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Soft long-looking white hands give him gum. Good legs, sweet voice asks solicitously how are you. And smell the perfume! Like lilacs? Like jasmine? Naw, hell, Russian Leather, man! Arpege! Chanel! Something big! Know your brands! Big men order by brands, like Al saying, “Gimme Vat 69 and soda!” Not just scotch and soda. That’s nowhere. You ever gonna be a big man? Aw, yeah….

“Are you comfortable?”

“Would you like more gum?”

“Is this your first flight?”

Ummm, living! How did you get so big so quick?

Millard Post grins and wishes to weeping Jesus H. everyone he knows; and all the creeps he used to know (little pukes he could do rings around these days); and sweet money men he was going to know (were going to know him); dames and broads and millionaires, could see him right now. Man, they’d flip!

“Yes to all three,” says Millard Post.

And thank you, baby, all dressed in blue….

He leans back in the deep soft seat after fumbling to fasten the belt. Careful not to brush the arm of the lady seated beside you there, man, but naw, there ain’t going to be no trouble at all! He tries very hard to keep the smile from playing on his lips. Simper like someone gone soft in the head just for this? You screw; this is nothing! If there were only someone to see you though, fellow — someone you know from the Panthers, 121st Street, or North Trades High.

To say, “That’s not Millard Post, is it?”

On the ramp coming out to the plane he had not been able to resist turning around as he got to the silver slide-Steps and waving up at the observation platform where there were people gathered.

 — So long, suckers!

 — Bye, bye, Baby-O!

 — Man, I’m cuttin’ out now in a sweet, sweet style! One other time he’d done something big and there was no one to witness it. That was the day Dandruff Laquales, War Counselor for the Diamonds, rival gang to the Panthers (lousy spie! Always beating on Negroes half his height and weight!), cornered him in a vacant lot up on 127th. Even though Laquales was six inches taller; two years older, and twice as tough — with a switch-blade in the deal, Millard had won out over him, using only his fists and his knee. But no one had seen him do it. That soured it some.

This is different. Bigger! Traveling on a goddam DC-6 like some kind of smart money man in Endsville! So nobody waves good-by … Who needs it? Millard shrugs, a fifteen-year old Negro, lighter than most, and taller than other boys his age. Better build too. Sharp. Knows the score. Speaks the jargon. Walks cool with the cool. He never punked out yet; not on anything; not on anyone; no deal ever made him chicken.

Before this morning he had never been quite so much on his own. He had some misgivings — Keep your place, Millard, his father had warned, from the moment you leave this house, you’re going south of Harlem. I said, south — but what the hell was going to happen, f’Chrissake.

He knew he was the only Negro on the plane. The few Negroes he had seen at the terminal, and later inside the airlines building, were hauling baggage. (All right; so what?) Still, nothing was any different than it is up in Harlem; except it’s better. Really better.

At the ticket counter the man had called him “sir.” Coming aboard the plane, the same hostess who had given him the gum and smiled at him, had greeted him warmly (could melt asphalt with that voice!) “Good morning. How are you today?”

Millard settles comfortably. This is a trip he’s going on; not a goddam war he’s going to.

He reaches into the pocket of his blue serge suit for the letter.

His hands shake some; gotta admit he’s scared to fly — a little.

Unfolding the letter he reads Bryan Post’s scrawled words with the same remote twinge of disgust which he felt the first time he ever read it. A feeling striped with some vague shame at the fact Bryan Post and he are blood relations.

His father handed him the letter two days ago.

“It’s from your uncle,” he said. “I can’t go. I can’t see how I can go.”

With considerable difficulty, Millard had made out the writing:


Dere Henry Post I want tell you Hus sic an going pass befor you kno it an would be teribul if you dont come here befor she pass soon as can so come quick lov yur bruthur Bryan Post



“Goddam!” Millard had said. “He can hardly write English!”

“You hang around your Cousin Al and learn words like that. And you’ll get a swat for saying them!” “I’m hip Al writes better than this, man!” “Dad’s what you call me!”

“Dad, then. But I never saw writing like this before.” “There’s a whole lot you never saw, boy.” “Is his lid flipped?”

“Thank your stars, Millard, you’re getting an education. That’s all!”

“No punctuation even — not a lousy comma even!” “Millard, listen to me … I want you to go.” “Me go!”

“It’s your grandmother dying, boy.” “Man, I don’t even know her, Dad!”

“It’s my mother going to pass away and one of us is going!” “I got school … Education, you know?” “I can’t take off from my job, boy — your sister can’t take off from hers. But you can get excused from school.” “Naw, naw.”

“You’ll fly down so as not to waste time. You can come back by Greyhound Bus. We’ll use the money I’ve been saving for the Hide-a-Bed. Couch is good enough to sleep on another year”

“What about the backache you say it gives you?”

“Backache’s better than a soul-ache, Millard. Hussie Post was a good mother to me, good as your own mother to you before she passed”

“Naw, Dad, I don’t want to”

“It’s out of the realm of what you want now, boy. You’re going!”

Then slowly the reluctance Millard had transformed itself into a heady kind of enthusiasm. He had never been farther from Harlem than Rockaway Beach. Most of the members of the Panthers hadn’t either, and when he announced his news of the journey to the gang, it was met with a certain awe on their part.

