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Night Fires is set in an era when America was plagued by ignorance and racism. Verbal abuse and the use of racial epithets were common, as well as the kind of physical brutality described in the novel. There is language in Night Fires that should offend and anger, but it accurately depicts the attitudes of some people at the time. It is included to help contemporary readers understand how important it is for our society to overcome these prejudices.
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chapter ONE







Where is that nigra porter when you need him?”


A well-dressed elderly lady who reminded me of our next-door neighbor back in Washington, D.C., was trying to pull a huge suitcase down the aisle of our day coach.


“Why don’t you help her, Woodrow?” Mama whispered to me. “I think this train only has the one porter, and that poor man can’t possibly take care of all of the luggage.”


“All right, Mama,” I said, standing up. This was the first time she had said much of anything since St. Louis. I had been worried about her ever since Daddy died, and I had been hoping this trip would help get her out of her depression. “Ma’am, I’d be happy to carry that for you,” I told the woman.




“Well, this poor old widow lady could sure use the help, young man. Thank you.” She moved away from the suitcase. “I’m Mrs. Potter. My husband, God rest his soul, was killed in the Great War in 1918, and I’ve had to manage for myself going on five years now, but as you can see, there are some things I just can’t do.”


“I’m pleased to meet you, Mrs. Potter, but I’m sorry to hear about your husband, ma’am. I’m Woodrow Harper.”


As I picked up the suitcase, which felt as if it were full of bricks, Mrs. Potter whispered, “You pay nigras to do a job, and this is what you get.” I thought about what Mama had said about the porter, but I just smiled and let Mrs. Potter lead the way toward the end of our coach. “My sister and her husband are meeting me at the station in Lawton, Woodrow. We’re driving to a wedding over in Altus, and I need to be the first one off the train or we’ll never make it.”


“I’m sorry we’re running late, ma’am.”


“It’s not your fault, Woodrow.”


“Well, it is, sort of.” We had reached the end of the coach and were standing at the platform door. “We were on the train from Washington, and they delayed this train in Oklahoma City until we arrived.”




“Oh,” Mrs. Potter said, wrinkling her nose. “You and your folks from up North?”


“It’s just my mother and me now. My father was killed in an—”


“We’re slowing down, Woodrow!” Mrs. Potter interrupted. She pressed her face against the small window of the platform door. “I’ll be mighty displeased if my sister and her husband aren’t here waiting for me.”


I don’t know why I’d thought Mrs. Potter would be interested in hearing the story of my life. For some reason, ever since Daddy died, I’d felt the need to talk to somebody about everything that was happening to me—and most of the time Mama didn’t seem to be listening anymore. I took a deep breath and let it out, knowing that Mrs. Potter wouldn’t hear my frustration over the noise of the train.


Not for the first time since we left, I wished we’d stayed in Washington. I was just starting to make friends there, something that had always been hard for me to do. We moved around so much because of the army. My father, Lt. Col. John Harper, had grown up at Fort Sill, just north of Lawton, where my grandfather had been a cavalry officer. He and Mama had even lived at Fort Sill for a few years when Daddy received his first posting there after graduating from West Point. I had been to Lawton only once, for Grandmother Harper’s funeral ten years earlier when I was three. I didn’t really remember anything about it, and now we were going to be living there.


“I see them! I see them!” Mrs. Potter shouted, jolting me out of my thoughts. “Now, when the train stops, Woodrow, I want you to open this door and carefully set my suitcase down on the platform. My brother-in-law can carry it from there.”


“Excuse me, please.” The porter, a large suitcase in each hand, was trying to get past us.


I stepped back, but Mrs. Potter stayed where she was. “You’re not putting those suitcases ahead of mine, boy,” she said angrily. “I had to carry this heavy thing all the way down the aisle, and I’m not giving up my place to anybody.”


“Ma’am, I’ll make sure your suitcase is off first, but I have to be the one to open the door,” the porter said calmly. “It’s the policy of the railroad. Passengers aren’t allowed to do that.”


The train had stopped, and the other passengers in our coach had formed a line in the aisle while they waited to get off.


Mrs. Potter gave the porter a steely stare, but she moved back, muttering, “There’s nothing worse than an uppity nigra.”


