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Dreamer










April 27, 1927, was warm for late spring in Alabama. Some of the church ladies who had come to the Scott farmhouse were using anything they could find to fan themselves as they waited to be told if their help was needed to keep Mrs. Scott comfortable while the baby was waiting to be born.




“Don’t go in there, Edythe, honey,” Mrs. Franklin said. “Your mama can’t visit with you now, child.”




Two-year-old Edythe Scott stuck out her lower lip, looked for a minute as though she was going to cry, and then left the room.




“It’s always hard on the first child when a new one comes along,” Mrs. Johnston said. “All of a sudden, they’re no longer the center of everyone’s attention.”




“Oh, you don’t have to worry about Edythe,” Mrs. Holden said. “Bernice and Obie have enough love in their hearts for lots of children.”




Mrs. Franklin waved a hand around the room where they were sitting. “The Good Lord has blessed them with material things, too, that most of us don’t have,” she said, “but they never act as though they’re better than the rest of us.”




Mrs. Johnson snorted. “I think the word you’re looking for, Sister Franklin, is ‘uppity,’” she said. She shook her head. “No, I don’t think any white folks would describe the Scotts as ‘uppity.’”




Obadiah Scott, whom everyone called Obie, had built the house on his father’s farm in 1920, the year that he and Bernice McMurry married. It was an unpainted frame structure, with two large rooms: a kitchen, and a bedroom, which was heated by an open fireplace. There was also a large front porch, where everyone gathered in the evening, except during the colder days of winter. It was small by white standards, but extremely large by black ones at the time, and the Scotts even had a well in the backyard, which furnished them water all year round. Almost everyone else in the all-black community, just outside the small town of Heiberger, had to carry water from a nearby creek back to where they lived.




Just then, the front door opened, and Obie Scott stuck his head inside. “How’s Mrs. Scott doing?” he asked.




“She’s doing just fine, Brother Scott,” Mrs. Holden said.




Suddenly, there was a loud wail from the bedroom, and Mr. Scott’s eyes began to glow.






“Congratulations, Brother Scott,” Mrs. Franklin said. “You’re a new father.”




The three churchwomen stood up, walked to the bedroom door, and went inside.




 




The baby was a girl. The Scotts named her Coretta, after Mr. Scott’s mother, Cora. In her home, and among her extended family and friends, Coretta would be loved and cared for as though she were one of the most important people in the world. It would only be later, outside this safe environment, when she would come to realize that the color of her skin kept her from enjoying all the rights and privileges that white people had.




 




On October 29, 1929, when Coretta was two and a half years old, an event in New York City began what was, for the United States, the Great Depression. With the “crash” of the stock market, the American economy almost collapsed. Banks and businesses closed all over the country. People lost their homes and their jobs and went hungry.




“What’s going to happen to us, Obie?” Mrs. Scott asked her husband one evening at the supper table.




Edythe and Coretta looked expectantly at their father. Edythe, now almost five, had been telling Coretta all day what she had been hearing on the radio, and Coretta was scared. According to Edythe, they might have to move and live somewhere in a tent. Coretta had started crying when she heard that. She didn’t want to leave her home.




“It’s hard to tell,” Mr. Scott said, putting his fork down. “Some of the people in Heiberger are talking about going to Birmingham, while others are talking about going down to Mobile.”




“I don’t want to go anywhere, Daddy,” Coretta said.




Mr. Scott smiled. “We’re not leaving, Coretta, so don’t you start worrying,” he said. “We’re more fortunate than most people are.”




“How can that be, Daddy?” Edythe asked. “I keep hearing people say that whites are better than us.”




Mrs. Scott pursed her lips. “That’s not what they’re talking about, Edythe,” she said. “They’re talking about the color of your skin.”




“What does that matter?” Edythe asked.




“It doesn’t matter at all, except to some white people,” Mr. Scott said, “but there are also some very kind white people who don’t feel that way, so never forget that.”




“I never want either of you to judge a person by the color of his skin,” Mrs. Scott said. “It’s what people do with their lives that matters and how people treat one another. That’s what makes a person good or bad.”




“The Good Lord has blessed us with our own home, some animals to help feed us, and some water to quench our thirsts,” Mr. Scott said. “You girls always remember that.”