“You going to fly all the way down, Mil?”

“Man, Mil, you’re going to travel!”

“You’re cuttin’ classes, huh, Mil? Crazy!”

His sister Pearl had actually ironed his handkerchiefs, instead of just folding them over once they came out of the Laundromat; and she’d bought shoe polish and done his loafers. See his face in the shine!

“What you taking your Panther jacket for, huh?” she had said, watching him pack; hanging around while he was packing as though he were going to China. “Don’t you know it’ll be too hot for a leather jacket in Georgia?”

“I’m taking what I’m taking” he had said importantly.

“Millard? On your way down when you get stopovers in all these cities? You going to drop us a card from them?”

“If I get the time, Pearl-O. I’ll see about it”

• • •

Even the lecture he had received from his father had not completely destroyed his enthusiam. His father was a great lecturer anyway; about nothing. What he told Millard about the Southern white people’s feelings toward Negroes, had startled Millard some — but more because of the fact his father really believed that crap about practically every Southern white man having a sheet with holes cut in it, hanging in his closet for that happy day a colored person got out of line.

“Man, a lot’s changed, since you were down there,” Millard had said. “We learned all about it in school … Besides, I hold my own with the spics, don’t I? Spics push us around plenty and I can hold my own. I’m hip, Dad!”

Pearl had said. “That’s right, Pa. It’s not so bad any more. It’s not good, but it’s not so bad.”

Henry Post had straightened himself to his full five feet and bellowed: “You forget school when you go down there! You forget what you learned, and carry on the way I say you should! You ‘sir’ everyone! Everyone! And don’t be looking white folks in the eye, Millard! Them white folks aren’t like spics one whit! You crawl to them if you got to! Hear?”

“Sure,” Millard had said. “Sure, Dad.”

He had winked at Pearl across the room; they’d grinned together.

Sure, sure … All right it is going to be different down there. Millard jams the letter back in his suit pocket. His father is given to exaggeration a good deal of the time, he decides. Like when Millard joined the Panthers. His father raised hell because he said all gang boys used dope. Millard grins to himself recalling it. Not a hop-head in the bunch; that’s how bad the Panthers are hooked.

Millard thinks: besides — believe all the old man’s bed-tales about Georgia, being on this plane would make me a living creep.

Besides — not worrying about the white people. Worrying more about the colored. Bryan Post — Uncle Bryan — and Aunt Bissy. And Cousin Marilyn; Cousin Claude. And Cousin Major … Major — what kind of name is that for somebody?

If the bunch of them can’t write a letter between them better than the one sent off — weeping Jesus!

“It’s probably just true of the older folks.” Pearl had discussed the matter with him. “Because back in the days when they were going to school things were all different. Maybe they didn’t even go to school at all, our aunt and uncle … But you know, Mil, now every kid goes. You wait, I bet our cousin will be just as sharp as you are.” She’d laughed and poked her finger in his ribs. “Least as sharp as you think you are.”

• • •

Behind Millard the door of the DC-6 swings shut; engines start their roaring. Big deal! Living! Millard grips the sides of his seat. Goddam, it is no picnic at that!”

“Your first time?”

She’s a soft-spoken, middle-aged woman sitting beside him. “Yes, ma’am.”

Calmly she knits a pair of argyle socks. “Once we get up you’ll feel better.”

“What I’m worried about right now, ma’am, is if we get up.” She laughs; she’s nice. “Oh, don’t worry, son. We’ll get up.” “You traveled a lot, huh?”

“I make this run about once a week. Just to Washington.”

Then they are taxiing out far into the field, and over the loudspeaker the hostess with the soft white long-looking hands is using her candy tones to tell everyone not to smoke, to fasten belts, to expect luncheon in flight.

The plane takes the air. Millard feels like he’s flying it himself. Leaning forward, he watches the land recede under him.

 — So long, suckers!

Gee-ha, lookit it get smaller! Look like sticks down there. “Man!” slips out.

The lady looks at him; nodding. “There now, like it?”

“Yes, ma’am! Yes, sir. We just — took off. Crazy!”

“Maybe you’d like to sit here by the window so you can see better.” She stops knitting. Smiles at him. “I’ll be happy to change seats with you. I make this run all the time.”

Millard doesn’t look her in the eyes, but he asks, “You sure?”

“Sure” she says, getting her belt loose.
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THIS is Paradise.

“Listen to them niggers laughin’!”

White faces across the street watch black faces.

“Yeah, niggers always got a joke.”

“What you s’pose make them laugh all the time?”

It’s in the state of Georgia, right in the middle, where much of the land surrounding it is skeleton-poor, worn out and abandoned to gullies, broomstraw and scrub oaks. Black faces laugh up a storm:

“… so after Saint Peter say, ‘Look here, nigger, you can’t get into heaven if you’re walkin’. A body wants to get into heaven’s got to ride into heaven!’ — well, after that, this nigger strolls around heaven on the outside figuring how he gonna get in. Then he see a white man walkin’ toward heaven, an he tell the white man, ‘can’t nobody get into heaven walkin’, boss.’ An he say to the white man, ‘Mister, whyn’t you ride me in, huh? That way we both get in … So the white man ride the nigger up to them pearly gates. An Saint Peter say, ‘White man, you walkin’ or riding?’ White man say, ‘Ridin’!’ … An Saint Peter say, ‘Good! Park your horse outside and come on in!’ “

It’s a country seat in the gut of the red hill region, a little town where 906 people live; the warm and wary kind of little town where 896 of them know the other ten are going to a barbecue tonight out on Linoleum Hill, where Thad Hooper’s place is.