I saw the porter’s mouth twitch, but it remained closed in a grim line. He opened the door and easily swung himself out onto the platform. He offered Mrs. Potter his hand, but she refused it and slipped when she reached the last step. She grabbed hold of the railing, but for a few seconds her feet dangled just above the stool. Finally, Mrs. Potter regained her balance—and her dignity—and stepped onto the platform.


“Mildred!” a woman’s voice shouted. Soon a man and woman reached her. The woman looked like a younger version of Mrs. Potter. This had to be her sister and brother-in-law.


“Why didn’t you help that lady down?” the brother-in-law demanded of the porter. “She almost fell!”


“I’m all right,” Mrs. Potter said huffily. “I’m all right.”


Mrs. Potter’s sister stared at the porter and mumbled, “What is this world coming to?”


The brother-in-law picked up the suitcase, and the three of them headed away from the train. As they walked off, I heard him say, “That’s why I’m so proud of what the Klan is doing in this state. They’re going to put a stop to the way these nigras have started treating white people.”


I stood back, letting the rest of the passengers get off the train, before going back to our seats to help Mama with the luggage. But I couldn’t stop looking at the porter. I could tell by his eyes that he was upset by more than the rudeness of Mrs. Potter and her family.




Mama was still sitting, staring out the window, when I got to our seats. I began taking our belongings from the overhead rack. We had only two small suitcases with the things we’d needed in our Pullman compartment; we had shipped everything else by American Railway Express. Mama stood up slowly and followed me back down the aisle. The porter was still at the coach door. He took our suitcases and set them down onto the platform. Mama said, “Thank you,” and the porter replied, “Yes, ma’am,” politely but absentmindedly.


Mama and I picked up our suitcases and headed down the platform. Several soldiers passed us walking in semiformation toward an old bus that would take them out to Fort Sill. I was shocked when one of them winked at Mama. Her face turned bright red, and I knew if Daddy were still alive, he would have lit into that soldier. Was I supposed to do that now? The thought gave me a knot in my stomach, so I decided to pretend I hadn’t seen it happen.


As we passed the colored-only waiting room, four Negro soldiers almost collided with us as they ran out to catch up with the white soldiers. Mama’s friend Winifred Renfro, who taught English at Lawton High School, had said she would meet us, but she wasn’t in the whites-only waiting room, so Mama and I sat down on one of the wooden benches. “I’ll be glad when we get to the house, Woodrow,” she said with a deep sigh. “I am so very tired.”


“I’ll be glad too, Mama.” I stood up. “I need to go to the men’s room.” When I got there, it was full of cigarette smoke, and I had to maneuver around several soldiers standing in little groups.


“Can you believe this place?” one said as he dried his hands.


“It’s worse than Kansas,” said another one, “and I thought that was the end of the world.”


“Hey, we need to get on the bus,” a third solider said, grinding the butt of his cigarette into the floor with the heel of his boot.


They all hurried out, leaving me alone with the smell and the silence.


Winifred and Mama were standing together talking when I left the men’s room. Mama turned my way just as I reached them. “I was getting worried about you.”


“I’m okay. Hello, Winifred!”


“Hello, Woodrow. It’s so good to see you again. You’re even taller than when I last saw you—at your daddy’s funeral.” She eyed me up and down. “Peggy, he’s the spittin’ image of John.”


“Yes, he is, isn’t he?” Mama said with a tired smile. She took a deep breath. “Woodrow and I are exhausted, Winifred,” she added. “Can we continue this conversation at the house?”


“Of course! My car’s out this way,” Winifred said. “I can hardly wait for you to see it,” she added, a big grin spreading on her face. “Come on!” She led us out of the waiting room. “I’m glad that some Harpers are finally moving back into the Harper house. It just seems right.”


Daddy had known Winifred before he and Mama got married, and she and Mama had been friends ever since Daddy was stationed at Fort Sill. Winifred had even come to Washington for Daddy’s funeral. Right before she boarded the train for the trip back, she’d said, “There’s no reason for you and Woodrow to stay up here, Peggy. You should move to Lawton and live in the Harper house. I can even help you get a teaching job at Lawton High School.”


Mama’s parents were dead, and she wasn’t close to the few cousins she had in nearby Maryland, so by the time Winifred got back to Oklahoma, Mama had made up her mind. She’d do what Winifred had suggested. Once during the trip Mama said, “This was what your daddy dreamed of doing, Woodrow: returning to Lawton after he retired. He had some wonderful memories of growing up at Fort Sill. He wanted you to have those same memories.” Why hadn’t I known that? It seemed like it wasn’t until after he died that I realized how little time my father and I had had to talk to each other. I was hoping the move to Lawton would help me get to know him better.


