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The Madness of Race

“You, Sandra Kelly, are going to tell my story to the world. You are going to make me last forever.” Race looked smug. Satisfied.

Sandra felt like punching him in the face…would have done it, too, if it weren’t for the briefcase sitting at his feet.

“How much time before the bomb goes off?” she asked.

Race nodded his head, the smile still plastered across his face. “No. No. No. Sandra, you are here for the full ride.” He reached over and patted her hand. “You’ll be okay. You are going to be the little soldier for me. The survivor who gets to tell the story.” The smile disappeared for a second. “And you are going to tell my story, right, Sandra Kelly?”

“And what story is that? A story of madness? It’s been told before.”

“The Madness of Race,” he said. “Good title. Call it that.”

“Exactly what do you think this is going to solve, Race?”

“Many things,” Race said. “Many things.”

“No, Race. It won’t. It’s been tried. Riots. Uprisings. Black folks have tried it many times before, but the power structure didn’t move. Random destruction doesn’t move the power dynamic. Doesn’t even shake the needle, Race. Not one little bit.”

“I never planned to solve anything. I’m here to prove.”

“Prove? Prove what?”

“That ignorance, racism, hurts in ways that you can’t even begin to know. That it taints like rain—hurts more than pain sometimes. That one plus one makes two. That the color of your soul means more than the color of your skin.” He leaned toward her. “I want you to tell them, Sandra. Tell them that unless they stop this pain, this hurt! Unless they bring an end to the color problem, this institution of justice is going to be brought to the ground, brick by smoldering brick. That is what I want you to tell them.”

Sandra reared back in her seat. “You want an end to racism or you are going to blow up this building?”

“Baboom! Just like that.”

“Are you out of your mind?” The question slipped from her mouth before she could stop it. “You could have a hundred bombs and blow up a hundred buildings and that’s not going to happen, Race. That isn’t possible. Come on!”

“None of life’s problems ever get solved with that attitude,” he said. “Everything is possible. Everything. And you are going to tell them what I want. No more racism. An end to the color problem. That’s what I want. That is my demand. Can you do that? Can you tell them?”

“You’ve been hurt,” Sandra said. “I see that. And right now, it feels like that pain isn’t ever going to go anywhere, but you have to know that it gets better, Race. That life gets better.”

“Oh yeah? Is that true, Sandra? Really? Well, you know what I’ve discovered since they took Sherry from me? I’ve discovered that ‘time heals all wounds’ is bullshit. Pure ‘d’ bullshit. Because this shit hasn’t gotten any better for me. Not one little bit. Every day, every morning when I open my eyes, she comes back to me. Sherry does, just for an instant, like a ray of sunshine through my window on a really dark day. Just for a second, lighting up my day, and then she’s gone again. After a quick taste of love, it’s gone. And then I have to get up and face the rest of the day with this emptiness.” Race clenched and unclenched his fingers. “And it eats me. Eats at me until I feel nothing. And even less than that sometimes.”

“Race, that is how sadness and pain goes. It’s not easy. Never easy, but that’s why it’s called survival. And that’s what you’ve done.”

“You don’t understand,” Race said. “I can’t live without her. I can’t.” His eyes met Sandra’s as if he were begging her to understand. “I wish that I could stop living my life in the rearview mirror. Because all I see are accidents behind me. Wrecks, both big and small. Carnage sometimes. And I just keep tooling along as if this isn’t a problem that my eyes are seeing. It’s life in the rearview.

“It’s funny, too! Not the funny that tickles your sides but, the ironic, baffling, shameful, self-incriminating funny that eats inside of you. Humorless funny. Helpless funny. Because in the rearview, you only see the past, what you’ve done, and the helpless part is that I don’t learn. I don’t seem to be able to learn from my own past and I end up making mistakes, sometimes the same mistakes, oftentimes the same mistakes, and I don’t know why.”

“But, Race…,” Sandra said. She wanted to tell him that she understood. That rearview mirrors were integral in the act of driving, but Race wasn’t listening.

“Maybe my past is the problem. Wouldn’t that be ironic funny? The carnage I see in the rearview? Maybe that comes from within the past that I can’t see in the rearview mirror. Maybe it’s the things that I’ve been, the things I’ve seen or the things I’ve heard or felt before I actually started looking! Maybe those things. Maybe those lost and never had things, maybe that is the root of my madness. My…my…my…mayhem!”

Sandra raised a hand to stop him…but her past had its own shadows. She said nothing.

“Maybe it’s love. The love I never had. The love I’ve never learned. The love I’ve never been given. I mean, I have seen love. I’ve seen it in eyes, hearts, smiles, hugs…I’ve seen it! But I’ve seen the moon, too. Never been there either. There’s a separation between love and me. There’s even a gatekeeper in front of the wall that stands between us. I don’t get it. And, in all my life, I haven’t been able to break through that wall. I’m broken. Ironic funny again, eh?”

“Love doesn’t do this thing you are doing, Race. Not love.”

“I’m missing the connection.” Race turned thoughtful. “The intersection of soul and touch, locking with another soul and touch, when eyes meet, where hearts beat and minds sync and vibe together. Sharing, by spiritual osmosis.” He got lost in the poetry and shook his head as if clearing away debris. “It feels like something is missing. Like I am missing.”

“You’re not missing, Race,” Sandra said. “You’re just in pain. That’s all.”