“What’s the matter with you, nigger! You heard every joke there is twice?”

“Don’t say nigger to me. The name is Major.”

“That make me a nigger and you a Major, huh?”

“What’s the matter with you, Jack? How you ever going to expect white folks to stop calling us niggers if we call ourselves that?”

“Boy, you expect to get white folks out of the habit, then you can stand worms on their tails.” “Still, Jack, don’t call me nigger.”

“I’ll call you Major Post who don’t know his pee smells, nigger!”

Two of the Negroes laugh; not Major Post, though.

Tink Twiddy says, “How come you don’t like the joke Jack told, Major? By goose eggs your big mouth going to break if it smile?”

“Tell the joke to the white crackers standing across the street and they’ll think it’s funny.”

“Well, it is funny. I liked to die laughing when Jack told it!”

“You crow-bellies going to die that way anyhow!”

“Trouble with you Major Post is since you quit Linoleum Hill and went to work at that she-yankee’s you got hot pants for white quail!”

There goes Major Post; walks right away from them.

Linoleum Hill got its name from some of the colored in Paradise who couldn’t say Magnolia Hill. An hour or so ago out in front of the county courthouse, loafing around on the well-whittled bench, Doc Sell, the county coroner; Colonel Pirkle, the editor of the Paradise Herald, and some other sitters there ribbed Thad Hooper about it when he passed by.

“Hey, Thad?” Doc Sell said. “You know I’da never thought it of you?”

“Yeah? Thought what wouldn’t you have?” Hooper paused on his way to his car.

“That you was a goddam coon-coddler?”

“Aw, get!” Hooper guffawed. “You’re drunk as a skunk at a moonshine still!”

“Well, boy, didn’t black apes name your hill, huh?”

Hooper himself had led the laughter, his huge square hands hanging on to his large and solid hips; his long firm legs giving a little at the knees, as his wide and strong shoulders shook, and he tossed back his head, a broad grin cracking his wide and handsome countenance.

“Gee-on, y’old coot!” he’d called back, continuing to his car; then, waving, “See you all tonight, hey!”

• • •

In Paradise they say the reason Thad Hooper is so good-natured the whole time is because of her. And that’s the same reason he’s richer-acting than the real rich from the cities like Atlanta and Savannah and Macon — because of her; and why he’s more informed than most in Paradise (outside of Hollis Jordan, who nobody can understand anyway) and why he’s big-looking without being fat; and why he’s so well-liked by everyone from the Reverend Joh Greene, in whose church he serves as elder, to old black Hussie Post, who doesn’t like anyone, and whose family sharecrops on Hooper land. In a sentence, it’s why he’s Thad Hooper — because of her … In Paradise they say it’s a psychological fact that a man with a wife like her has got luck’s kiss to fire him on to doing anything he takes a notion to do, better than anyone else can.

“Yeah, and Thad knows it too,” one of the bench-sitters said after Hooper had left and they were all discussing him and her. “He knows it, cause even now after two kids he’s still always got his hands on her somewhere — on some part of her only he’s got the right to touch!”

“So what?” Storey Bailey, Thad Hooper’s best friend, put in. “What’s that prove?”

“Proves,” the sitter said, “he’s sort of letting everybody know she’s his property. It’s like another man having an Indian-head nickel he’s got to touch for luck.”

Storey said, “Hell, you kidding? Hell!”

A second sitter spoke up, “I noticed that about Thad too. Oh, he don’t do it obvious, mind, but I seen him do it. Out at the Friday dances, I seen him holding her so that his right arm kind of dangles down her back around her fanny — or even down here on Main Street when she’s standing talking to someone with him. I seen him with his arm around her waist and one of his fingers sorta snaking up around her boobies. I seen him do it too.”

Storey Bailey’s face got red. “Aw, hell!” He acted disgusted.

“Well, what’s the difference anyhow.” Doc Sell shrugged. “Man’s got a right to feel up his own wife!”

“But I’m telling you if Thad does do it, he don’t even know he’s doing it!” Bailey said.

The sitter sighed; spat. “She sure is beautiful, Vivian Hooper.”

“All I’d have to do to tell a corpse,” Sell said, “would be to stand Vivie over it. If it didn’t move then, that’d be a dead man, all right.”

Colonel Pirkle mopped his brow with his shirt sleeve. “Yep! She’s like irrigation to these drought-swollen parts.”

“Half-past twelve. I got to get me back to my mill.” Storey Bailey turned away abruptly.

“Don’t go away mad,” the coroner shouted at his back; then chuckling to the others said, “I think ole Storey’s got a thing for Vivie Hooper.”

“Maybe so, Doc,” the sitter said, “but Kate Bailey sure ain’t gonna let him do a dong-damn thing about it!”