There was only one automobile in the gravel parking lot, so it had to be Winifred’s. “Well, what do you think?” she asked.


“It’s lovely,” Mama said.


I was really impressed too. “It’s a 1922 Lafayette, four-door touring car,” Winifred said proudly. “James bought it in Oklahoma City last week. It’s an anniversary present.” She laughed. “Of course, he drives it mostly. You know how husbands can be. It’s too bad we live only one block from the high school, because I don’t really have a good excuse to drive it there.”


I put our suitcases on the backseat and got in beside them. As we headed down E Avenue, Mama said, “Oh, my goodness, Winifred. What is that all about?”


The suitcases were blocking my view out Mama’s window, so I leaned forward. She was watching two people walk down the sidewalk. They were dressed in white robes with white hoods over their faces. “There have been a few changes since you were here last,” Winifred said slowly. “The Ku Klux Klan is now firmly established in Lawton.”


Mama gasped. “You can’t be serious.” She had an anxious look on her face. “Why, for goodness’ sakes?”




I remembered what Mrs. Potter’s brother-in-law had said about the “Klan.”


“Oh, don’t worry about it, Peggy. The Klan here isn’t like the Klan down South. They’re not out to bother the Negroes or the Jews or the Catholics.” Winifred laughed. “We don’t have many of those, anyway.”


“Well, then, why are they here?” Mama asked.


“Lawton can be a bit rough. In many ways, it’s still like the Old West. The Klan is helping us clean things up, and frankly, I’m glad they’re here. There are a lot of us who think the Klan can make this a better place to live.”


“Well, I don’t know how I feel about that, Winifred. It’s quite a shock seeing them on the streets like this. I thought they did everything in secret.”


Winifred shrugged. Just as she turned a corner, though, she looked over at Mama and said, “From what I hear, the members of the Klan are all good Christian people, Peggy.” As she pulled into the driveway of a large two-story white-frame house, she added, “But James and I have decided it’s better not to talk too much about it. And, as your friend, that’s what I’m advising you to do.”















chapter TWO







Mama leaned toward the windshield. “Oh, Winifred! I had honestly forgotten how lovely this house was!”


“It’s always been one of the showplaces in Lawton, Peggy, and it hasn’t changed at all since Mrs. Harper died.”


“I’m glad to hear that,” Mama said.


“James and I were able to get Eloise Johnson, one of the Domestic Science teachers at Cameron State School of Agriculture, to live here. Mrs. Harper’s colored woman, Jenny, stayed on to keep house for her. When Jenny died last year, her daughter, Mary, took over.”


“Was Miss Johnson upset at having to move out?” Mama asked.




“Oh, goodness, no, Peggy, this house was always too big for her. Her family was friends with the Harpers, and Eloise just considered herself a caretaker. Instead of paying rent, she paid Jenny and Mary’s salaries, and that worked out just fine for everyone concerned.”


I was looking around as Mama and Winifred spoke. “Who lives next door?” I asked. “I’ve never seen such a gorgeous garden.” I’d always loved flowers.


“That’s Senator Crawford’s house,” Winifred replied.


“Senator Crawford?” Mama asked.


“Oh, yes, George Crawford is your neighbor.” Winifred nodded to the house on the right. “He’s a member of the Oklahoma legislature—and a widower. His son, Robert, was killed in France during the war, and his wife passed on not too long after that. When I told George about you and Woodrow moving in here, he said to be sure and let him know if you ever need anything. It can be hard getting around here without a car.” Winifred sighed. “He’s such a lonely man.” Mama raised an eyebrow and gave Winifred a hard stare. Winifred returned it. “Peggy! He’s at least fifteen years older than you, for goodness’ sake!” In a lower voice, she added, “Although that’s not always so bad.”


“I plan to buy an automobile as soon as I can, Winifred. I wouldn’t want to impose on the senator.”




We had a new Essex when we lived in Washington, but Daddy was driving it when he was killed, and Mama said she never wanted to see it again.


“Come on,” Winifred said. “Let’s go inside. I’m sure Mary has everything spic-and-span.”


