a liveliness, a sense of herself, that was complete, and she had an air of confidence that verged on defiance. She wore a pleated skirt and blouse that first day, or, at least, that is the way I will draw her. What she wore drew stylishness from her way of carrying herself, the fact that she knew who she was. Her pride was unshakable.




    They sat among us thirty-odd white children, composed and prepared for whatever might come. The rest of us, who knew each other so well from five long years in classroom and on playground, who had grown so used to each other, who had established our social order, suddenly found our world was much different than before. We had dealt with few newcomers to our group.




    A bell rang. Mr. Vaughn gave the clock over the door a bleary, yellow-eyed look. School began.




    MARIANNE HAD COME to school in her mother’s car, as she always did, wearing her brown hair tied behind her head with a girlish ribbon, her blouse with a sort of sailor’s bib, her pale legs under a modest skirt. She had a mouth full of braces that made her talk a bit moist at times. I can’t recollect where she sat that first day of school, though she, Virginia, and I would contrive to sit close to one another for most of that year.




    I don’t recall much in the way of conversation, though we must have chattered as we always did, not simply Marianne and me but all the rest of us. The boys snickered in the back of the room, told dirty jokes, had farting contests, and talked about their weekend at Catfish Lake. Friends in adjacent desks whispered to one another, girls sharing chewing gum, which they were not supposed to chew, sliding the gum into their mouths in secret.




    Marianne and I talked about Batman, maybe, or about the new show Star Trek that would premiere in a few days. She might have brought an issue of Tiger Beat to school that day, in which case she showed me a picture of her secret crush, the guitarist for Herman’s Hermits, Derek Leckenby, who rivaled Prince Charles for her affections. I can hardly remember what I contributed to these conversations.




    At my back was Violet Strahan, the black girl, sitting in the desk behind me.




    I had an impulse to say something to her, to call her a name.




    Of my memories of that day, this moment comes to me the most clearly. I had a feeling it would be funny to call Violet a name, and I knew I was daring enough to do it. The feeling of that thought in my head is far more vivid than any other detail of the beginning of school. I am fairly certain that this happened either on the first day of school or soon after. I knew that calling Violet a name would make the boys at the back of the room laugh. That moment inside my head rings down through the years so clearly. I was eleven years old, filled with a vague sense of purpose, and ready to do my part, though for what, I could not have said.




    The moment was clear, sunny. Mr. Vaughn had left us unattended for some reason, maybe to smoke a cigarette in the teachers’ lounge. Our schoolroom had fifteen-foot ceilings that made the sound of our chatter ring, and windows that nearly reached to the top of the ceiling. The windows would have been open, maybe a breeze coming through to stir the heat. I had the impulse to speak again, and I turned to Violet, and a moment of silence fell over the classroom, into which I said the words I had been planning. “You black bitch,” I said, and some of the white boys looked at me and grinned. People giggled nervously.




    Violet hardly even blinked. “You white cracker bitch,” she said back to me, without hesitation, and cocked an eyebrow and clamped her jaw together.




    I sat dumbfounded. There had been no likelihood, in my fantasy, that she could speak back. A flush came to my face.




    “You didn’t think I’d say that, did you?” Her voice was even louder than before, and her eyes flashed with a kind of angry light. Everybody was listening. The laughter had stopped. “Black is beautiful. I love my black skin. What do you think about that?”




    “You are a black bitch,” I said again, stupidly, blushing. Some of the white students continued to snicker and I could tell they thought I was really brave. But the moment did not make me feel the way I had thought it would.




    “And you a white one,” she said, folding her arms across her chest.




    Pretty soon after that Mr. Vaughn returned. The moment came to an abrupt end. Violet said nothing further about what I called her. All the rest of the day, I could feel her gaze boring into my back.




    She had reacted to my declaration in an unexpected way. When I called her that name, she was supposed to be ashamed, she was supposed to duck her head or cringe or admit that I was right, that she had no business being in our white classroom. If I had followed my thought far enough, this is what I would have found. But she took my insult as a matter of course and returned it. In her sharp eyes and fearlessness were evidence of a spirit tough as flint, a person unlike any of the milder beings around me.




    She had a voice so big it pushed me back into my desk. To make such a sound come out of herself caused her no self-consciousness. I could sing loud in the choir but otherwise I spoke quietly. She was very different from me, but not in the ways I expected.




    She was real. Her voice was big and it reached inside me. That moment lingered in my head for the rest of the day. It had ended abruptly. She had not told the teacher what I had said. We were two children, having an odd kind of fight. She had not tattled. Why had I called her that name? I used cuss words so rarely the other kids usually giggled when I did.




    If I was superior to her, as I had always been told I was, why didn’t she feel it, too?


  




  

    An Awkward Fight




    I had only a vague understanding of what had led me to call Violet such a name, and certainly at the time could not have described my reasons. At least in part, I had a desire to perform for the other white students, to prove something to them, perhaps that I was daring and brave. A longing to please other people often consumed me in school. My memory of the moment contains the thought that the boys at the back of the room would think I was funny; I liked the thought of making those boys laugh. None of us welcomed these newcomers that first day, and I would be the one to say so.