It is hot in Paradise this Tuesday noon; hot and still humid from yesterday’s brief shower — a warm, sticky drizzle that did little more than stir the dust on the redclay-caked roads; It is far too hot to quarrel, Bill Ficklin decides as he parks in the circle before the courthouse.

“All right,” he tells his wife, cutting the engine, “I’ll ask the boys if they’ve seen Major. But — ” he starts to add; then decides against it. He pushes down the door handle to get out.

She says, “But what?”

“But I think you’re making too much of the matter.”

“Fick, I tell you it’s in little ways like this we’ve got to be firm with him. Now you know I think the world and all of Major, but — ”

Bill Ficklin answers, “All right. Okay,” slams the door shut, and crosses to the square.

Ficklin is superintendent of schools in Paradise; a chunky, happy-faced fellow who favors tweeds, smokes a pipe, and looks a young forty-five. Before he came back to his home town, he taught civics at the University up in Athens, and the first time he ever saw the girl who became his wife, she was wearing bobby socks, leaning seductively against his desk, and asking him questions about the next day’s assignment. She stood out from all of his other students, not only because she was a Northerner, but because she was more flamboyant; less unsure of herself, and almost patronizing toward Ficklin, at those times when she would corner him before or after class, or encounter him on campus. There was always a streak of bright color about her; a fire-colored scarf, an angora sweater of deep azure, or a brilliant kelly-green stripe down a quiet gray dress; something arresting in her attire that seemed to parallel the wild streak of independence in her personality.

She would meet him on the library steps quite by accident, knowing him no better than any of his other students; and stopping, smiling up at him with her large shining green eyes, she would say something like: “Why, hello, Professor Ficklin! Isn’t it a gorgeous day. But you look a little tired, hmmm? I think you ought to just relax a little more.”

Coming from any other co-ed, Bill Ficklin would have simply ignored the remark and the searching look. He was one of the youngest members of the faculty; and he was a bachelor, so he was accustomed to the whims and fancies of many of the girls he taught; accustomed and somewhat heavily resigned — but Marianne Powell affected him vaguely, though from the very beginning he was not certain why that was.

“It’s quite simple,” a colleague remarked one evening in the faculty lounge, after he had been chiding Bill about his “tender tête-à-têtes” with a student — and Bill Ficklin had admitted his fascination with Marianne — ”she’s pretty. She’s gay. And you’re falling in love with her.”

Ficklin’s marriage to Marianne at the year’s end created a mild scandal in university circles. There was seventeen years’ difference in their ages; and while Bill Ficklin was a rather conscientious, serious, but by no means timid or puritanical, man — she was a quite frivolous, capricious nineteen years old.

Whenever they had a disagreement, such as the one this morning about Major Post, Bill Ficklin always thought as he thinks now: nine years have sobered her considerably beyond the point he had expected when he had first married her. At twenty-eight she is still pretty and young and gay; yet more and more an irritating rigidity is cropping into her personality, coupled with a vague restlessness. It still irks Ficklin to recall her last summer’s suggestion (which he had rejected with an unprecedented burst of temper) that they take separate vacations, even though she had insisted, after his rage was spent, that she had only been thinking of him.

This noon he had come home for lunch and found her near to angry tears because young Major Post, after emptying trash, had not replaced the cans in the cellar. She had demanded that while Bill Ficklin drove her to the band rehearsal at the Methodist Church, they stop off in town and try to find Major and make him return and finish his chore. Often, in between the Negro’s morning job at the Ficklins and his afternoon job up at the Hooper’s, he ate his lunch down under the trees across the street from the county courthouse. The small area there where the local Negroes were prone to gather was known in Paradise as “Black Patch”; but when Ficklin glanced over there as he was parking his car, he saw no sign of Major Post.

“Get out anyway,” his wife said, “and ask Doc Sell. He’s right there, Fick.” She had pointed out the coroner on the bench. “He knows Major.”

So Ficklin is doing as she directed now — reluctantly, and somewhat puzzled at her determination in such a small matter; but it is too hot to argue.

In Paradise, people like Bill Ficklin; but they say he’s got a weakness that could make him unpopular: when the Supreme Court ruling ordered desegregation in the public schools, Ficklin called it progress. Of course he didn’t start any campaign to enforce the law — he isn’t a radical — but he did speak out in favor of putting the Negroes on an equal footing with the whites, and that alone was enough to make a lot of folks in the town wary of him. Doc Sell, for one, became not only wary of him, but disgusted with him; and even now, as he watches Ficklin approach, he feels a twinge of fury. He thinks: Fick married himself a goddam Yankee and turned himself into one of these nigger-lovers; and smiling, touching a finger to his brow in a salute, he says: “Hi, boy!” “Hi, Doc. Colonel. Hi.”

“Who you rooting for in the series, boy?” Colonel asks. “Dodgers, I guess. Feel sorry for them. Nice to see them win one.”

“Yep!” Sell muses, “you’re partial to the underdog. But I thought you’d be for the Yankees, boy.”

Ficklin is oblivious to the masked insinuation. “You seen Major Post around?” he asks.

“I saw him a while back. Wasn’t an hour ago, was it, Colonel? Wasn’t he over there in Black Patch laughing up a storm with them other niggers?”

“Yes,” says Colonel, “but I guess he went on.”

“You going to Hoopers’ tonight, Colonel?” Ficklin lights a cigarette before turning back to his car.