I counted ten wooden steps up to the front porch. When I reached the top, I turned and looked back down at the street. I was surprised at how far I could see.


Winifred opened the front door, and we stepped into a large foyer divided by a wide staircase. This house was bigger than any house we had ever lived in.


“Oh, Winifred, it’s just as I remember!” Mama said.


I noticed the delicious scent of fresh-baked bread. Winifred sniffed the air at the same time. “I forgot to tell you that Mary is a wonderful cook too.”


“She sounds perfect,” Mama said.


“I was so glad you decided to keep her on, Peggy. She really needs this job. She’s trying to keep her son in school, but he can’t seem to stay out of trouble. And that lazy good-for-nothing husband of hers is gone most of the time and drunk when he’s around. Anyway, you couldn’t find better help.”


Just then a Negro woman came out of the kitchen drying her hands on a tea towel. She had a big smile on her face, but when she got closer, her eyes looked sad, and I could tell she had been crying. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Renfro. I heard the door, but I was, uh, taking some bread out of the oven, so I just, uh…” She looked at Mama. “Are you Mrs. Harper?”


“Yes, I’m Peggy Harper, and this is my son, Woodrow. Mrs. Renfro has been singing your praises, Mary. We’re delighted that you’ve agreed to stay on.”


“Thank you so much, Mrs. Harper. I’m very happy here, and I can make any changes you want in the way I keep house or in the way I cook.”


“Oh, let’s not worry about that…” Mama stopped. A Negro boy about my age had appeared in the doorway behind Mary.


Winifred gasped. “Mary! What is Joshua doing here?” she demanded. “You know what I’ve told you about that.”


Mary’s smile disappeared, and now her face matched her eyes. “I know what you said, Mrs. Renfro, and I know what I promised, but Joshua here—”


“It’s all right,” Mama said, interrupting her. “We can discuss this later. Woodrow, why don’t you and Joshua look around the rest of the house?” She turned to Mary. “We could certainly use a cup of coffee, if you’d brew some, couldn’t we, Winifred?”




Winifred nodded.


“I’ll bring it to you ladies in the parlor,” Mary said. “It’s right this—”


“No, no, we’ll join you in the kitchen, Mary,” Mama said. “That’ll give us a chance to talk some more about your duties.”


Joshua hadn’t moved. As Mary headed back to the kitchen with Mama and Winifred, she said, “You heard Mrs. Harper, Joshua. It’s all right for you to look around the house with Mr. Woodrow.”


Joshua stepped aside to let Mama, Winifred, and his mother pass, and then he started walking slowly in my direction, not once taking his eyes off me. I swallowed hard. From the look on his face, he was really angry about something, but I made a point of meeting his stare. When he reached me, I held out my hand and said, “Woodrow Harper.” For just a moment, I was sure Joshua wasn’t going to shake it, but he finally did, and it struck me that I had never touched a Negro before. “Where do you want to go first?” I asked.


Joshua shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything except the kitchen. I always knock on the back door, and my mama lets me in, and I stay in there until it’s time to leave.”


“Then let’s just do it room by room,” I suggested. It turned out I mostly looked around the upstairs by myself. Joshua was always a few steps behind, and after a while I got tired of stopping and waiting for him. Finally, I’d had enough. “What are you so angry about?” I asked him.


The question took him by surprise. “Nothing,” he said sullenly.


“I’m just trying to be friendly, Joshua.”


“Nobody asked you to be friendly to me. I came here to see my mama, because I had something I needed to talk to her about.”


“What?”


“It’s none of your concern.”


I stared at him for a couple of minutes, but when he didn’t even blink, I finally said, “You’re right, it’s none of my concern.”


I started to leave the room, but Joshua didn’t move, so I stopped too. My reply must have taken him by surprise. “Why do you want to live in this town?” he asked.


“Mama has a teaching job at the high school. We were planning to move back here anyway when my father retired from the army, because he grew up on Fort Sill, but he was killed a few months ago in a car accident.”


I sort of expected Joshua to say something like “I’m sorry about that,” but he didn’t. Instead he said, “Well, there’s no way I’m staying here. I’m taking a freight train up to Chicago. I’ve got an uncle there who says he’ll put me up and help me find a job. There’s lots of jobs for colored folks in Chicago.”


“What about school?” I asked.