Mrs. Scott stood up and grinned at the girls. “We’ve also been blessed with strong bodies, which allow us to work hard,” she said, “and now, we need to use those strong bodies to clear the table and wash the dishes.”




Coretta always liked helping her mother in the kitchen. She sometimes stood on a wooden stool beside the counter where her mother put the dishpans, one with soapy water for washing, one with clean water for rinsing, and listened to the stories about each plate. Many of them, Coretta learned, were given to her parents when they married. Almost none of them were new, because few family members could afford it, but the fact that they had been used meant they always had an interesting history.




“This platter belonged to your grandfather Jeff Scott’s grandmother,” Mrs. Scott said. “She told him that, during the Civil War, some Yankee soldiers stole it from a white woman whose house she cleaned, and then they threw it in a ditch a mile or so down the road.”




“What’s a ‘Yankee,’ Mama?” Edythe asked.




“That’s what white folks in the South called Union soldiers, the ones from up north,” Mrs. Scott said. “Your great-great-grandmother found the platter, unbroken, then took it back to the woman’s house. But the woman said she didn’t want anything that some Yankee had touched, so she give it to your great-great-grandmother, and that’s how your grandfather came to have it.”




“I’m glad the Yankees threw it away,” Coretta said. She gently put the platter into the rinse water, swirled it around, then handed it to Edythe to dry. “It’s so pretty.”




By the time the dishes were finished, Coretta had heard family stories about all of them.




 




In 1930, three-year-old Coretta became a big sister when Obadiah Leonard was born. Right away, Coretta, who was getting a reputation in the family for being “bossy,” started telling “Obie Leonard” what he should do and what he shouldn’t do. Often, she told him to stop crying, especially when her mother sang them lullabies. Even though the lullaby was meant to put Obie Leonard to sleep, Coretta had decided that the song was just as much for her as it was for her brother.




Mrs. Scott had only received a fourth-grade education, but she loved music and so had taught herself how to sing. She had a beautiful voice. At church, other members often spoke about Mrs. Scott’s voice. They said that she sounded like an angel and that she was more talented than many of the singers on records or the radio. Mrs. Scott just smiled and never let any of the praise go to her head. She was also beginning to see in Coretta the same appreciation for music she had, so instead of scolding Coretta when she tried to shush Obie Leonard, Mrs. Scott would make sure that she would make time to sit with Coretta and sing to her.






 




As the Depression continued to grip the country, the hardworking Scotts not only survived but actually lived better than some of the poorer whites in the county. Mr. Scott was one of the few black men who owned his own truck and, during the day, he used it to haul logs for some of the white sawmill owners in the area that helped him earn extra money.




By the time Coretta was six, in 1933, she was working alongside her mother, her sister, and even her brother in the gardens and the fields on their farm. Although it was hard, Coretta never complained. She knew what she was doing meant not only that her family had food but that other families in the community did too, because the Scotts were generous.




“I need to sharpen my hoe, Mama,” Coretta said. “It’s too dull to cut any of these weeds.”




Mrs. Scott put down her own hoe, took a file out of the canvas pouch she had slung over one shoulder, and began sharpening Coretta’s hoe blade.




Coretta watched as the dark brown edge turned a bright silver, looking much like the knives in their kitchen.




“This should be better,” Mrs. Scott said. She handed the hoe back to Coretta. “No weed will be safe from you now.”




Coretta laughed and struck a large weed in the row just ahead of her. She sliced it off almost to the roots. “Now, it won’t take any of the food out of the ground that the corn needs,” she said, something she had learned from her father when she had asked him why she needed to hoe in the first place.




For the rest of the afternoon the family took care of the garden. Coretta made the time go faster for everyone by singing hymns from church and songs she made up.




 




By the end of the summer, Coretta and Edythe were taking care of the gardens and the crops by themselves. On the weekends, when Mr. Scott wasn’t hauling lumber, he joined them, and that was when Coretta enjoyed it the most. She never heard her parents complain about anything. Instead, Coretta was constantly reminded that the Good Lord had smiled on them and that it was their responsibility to take care of what they had been given to the best of their abilities.




One night, when Mr. Scott usually got home from work, Coretta went with him to feed the cows, as she often did. She had even been allowed to name each one.