“I wouldn’t miss one of Thad’s barbecues.”

“Well, I’ll see you there then. Ada coming?”

As he pauses to suck in some drags on his cigarette, the horn of his automobile honks.

“Wife’s in a hurry, eh?” Sell smiles. “All them Yankees rush.”

“Yes, Ada’ll be along,” Colonel nods.

“Well, got to get my spouse over to the band rehearsal!” Ficklin waves and starts back to the car.

Watching him go, Doc Sell says, “Ain’t it just like Fick to hire the uppitiest nigger around to work for him!”

“Hmmm?” Colonel murmurs abstractly, thinking. They all know about Ada. Funny I never realized until right now that they all know about her.

• • •

For the most part in Paradise people lead a quiet kind of routine existence that keeps them over-all content. But like people anywhere they sometimes get a hankering for some excitement. A barbecue, like the one the Hoopers are throwing tonight, is one way of satisfying the yen; and there are others with other ways. Maybe the colored get together out at Moccasin Gap and “whup it up” on stumpwater; or maybe some of the poor white “lintheads” that work the mill in nearby Galverton pay a call on Miss Mary Jane Frances Alexander’s establishment, where even if the humping isn’t as wild as Macon tail, it’s cheaper and easier to get at. Individuals, like Hollis Jordan, might work it off by strolling through Awful Dark Woods and belting out a lot of high-sounding poetry for the oaks and black gums to bounce off their trunks; or some, like black Bryan Post, might ease it out of the system by somersaulting clear down Main Street on a bellyful of homebrew beer, while folks standing around gawk and giggle and guffaw.

There are ways and ways to provide Paradise with this excitement it sometimes craves; and one of the best and most popular ways is to get the band out and playing. When fireworks don’t faze folks much any more and county fairs begin to wear off, the Paradise Bigger Band brings almost everyone back into the fold of 906 citizens of the city; proud and pleased as punch with life in Paradise. Folks say even if the only piece the P.B.B. could play was “Marching Through Georgia,” there’d be a crowd on hand glad to hear it.

Over at the Methodist Church where Kate Bailey is waiting to rehearse the band, the atmosphere is tense. The members of the P.B.B., all women, sit cradling their saxophones, trumpets and clarinets; nervously smoothing their hands along the gaudy silkiness of their bright gold satin band blouses; while Kate Bailey stands in that stick-straight way she does when anything upsets her, with her small hands folded together in front of her, and her tiny round eyes peering furtively at the Reverend Joh Greene’s wife, trying to stop her from continuing.

“… and at the crossroads, as I was saying,” Guessie Greene, who has just arrived, goes on, depositing a bunch of autumn leaves on one of the folding chairs, and beginning to unbutton her blue angora sweater, “Hollis Jordan himself was ahead of me in his car, heading out for the woods, no doubt, and — ”

More intensely, Kate fixes her eyes on Guessie’s face, trying to warn Guessie, trying to tell Guessie who is there, who just materialized at the band rehearsal unannounced — but Guessie does not see the visitor and continues too rapidly and haphazardly to get the message:

“… when the train came along, you know what he did? He just sat there in his car with his hand on the horn, blowing that horn the whole time it took for the train to go by, blowing it like a crazy man, as though his blowing was going to affect that train any. I had to laugh to myself to see him sitting there mad as anything blowing that horn!”

“All right, everybody, all right,” Kate starts screeching frantically. “Even though Marianne’s late, we’ll start right now. Get set! ‘Loch Lomond’ first! Get set!”

“I swear sometimes I think that man is missing upstairs,” Guessie adds. “Hoo, I do! I liked to die laughing when I saw that crazy old Hollis Jordan — ” and then she stops, because while she was saying this, she was seeing for the first time, that Ada Pirkle is sitting there in the chair by the wall, sitting and listening; and Guessie’s words just trail off like air seeping slowly out of a rubber tire; and there is this awful moment of sudden, sick silence.

Then Bigger Band members rattle their sheets of music, shift in their seats, shuffle their shoes on the cement floor, while Kate Bailey begins tapping her feet and shaking her fingers, singing in that squirrel-high squeaky voice of hers:


By yon bon-nie banks and by yon bon-nie braes, Where the sun shines bright on Loch Lo — 



Until everyone in the basement puts their instrument in position, trying desperately to deprive the moment of any significance by immersing it in the clamorous noise of the Paradise Bigger Band.

And typical awful, Ada Pirkle thinks; I live only for Dix.
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WALKING AWAY from Jack Rowan and the others down on Main, Major Post sees Dix Pirkle being stopped at the corner by the Reverend Joh Greene. Passing the pair, Major hears Joh Greene say, “Hey, now, Dix, that was a right smart editorial you wrote for your father about Senator Henderson. You know you’re right, Dix, the Senator may be old, but he’s still a good man.”

“Thank you, sir. Glad you liked it.”

Joh Greene chuckles and rubs his hands together.

“You know, Dix, I’d like to have a little chat with you, if you can spare the time. We could walk over to the vestry if you got the time to spare. Got a radio over there we can hear the game on. What do you say, Dix? Can I see you on it?”

“Well, sir — ” Dix interrupts his conversation with the Reverend as Major passes them.