Joshua snorted. “What do I need school for? I already know what I need to know. I can tell you where every freight train leaving Lawton is going and what time it’ll get there.”


“Daddy wanted me to go to West Point so I could become an officer like he was.” When Joshua didn’t say anything, I added, “But I don’t really want to.” Joshua just continued to stare at me, making me very uncomfortable. “Let’s go back downstairs,” I said. But as we left the room, I noticed a pull-down ladder at the end of the hall. “That must be how you get to the attic. Do you want to go see what’s up there first?”


Joshua shook his head. “It’s probably just full of spiders.”


“Let’s have a look anyway,” I said.


“You go ahead. I don’t like spiders.”


“Somehow I didn’t think you’d be afraid of anything, Joshua.”


“I’m not. I just don’t like them.”


“Okay. I don’t have to look up there now. There’s plenty of time to do it later.”




“If you’re thinking I’m too scared to go up there—”


“I’m not thinking anything of the sort, Joshua. I just decided I didn’t want to go up there right now.”


“You’re lying!” Joshua brushed past me. When he reached the ladder, he pulled it down and started climbing. I hurried to the end of the hall and followed him up.


At the top was a narrow landing in front of a door. Joshua tried the handle and the door opened. I had reached his knees and was peering between his legs into the attic. What I saw didn’t look too bad. Joshua went inside, and I was right behind him. “There must be a light around here somewhere,” I said, though the two windows on either side of the large room let in enough light for us to find our way around.


“Here’s a string.” Joshua pulled on it and the entire attic was illuminated. It wasn’t at all what I expected. It was a little dusty, but it was more like another room in the house than a storage area. “I’ve never seen an attic like this. I’ve only been in attics with lots of spiders,” Joshua said.


“Me too.” I walked over to him. “I don’t like spiders either.”


The beginning of a grin started on Joshua’s mouth, but it was extinguished almost as quickly. He turned away and started walking around. Again I followed. Up against one wall, I saw a rocking horse and a wagon and a sled. Beyond them were two boxes on which someone had written JOHN’S TOYS. I felt my heart flutter. “These were Daddy’s when he was a boy!”


I opened one of the boxes and saw some wooden horses. I took out a couple and started to hand one to Joshua, but he said, “I’ve got better things to do than look at little kids’ toys.” I didn’t feel like arguing with him, so I put the two horses back in the box.


In the second box, I found some metal soldiers. I could tell by the uniforms that they were Civil War figures. I wondered if Daddy had spent hours imagining what he himself would do in battle when he became a soldier. I didn’t want to think about that, so I closed up the box and walked over to where Joshua was standing by some old leather trunks. On the side of each one, someone had pasted labels and written dates and what was inside. “‘John’s baby clothes, 1877–1880,’” I read. “That’s when Daddy was born, 1877,” I told Joshua. “These clothes are forty-five years old.”


“They’re probably rotten by now,” Joshua said.


The trunk wasn’t locked, so I undid the hinges and opened the lid. A strong smell burned my nose, causing me to back away.


“Mothballs,” Joshua said.




“What?”


“Mothballs! You’ve never heard of mothballs before?” Joshua picked up a little white ball and smelled it. “It keeps moths from eating the cloth,” he added, tossing the ball back into the trunk. “These aren’t very old either. Somebody must have put them in recently.” He closed the lid and wiped his hands on his pants. “That stuff’s poison.”


I wondered if this attic, filled with my father’s things, would help me understand more about him and what he was like when he was my age. I followed the clothes trunks around the attic.


JOHN’S CLOTHES, 1880–1881.


JOHN’S CLOTHES, 1882–1884.


JOHN’S CLOTHES, 1885–1887.


They stopped at 1896.


I did some calculating in my head. “Daddy was nineteen years old in 1896,” I said. “That’s the year he went to West Point.”


But Joshua wasn’t listening to me. I heard a noise, like a grunt, and looked up to see him standing at one of the windows. His fists were tightly clenched. “What’s wrong?” I asked.


When he didn’t answer, I walked over to see what he was looking at. There on the sidewalk the next block over were more robed Klansmen. They were slowly walking back and forth in front of one particular house. “Why are they doing that?”


“The woman who cleans for those people has a son named Theodore,” Joshua whispered. “He ran away last week, and the Klan is trying to find him.”
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