“Bessie looks sad,” Coretta said one evening. “What’s wrong with her?”




“It could be something she ate, Coretta,” Mr. Scott said. “There are some weeds in the field that aren’t good for her. The rest of the cows mostly stay away from them, but maybe Bessie wasn’t paying attention.”




Coretta knew that could be the case. Of all the cows, Bessie was the one who seemed to be the dreamer. Coretta thought that was why she liked her so much. Coretta liked to dream too, about all the things she wanted to do when she grew up.




Just as Coretta and her father reached the chicken pen, on their way back to the house, Edythe was coming out of it with a basket of eggs. “There aren’t as many tonight as there should be, Daddy,” she said. “I think that silly snake has been at it again.”




“Maybe, maybe not,” Mr. Scott said. “Sometimes hens just don’t feel like laying.”




Coretta didn’t like gathering the eggs. Once, when she had stuck her hand into one of the higher nests, she had touched a snake, and had run screaming back to the house. It didn’t matter that her mother said that it was only a gray rat snake and that it was more interested in the eggs than it was in Coretta. She never wanted to see that snake again.




Remembering the experience, though, made Coretta shiver, and she took hold of her father’s hand as they let the aroma of ham hock and red beans lead them to the kitchen door.
























No More Lies—If I Can Help It










“I’ll eat your potatoes if you don’t want them,” seven-year-old Coretta said to Edythe one Sunday dinner.




“You don’t need any more starch, Coretta,” Mrs. Scott told her. “You could barely fasten that dress for Sunday school this morning.”




Coretta took a deep breath and sucked in her stomach. “It feels just fine now, Mama,” she said, “so may I have Edythe’s potatoes if she’s not going to eat them?”




Mr. Scott shook his head. “Let her have them, Edythe, if you’re truly not going to eat them all, because we are not going to waste any food,” he said. “If Coretta plans to hold her breath from now on so her dress will fit, then I guess we shouldn’t worry about it.”




Coretta let out her breath with a loud noise, then said, “Oh, all right, I don’t have to have them if everybody is going to make fun of me!” She noisily scooted her chair back so she could get up from the table, but Mr. Scott calmly said, “I don’t remember your asking permission to be excused, Coretta.”




Coretta flared her nostrils, but she knew better than to talk back to her parents, so she said, “May I please be excused?”




“You may,” Mr. Scott said, “and you may also go outside to wait for your cousins.”






This time, Coretta pushed the chair out quietly, then slid it back under the table, as her mother had taught her, and headed out to the front porch. Besides church services, the only thing Coretta enjoyed more on Sundays than dinner were the visits from her many relatives. She sat in the wooden seat swing, using her patent leather shoes to push it back and forth, trying not to scuff them. They were hand-me-downs from a cousin who lived in Birmingham, and Coretta knew that if she ruined them, she’d never get another pair. These were so shiny, she could see her face in them. She quickly took one off, held it up like a mirror, and then, with a disgusted sigh, dropped it onto the porch.




So what if I am fat? she thought. I can still outrun or outclimb everybody I know.




Just then, Coretta spotted a cloud of dust far down the road that went past their house. She was sure that meant a wagon and a team of horses belonging to one of her uncles was headed their way. Coretta had so many relatives, that she never paid any attention to whose side of the family her cousins belonged to.




Coretta stood up and opened the front door. “I see them coming!” she shouted.




Edythe and Obie Leonard came out onto the porch to wait with her.




“Wait!” Coretta said. “I’m going to change clothes. I can’t have any fun in this dress.”




“You’d better not do that, Coretta,” Edythe warned her. “Mama likes for you to look nice when we have company.”




“I can look nice in my work clothes,” Coretta told her.




Coretta didn’t wait to hear what Edythe said in response. Instead, she hurried inside, went into the bedroom, and pulled her work clothes out of a box she kept under the bed. By the time she had changed and was back out on the front porch, her parents were greeting her aunt and uncle and their five children.




Coretta was a little disappointed—they weren’t her favorite cousins. But they were the ones who had come for a Sunday visit, and they were better than nothing.




“Hi, Mary!” Coretta called. “Hi, Zachariah!” Mary and Zachariah were the closest to her in age, although Mary was a few months older, and she made sure Coretta didn’t forget it.