Dix says, “Hi, Major.”

“Dix.”

“Who you rooting for, Major?” “I’m not following it, Dix.”

“You’re the only one that isn’t, Major,” Dix calls after him.

Dix Pirkle is all right, Major thinks, but always goes out of his way. Why? Like his father, some; following in his father’s footsteps; working for the Herald; chairing committees to raise funds for a new Negro school — the progressive type of Southerner, too progressive to say nigger; not progressive enough to say Negro; so say Nigra. He’s all right, though, as all right as a white can get and live in Georgia too. Had his share of troubles besides; losing his wife like that to cancer — and still so young, only nineteen or so; the both of them married right out of High and then she died, leaving him a son under two years … God, and everybody in Paradise knows Dix Pirkle’s mother is a mess.

Major forgets Dix and turns up Church Street, remembering again Jack Rowan’s joke. He’s still mad at it; mad at Jack for telling it; mad at himself for stopping long enough to listen to it. Park your horse outside and come in. Yeah, nigger, you never will get to heaven; even if a white man tries to ride you in. That’s funny, sure enough, like all Jack’s jokes are; Jack’s and nine out of ten of the Negroes’ in Paradise; always got to feed their bellies with crow in that insidious way; make it a joke they’re nothing but “niggers;” take all the traits the white folks say they got — hear them tell it all Negro men sleep under tents for thinking about white tail — and make it a joke, and tell it and haw-w, gaw-dog, laugh!

Major sinks his long hands into his khaki-colored cotton trousers, kicks a stone off the sidewalk on Church Street as he heads off in the direction of Brockton Road, the good part of “The Toe,” colored town. He is a strong-looking, six-foot Negro; sixteen, with a straight, sure gait, and dark, alert, solemn eyes. He has an hour to kill before he’s due at Hooper’s to help Hussie with the barbecue, and he kills such saving hours with Betty James when he can; when she’s off on a break from the department store on Main, closed this afternoon because of the World Series.

All along Church, radios and TV sets blare; and down on Main the loudspeaker at the County Courthouse is carrying the game, so the bench-sitters don’t have to move a muscle to know the score. Even over at the mill in Galveston, where Major’s dad, Bryan, works as a “doffer,” pushing carts of bobbins around and dodging the lint, the game is being piped into the loom and spinning rooms.

The early October sun shines on the pavement, before the pavement ends and the dust and dirt of the red clay of Georgia begins as Major comes into Brockton Place; at the head of The Toe in Paradise. Here there are the rows of nondescript houses huddling near one another, less like the shacks in the tip, where Major himself lives; but still carrying the stigma of the colored in their backyards, for save for a few, the outhouses look and reek the same anywhere, and only a few know plumbing. Not even the James house knows it: Betty calls it James Manor; “Well, welcome to James Manor, Mr. Post,” she always says; and Betty’s father is a doctor.

“The point isn’t to leave Paradise, Major,” he tells Major when they talk about how Major wants to get the money somehow, God knows how! to go off to college and learn to be a doctor himself; then get free from toting for white folks; working sun-up to sundown from one job to the next, even doing sharecropping out at Hooper’s when he couldn’t get out of it; “The point is, Major, to leave, learn, and then return. Our people here can’t spare your kind.”

And the whites can’t spare you either, doctor of medicine or not, Major had thought when the doctor had first said it to him; thought that, and remembered an afternoon nine years back when he and Betty stood on the James porch and heard the short, square-shouldered, heavy-set plantation manager from over in Manteo tell the doctor: “Mr. Robertson’s got to have extra hands right off. Got a truck waiting on Main to haul you over there.”

The doctor saying: “I’m a doctor. I have my work at the clinic to do.”

The answer barked: “That’s what the trouble’s all about, Doctor!” Fury registered in the cracker’s voice, snapping doctor snidely. “You boys all go up North and leave the crops to die while you study books to teach you how to come back and sass-ass the land that gave you your breath; and sass-ass the white man that shared everything but his wife with you. Maybe you’re holding out for that, Doctor!”

And the doctor said tiredly: “Sick folks are at the clinic right now waiting for — ”

“Sick niggers sick of doing honest day’s work. Sick? Plantation’s sick too, Doctor! Sick because sick niggers don’t want to pick. Very, very sick! And you’re a doctor, Doctor, so c’mon and quit assing around!”

“All right. Yes …” Sighing the ghost sigh of the slave, sighing, “Well, all right,” and starting down the steps.

“And bring them two sassy-assed doctor’s coons over there!”

“The boy isn’t mine. Please, sir — the girl is only sev — ”

“Bring them, Doctor Black Buck!”

Then Major had his first cotton-picking lesson; in late summer when he was seven; over in Manteo, gotten to by a truck jammed black like sardines. Stoop before the plant, pull from the bolls, slap in the sack, and sing defiance:


Old massa say, “Pick Dat Cotton!” (yell it like a cracker would)

“Can’t pick cotton, massa,” (whine it like a nigger should)

Cotton seed am rotten! Ha! Ha! Ha! (yiii, giggle!)



But just sing it. If you ain’t singing keep yo big mouf shet.


‘S okay to sing frig this pickin if you pickin as yo singin!

Sho, it am!