    Part of my motivation was clearly that I wanted to assert power over Violet because she was black and I was white. While no one had spoken to me directly about what it meant to sit in a classroom with black students, I had gathered that it was against the good order of the world. If anyone had asked me before that morning what I thought about integration, a word I had heard only through adult conversation, I am not at all sure I could have formed a response. But the conflict with Violet demonstrated my training in prejudice to be rather well advanced. I was a good little racist, prepared to put her in her place.




    What I had learned about the world had led me to believe I had the right to do so. But her reaction showed me clearly that this information, whatever it might be, was faulty. She had insulted me back and beaten me at the game of words. She had made me blush.




    When she called me a cracker, she expected me to hear the word as an insult. Nobody had ever used that word to me before, except to describe a saltine. I had no idea what she meant.




    She had behaved toward me just as any child would have, if we had started calling each other names out in the school playground under those tall pines. Recognition of this fact came to me after the moment was over, and a part of me changed. She might be black and large and loud, but in the end she was a child like me. This is, again, more articulate a statement than I would have made in the moment, but this was the fact that became plain in the aftermath. Violet was a person, more or less the same as me. This sounds such a small thing as I look back. But as the school day progressed, as I walked home through the hot streets of summer, this was the feeling that resonated through me.




    I was timid about facing Violet again the next day, but she made it easy by getting right to the point. She looked at me with those scornful eyes and asked, “You going to call me any black bitch again?”




    I shook my head at once and said no. She must have believed me since she let the challenge go. As the school day progressed, we talked back and forth across our desks from time to time, about something we were supposed to do in class, maybe, or about Mr. Vaughn, who was peculiar in ways that might invite an eleven-year-old’s comment. I found ways to be friendly to her, my way of saying I was sorry, and she accepted them. She demanded nothing like an apology, at least at the time, and I offered nothing. But I signaled that I would not call her a name again, and that was enough for peace between us.




    I remember being grateful that the moment faded so easily, helped by the fact that school moved forward and the long days of heat melted us into a community halfheartedly united by sweat, learning, and puzzlement at Mr. Vaughn. Even after so many years I can recall my own fascination at Mr. Vaughn’s rich crop of nose hairs. He was the most peculiar of the teachers I would have in school, with his belt cinched at the level of his ribs, his tanned arms grizzled with twisty hair, and his nostrils of a size to swallow small fruit. His nose was traced with visible purplish veins, his eyes weak, his glasses large and owlish. When he spoke, flecks of spittle sometimes flew from his mouth.




    He was old, at least as old as Miss White, the second-grade teacher, but unlike her, he had lost some vital force that once might have enabled him to command a classroom. Our small town knew far too much about everybody, Mr. Vaughn included, and my friend Virginia, who lived within sight of his house, swore she heard his wife screaming at him sometimes in the evening, “Roger Vaughn, you need to get in here and wash these dishes!” Upon which summons he would shuffle into the kitchen meekly and do as he was told. Virginia told this story to Marianne and me, and since the new girls sat near us, they heard it, too. This left us with an image of him as hapless and uncertain.




    He was one of three teachers our class had as sixth-graders, if I recall correctly, since for one hour a day Mrs. Ferguson taught us mathematics, and Mrs. Armstrong taught us science. These were not subjects in which Mr. Vaughn was strong. He was most knowledgeable in the teaching of history and of the classics; my sister still remembers the way he led her class through Homer’s The Odyssey, and she was much fonder of him than I. In fact I cannot recall that The Odyssey was actually part of the official curriculum in our class. My most vivid memory of Mr. Vaughn is his struggle to explain rocketry to us, on one of the mornings when NASA was launching one of the Apollo missions. He thought that rockets flew straight up and hung motionless while the earth turned under them. I was aghast; even I knew better than that.




    The teachers moved to our classroom rather than our moving to theirs, likely because of Judah Carl Johnson, a student who was wheelchair bound. The teacher movements took place in the early morning, leaving us with Mr. Vaughn for most of the day. The women teachers were very good disciplinarians, which made Mr. Vaughn’s lack in this area all the more obvious. We were also in class with him for much of the hottest part of the day, and there were times when he simply sat at his desk mopping sweat from his brow, or left us alone and went to the teachers’ lounge. Whether he was in the class or not, we talked fairly freely.




    With all the hours of the day to fill, some of us forgot that we were supposed to be racial strangers and talked to one another as friends. Virginia, Marianne, and I formed a circle of chatter with Rhonda and Ursula, and with Violet on occasion, and other people joined us from time to time. We were united by the fact that we were students and Mr. Vaughn was the teacher, by the tedium of the hot classroom, and outside the school by the shows we watched on television. As eleven- and twelve-year-olds, we had more in common than not.




    The three girls were neither shy nor intimidated by the fact that white students outnumbered them ten to one. They were defiantly proud of themselves, and in their behavior, they made it plain that they were proof against any level of white scorn, like my calling Violet a bad name, or like the kind of sniping they received from the white boys in class.




    “When George Wallace gets to be president, you won’t think you so big,” said Harry Bell one morning, in response to something Violet had said.