Coretta ran to the big mocker-nut hickory tree and climbed up to her special branch. “What do you want to do?” she shouted down to them.




Mary wasn’t paying any attention to her, but Zachariah shrugged his shoulders. After a few minutes, Coretta climbed back down and went over to where they were standing. “Do you want to go out to the fields and have a race?” she asked.




“I guess,” Zachariah said. He turned to his sister. “Come on, Mary.”






“Do I look like I’m ready for a race?” Mary said. She brushed her dress. “I don’t want to get dirty.”




“I’ll race you!”




Coretta turned to see a girl she hadn’t noticed before. “Who are you?” she asked.




“This is my friend Suz,” Mary said. “We took her to church with us this morning, and she wanted to come with us to see you.”




“Suz says she can beat you at running and at climbing trees, Coretta,” Zachariah said.




“Well, then come on,” Coretta said to Suz. “We’ll just see if you can.”




Coretta started running toward the cornfield. Suz was right behind her. When the two of them reached the first stand of stalks, Coretta said, “You’re pretty good, but I still think I can beat you.”




“It’s a bet,” Suz said. “What are you going to give me when I win?”




“I’m not going to give you anything, because you’re not going to win,” Coretta said. She looked back toward Zachariah, who had slowed down and was huffing and puffing. “Hurry up!” she yelled at him. “We can’t wait all day.”




When Zachariah finally reached them, Coretta said, “We’ll line up right here, then we’ll race between these rows of corn to the fence, all right?”




“All right,” Suz said.




Zachariah seemed to have trouble catching his breath.




“Maybe you’d better just stay here,” Coretta said.




Zachariah nodded. “I’ll be the referee and tell you when to go,” he said.




Coretta and Suz lined up.




“On your mark, get ready, get set, GO!” Zachariah shouted.




Coretta and Suz took off. At first, Coretta thought she’d have the advantage, because she was used to running the rows of corn, but Suz was able to keep up with her. For the next few minutes they ran neck and neck. Then Suz bumped Coretta and threw her off balance.




“Hey!” Coretta shouted. She tried to regain her balance, but her left foot caught on the bottom of a stalk and she stumbled. “Stop! You did that on purpose!”




“No, I didn’t,” Suz shouted back. She continued running. “You’re just clumsy.”




Coretta was furious. This had never happened to her before. Instead of trying to catch up with Suz, though, she hunted around in the adjoining rows of corn until she had found several rocks and sticks. Then she crawled back over to the row where they had been racing and waited for Suz to return.




After a few minutes, Coretta heard Suz coming back. Just as Suz came even with where Coretta was hidden, Coretta started throwing the rocks and sticks at her.




“Ouch! Ouch! Ouch!” Suz cried. She stopped and looked around, trying to figure out what had happened.






All of a sudden, Coretta dashed out from her hiding place and began racing back down the row toward Zachariah. Behind her, Coretta could hear Suz calling her bad names.




When Coretta finally spotted Zachariah, she shouted, “I won! I won!”




“So what?” Zachariah said. “You always win.”




Just then, Suz ran up, screaming at Coretta, “You cheated. You’re a terrible person! You threw rocks and sticks at me!”




“Well, you pushed me!” Coretta shouted back.




“No, I didn’t!” Suz said. Now, tears were streaming down her face. “You’re just clumsy, and you’re a bad sport, too!”




“I’m going to tell on you, Coretta,” Zachariah said.




“I don’t care,” Coretta said. “I don’t like to play with you, anyway!”




Coretta watched as Zachariah and Suz ran back to her house. She knew what was in store for her now, but she didn’t want to think about it. She didn’t know why she couldn’t control her temper. It was always getting her in trouble.




When Coretta got back to the house, her mother was waiting for her on the back porch. She looked at Coretta and sighed. Then she turned around and went inside. Coretta followed.




“Sit down, Coretta,” Mrs. Scott said gently. Coretta sat. “You simply have to learn how to behave like a young lady,” Mrs. Scott continued, “and young ladies do not throw sticks and stones at other young ladies.”




“Suz is no young lady, Mama,” Coretta said. “She pushed me on purpose, and that’s the truth.”




“Well, there are better ways to handle arguments than doing what you did,” Mrs. Scott said. “I want you to sit here and think about what some of them might be.”
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