‘S okay to sing frig the massa if yo singin as yo pickin! Sho, it am!

Frig the cotton; frig the massa; can sing it if yo pickin!

But you can’t sing frig the massa’s wife

Not even if yo pickin!

Not even if yo pickin!

Not even if she friggin yo while yo pickin!



“Leave, learn and return … Where’d it ever get you, Doc?” Major had asked him.

“I got two pretty daughters I raised right. Right and well. Now you know that. And I got my work over at the clinic, and I got — ”

Plenty of nothin; nothin’s plenty for me, Major had finished it in his thoughts.

Two pretty daughters. “One as near white as pidgeon droppings,” Tink Twiddy said once about Betty’s big sister, Barbara. “Now how you spose that happen? Musta been one nigger wasn’t in the ole woodpile, by goose eyes!”

And Major had told Tink hotly, “She was Doc’s by his first wife that died.”

“Oh yeah! By goose eyes I nebber nebber knowed ole Doc James had him white tail before black.”

“Haven’t you ever heard of a light-skinned Negro; haven’t you ever heard of anything but white tail, black tail! Don’t you ever stop thinking of — ”

And then Major Post had turned away from Tink Twiddy, disgusted with himself for bothering to justify anything about Doc James before the likes of Tink Twiddy — and the Tinks, all of them, in Paradise, Georgia, with their perpetual palaver hinting at interracial sexual doings. Major hated the way just everything seemed to get turned into talk like that; everything from a simple conversation about the Jameses to an epithet chalked on an outhouse wall, to a joke told on a street corner.

Major’s own family carried on that way; all of them; all except his grandmother, Hussie; and sometimes Major wondered why in hell it was; because as a kid, before he’d grown to hate that talk, he’d gone right along with the rest of them; singing things like:


Here come the white boss wife Hot to change her luck Knows there’s nothin better Than a nigger for a — 



Before he’d grown to hate that talk; before he’d even known the significance of the talk; when he was no higher than a field weed and still sat in the tin tub with his older sister to bathe, not even sure what the difference was if there was any, he’d learned to sing rhymes like that, tell jokes like that and giggle at them, side by side with learning not to look white folks in the eye; to call them mister and expect to be called “boy” by them your whole life long because in their minds Negroes never became men, no matter years.

Why in hell was it, he wondered; where in hell did that talk belong; why? Once he asked Betty’s father.

Who said, “Well, Major, well, I know. Now how can I explain?”

“What I don’t see, Doc, is why Negroes say it. Who wants white women?”

“Well, Major, well — look at it this way. Since the Negro got to this country, Southern men have been worrying about protecting Southern white womanhood, see. You know how they say, ‘Well, if we let the rule get broken; next thing we know one of them Nigras is marrying our sister.’ “

“I don’t see what that’s got to do with it! Why do Negroes have to joke about it, as though the white man was right about that being the only thing a Negro wants; about that being so when it’s not so! Who wants a pale old white woman, Doc? Why do Negroes talk that way the whole time?”

“Well, Major, look at it this way. The white man’s so sure that’s what the Negro wants he’s made to so the Negro’s got to laugh at that whim; better than let it subdue his mind and soul. Major, the Negro learned a long time ago the reason for all the customs and laws; the segregation — all that, Major, was set up and kept going here just so the Negro doesn’t marry the white man’s sister, whom he probably wouldn’t want to marry in the first place, whom she probably wouldn’t want to marry either. White menfolks, Major, don’t have a whole lot of self-confidence, or else they got a closet full of neurotic sisters. Anyway — ”

“What’s that got to do with how the Negroes talk, Doc?”

“Now, I’m getting to that, Major … You see the white man succeeds in keeping us in cotton fields, in movie balconies, and on Jim Crow cars — for the most part, he succeeds there. But in the realm of sex, Major, sometimes he doesn’t succeed — or sometimes we like to imagine he doesn’t — and that’s the most sacred realm of all to the white man. So when Negroes say their jokes about Rastus getting caught with the white boss’s wife, that’s sort of their way of saying to themselves: We’re just as good as the whites; this proves it. We’re better because we’re better between the sheets.”

“I hate that talk!”

“Well, Major, I know, but there’s little enough to laugh at down here. Little enough. And our people are poor and ignorant. Lord help them; and the whites will keep them that way if they can.”

• • •

Remembering that conversation as Major turns down Brockton road, Major recalls Mrs. Ficklin watching him all morning, sitting out on her side porch fanning herself and watching him; then near noontime when he was hauling the ashcans back up from the burner her asking him:

“You ever been up North, Major?” She was leaning against the porch post, smiling, the sunlight showing through her sheer summer dress, to the slip, to the panties. “Have you, Major?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Never have, huh? Act like you have sometimes.” “I’ve finished all my work, ma’am. May I go, please?”

“Would you like a cool drink first?”

“No, ma’am, thank you, I don’t need a cool drink.”

He recalls, cursing his own guts as he does, what he thought while she was saying it:

Thought: What do you want from me? What, huh?