    “I ain’t studying no George Wallace, he nothing but another cracker, he ain’t got nothing going on.”




    “He’ll stop all this mess,” Harry said. “He’ll help all y’all get back to Africa.”




    “Ain’t nobody going back to Africa, baby, this is just as much my country as it is yours.”




    “We’ll see.”




    “Yes, we will. Power to the people.”




    Back and forth. Taunting of some kind, on some subject, would likely have been the rule of the classroom anyway. But we spoke about skin color, about difference.




    The fight likely began at one of those moments, and escalated when one side or the other poked at the boundary a bit too hard. It was an abortive altercation at best, between Harry and Violet. He was one of the boys who liked to make Violet mad, the son of the owner of a filling station, an only child with big blue eyes and a head of thick blond hair on a rather large head. He must have said something to Violet that day. The two of them were the ones who had the sort-of-a-fight.




    Our elementary school was small, slightly more than two hundred students, eight teachers, one principal, one maintenance person, one school secretary, and three cafeteria workers. Our principal doubled as the fifth-grade teacher. Because we were so few in number, and because all our parents knew one another, the school was plagued by few discipline problems. Even the altercation between Violet and Harry was tentative and bloodless.




    They had words in class, or at least this is what I imagine must have happened. The inciting incident did not register with me, though the conversation above is a good approximation. Such moments had become routine. Topics of these exchanges included assertions by the new girls that white people did not have soul, countered by giggling and scorn at the notion of soul on the part of the white boys. The girls informed us at one point that the revolution was coming, when black people would be taking over. The white boys made some weak response. The debate often moved to the topic of music. The black girls talked about black musicians like James Brown, and the white boys hooted with laughter at the notion that soul music was anything but noise.




    The argument between Harry and Violet had started during one of the intervals of dispute, when Mr. Vaughn was out of the classroom, probably off once more to the teachers’ lounge. Times when he was absent were opportunities for all kinds of conversation, and the exchanges between the white boys and the black girls happened in that space. But there was something different about that day’s spat. Maybe Violet, who bore the brunt of the harassment, had simply taken all she could.




    On the way to the playground that afternoon, Violet and Harry continued their argument. Violet commanded attention with her voice, her fierceness, and her blocklike body, small fists clenched. Soon the moment escalated, a circle formed around them, and it appeared that the two would fight. Harry appeared befuddled and flushed, and Violet glared at him with fierce eyes and battered at him with her voice. She was telling him that she was proud of her black skin. She was daring him to hit her. I recall a bit of pushing, perhaps some hands flapping.




    Harry towered over her, probably outweighed her, but blushed deeply and never struck her. No fight happened, even when she stepped close to him, standing almost under his chin. Something in him refused to cross the line. Something in them both. The shouting calmed, the circle of students broke up, the boys went off to play softball in their field, and the girls and I went to jump rope.




    What was said in this argument? Voices overlapped one another, confusion and challenge: go ahead and hit me, you won’t do it, I dare you, ain’t nobody scared of you, go ahead, call me some names, I dare you, call me some nigger—phrases on this order, the two of them circling each other, no one in the watching crowd quite sure what to do. Some of the other boys found Harry’s predicament to be funny. Nothing happened that differed from any other fight between sixth-graders, or I would guess this was true, since in our quiet and usually harmonious world I had never seen a school fight at all.




    While I remember the fight as being loud and lasting for three or four minutes, in our classroom afterward there were no repercussions, and I suppose Mr. Vaughn had not been near enough to be aware of it, or simply did not care.




    The exchange proved that some level of human recognition was taking place in our classroom, though it was hardly universal and had no likelihood of erasing the ideas of difference to which we white people were still clinging. Harry might think black girls were inferior to him, but a part of him would not cross the line so far as to hit a girl, even when she dared him. He had always been a bit tenderhearted, an only child, spoiled and coddled, and I knew this about him in the same way that I knew too much about all my classmates, because there were so few of us. The fact that Harry found this limit in himself, though—that he would not have a physical fight with Violet—did not mean that he would ever accept her as his equal. Most of us in class, perhaps all of us, were like him in this regard. Our prejudice might find its boundaries, but it would refuse to vanish.


  




  

    Tiger Beat, Teen, Ebony, and Jet




    My friendship with Marianne peaked during that year, and most people who observed us likely thought we were caught up in a childhood romance, since we were constantly in one another’s company, talking at school all day and on the phone in the evenings. She was the daughter of a local farming family, and lived a couple miles outside town, a circumstance that left her isolated and, I expect, a little lonely. Her mother was one of the few divorcees around, with a reputation as a snob, though were that true, it would hardly have been unusual in Jones County, where there was a good deal of pride in ancestry. The Howard family was an old one, and Marianne told me on more than one occasion that her family was related to the royal family in England, distantly at least. In this she was repeating her mother’s claim.
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UNLEARNING THE RACIST LESSONS
OF A SOUTHERN CHILDHOOD

JIM GRIMSLEY

“A powerful meditation on race.”

—Natasha Trethewey, U.S. Poet Laureate
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