Thought: Here comes the white boss wife — 

Then, rushing down the long gravel driveway, thought: God damn it, Major Post, you’re like all the rest. Think there’s no such thing as a white woman offering a colored boy a cool drink of water without spreading her legs for you after! Think like a goddam crow-bellied know-nothing instead of knowing. Instead of knowing that all that Mrs. Ficklin wanted was to be nice; and you start with your sullen tone; your cheap and tacky “ain’t no Klu gonna get me for giving you some jog-jog, so git away from me” tone; just because she tried to be nice. Mrs. Ficklin is a Northerner, now you know that, Negro. Up North they do that. Down here she tries and you’re not ready to be emancipated yet; you got to think you’re dirty, filthy crow-belly thoughts that make you imagine your pants house a gold nugget, and your head houses fat-back!

• • •

“What’re you scowling at, Mr. Post?”

Major didn’t even see Betty sitting on the front porch as he came up the dirt path to the James house.

“Scowling at scowls, I guess. Hi!”

“Hi! Want to go for a walk?”

“Huh, sure, if that’s what you want.”

He grins at her; grabs her hand; a short thin girl, pretty, with a shape ripening to a young woman’s; a springy kind of gay walk and laughing sixteen-year-old sweet eyes; with a smile cotton-white and wide.

“How long you got off?”

“I’m due at Hooper’s in an hour.”

“I got the day.”

“Ummm-hum, I know. I got to do the barbecue. Dad’s taking the pickup to Manteo; meeting my cousin-from-up-North’s train.”

They cut through the sandhills out into the fields, off toward the black pine, where beyond them in the distance trucks and wagons, piled high with newly picked cotton, head out on Route 109 to line up at the gin over in Galverton.

“You mean he’s still coming? With Hus back up and well?”

“We tried to stop him,” Major starts; embarrassed to tell again what Betty already knows, that Major’s dad can’t keep a nickel out of a bootlegger’s palm, “but somewhere between the Western Union Office and our place, my dad lost the money, then forgot he even had a reason for having it.” Major laughs, not meaning it, always embarrassed before Betty, unable not to compare their two families.

She wears a red and white flower-splotched dress; matches the color the sun makes the hills — scarlet; they both wave at Jack Rowan’s kid brother, Will, heading off for picking at the Sell farm. It’s “in season” now; colored schools close at one to let the kids out for the fields; colored cabinets stock up on liniment for the black backaches the fields promise.

“Won’t he be mad when he gets here?” she says.

Major shrugs. “What can you do?”

“I bet he’ll be furious, Major!”

“I’m just glad Hus didn’t pass. That’s all.”

“Oh, gee, sure. Me too.”

“Got your father to thank. Like always.”

“You got that tone in your voice today, Major?”

“Yeah? What tone’s that?” Major knows; Grouch County again; God, when would he get out of that county and back to living! The thing at Ficklins still bothered him; all she wanted to do was be nice; and he had to “crow” himself; damn his black skin!

“Please somebody be in a pleasant mood today,” Betty says. “Please, somebody.”

“Why, honey? Is somebody else moaning the blues like me?”

She stops in the field they walk in; turns and looks up at him; her dark eyes serious now, no laughter there nor any hint of it. “Major?”

“What’s the matter, Betty?”

“Major, promise me you won’t tell something.”

“No. No, I won’t.”

“You know why I said we should take a walk instead of sitting on the porch.” “Why?”

“Daddy’s having it out with Barbara. He came home from the clinic for an hour just to catch her when she came from teaching.”

“Yeah? About what?”

“Major, promise!” Her eyes plead, her wide lips quiver some, and the clean soft honey-look of her skin with the red of her dress and the red of the hills in the sun. “Please!”

“I do. I do.”

“Well — ” she pulls a weed from the field, looking down and away from Major’s eyes — ”well, last night Barbara said she was going for a walk with Neal Bond. It was late when she left and Daddy said how come so late, and she said Neal just got off from the filling station, so Daddy said have a good time and didn’t think anything more about it. Then he got a call out to Myerson’s. Mrs. Myerson had triplets, Major.”

“No kidding! That little thing!”

“Yeah. And anyway he was there till late because Mrs. Myerson had a long labor, and Daddy came home near midnight down the track-crossing road near Awful Dark Woods, and he was driving along and then he saw her. He saw her walking there.”

“Who — Barbara?”

“Yes … Barbara … He stopped the-car and picked her up, and he was mad because it was so late, and with her having to go through the cracker section to get home from the woods, he was mad and wanted to know what Neal Bond had on his mind making her walk by herself. She said Neal and she had a terrible fight, and she wanted the air, and wasn’t even aware which way she was going, and she guessed she’d gone too far. Daddy said gol-durn right she had.”

“She’s been sort of funny-acting ever since her boy friend got killed in Korea, huh? What was his name, anyhow.”

“Who — Howie? I don’t know she has. How you mean?”

Major doesn’t know. Just seems odd Barbara James never got herself married, was all. Maybe too sick studying grief. Prettiest Negro girl around marrying age: almost bright; almost light; almost white, yah-ha!

Major says, “How old’s Barbara?”

“Twenty-six. Ten years on me.”

“Just seems odd she never got herself married, is all.”

“Says she’s not in love. I don’t know.”

“Must be she never got over him. Howie.”

“I can’t remember him hardly at all. I was only around twelve when he was courting her and all. I just know one day she got the letter he was dead and had hysterics. He went North to college too, I remember that. Studying to be a teacher.”
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