“And the most frustrating thing is that I don’t know what is ailing me. I don’t know how to heal myself or even ask anyone else for help. I can’t put a name to it. I can’t put my finger on the dirt that I drag behind me.

“But I want to be honest with myself. I want to see that reflection in the mirror. To know what it is and how it is and how it came to be and how it still IS! Is it my destiny? My lot in life? My ever, lifelong failure?

“Which begs the question: how honest can I be? With myself. How much can I admit to myself? Hard truths. That’s what’s needed here. Hard truths. Let me start with questions. Question number one: do I need help?”

“We all need help sometimes,” Sandra said. “Sometimes it takes strength to ask for that help, Race. Sometimes you have to be weak to be strong.” She took a deep breath. “This doesn’t have to be, Race. It doesn’t.”

“I look at myself as a man. The last line of defense. A grown-ass, motherfuckin’ man! And a man does what he has to do; not only what he needs to do, but what he has to do. And I’ve failed in that.” He looked down at the detonator in his hand and when he looked up, he wore a wistful smile. “I remember when I was younger and much quieter. More shy…I didn’t talk much and I didn’t need to be around people much. I don’t know when I came out of my shell, but it seems that now I’m fighting to get back in. Overall, I’m much more comfortable inside of that shell. There was peace there. There was quiet there. And I was able to keep my nose to the grindstone in there.” He looked over at Sandra.

“And the rearview mirror was much cleaner then.”

Race leaned back in his seat, resigned in his recollection of the path his life had taken. “No dented relationships left on the side of the road. No hurt feelings standing in the middle of the street, no crying. No betrayals scattered here and there like skid marks. No burning husks of cursed promises and broken dreams dotting my path. There was nothing there. And that may have been worse than the damage that I saw when I glanced into the mirror. I don’t know.”

His face creased in a smile before he spoke. “Sherry took all of that away. All of the pain. All of that doubt and loneliness. She was my cure…and then they took her from me. And now I’m back, back in the rearview mirror.”

They were silent for a moment. Sandra was at a loss. Her attempts at calming him down stalled by his intimate admission. She wondered what would happen next. Race broke the silence when he slammed his fist on the tabletop. “She was pregnant! Sherry was having my baby and they took that, too.” His eyes held Sandra and she saw the anguish there. “My life stopped right then and there. I just didn’t know it until now.” A tear slid down his face but he didn’t look away. “I didn’t know it until now.”

Sandra felt his pain. She felt his love for his wife. But in the end, she had to try to stop him. “Race, what do you want the world to know about you? What do you want your life to say?”

“That time is running out.” His voice dropped to a deadly monotone. “And the clock is ticking. Tell them what I said. Give them my demands. I want an end to the color problem and I want it today.”



Act I

June 5, 1969

Anytown, Alabama
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Porter’s Story

Buckback was a wild child. A sometimes type of guy—sometimes happy, sometimes sad and sometimes different and “different” could often be a troublesome animal. Jim Crow didn’t understand the nuances of Buckback, didn’t take into account that he was slow, that “mentally” Buckback had no impulse control, so whatever thought hit Buckback’s brain came out of his mouth—no filter. He had no sense of tact…but he also bore no malice.

Colored folks knew about his condition and understood and nurtured him as best they could in a world in which they had no control and no means of ensuring his safety. The entire village was raising this child, protecting him and sheltering him; keeping him out of harm’s way when they could. Buckback had a way of wandering into trouble and they couldn’t keep him hidden away forever, try as they may.

On one occasion they even tried to get him medical help when they heard that a doctor was coming through town, going house to house, helping those that he could and comforting those he could not. His name was Dr. Gold, the first and only Black doctor that they had ever seen and many of them didn’t believe he was a real doctor. “Black folks don’t go to doctor schools” was the rumor that spread around town. The sensible Black folks were more than happy to get any help they could and they talked Dr. Gold into examining Buckback.

“He has Tourette Syndrome,” the doctor said. “It’s a neurological disorder. That’s what you are seeing when you think that he is acting crazy; he’s not. It’s involuntary. He can’t help it.”

“Doctor!” one of the doubters said. “That’s a fancy way of saying that the boy is a few cents short of a dollar. We don’t need no high-class, fake degree for that.”

Dr. Gold ignored that. “He has these tics.” A few heads tilted in question. “Tics. He can’t stop them. Does he have verbal tics like shouting or grunting?”

“And he be cussing out loud. For nothing!”

“Another symptom,” Dr. Gold said. “These things can also be manifested in the form of other types of mental illness. Sometimes you might think that he’s slow in the head but again, it’s not his fault. He can’t help it. You need to keep an eye on him to see if he starts with this thing called copropraxia.”

“Co-what-ee-yah?”

“Copropraxia. Involuntary cussing along with bad gestures. Gestures with his hands or facial expression, things that could get him killed down here.” He took a long look at the doubter. “And you know it. Protect him when you can.”

Those were the doctor’s last words before he left town; protect him when you can.

Buckback was big for a teenager, his size, instead of working for him often worked against him. He was a dark-skinned giant, two strikes down before a word was spoken, with thick lips and crooked teeth and a stare that was menacing without any effort at all. Buckback managed to rumble when he walked, stumble when he talked and bumble during confrontational moments. Yet despite his malady, Buckback loved to laugh. He loved joy and happiness and couldn’t understand the nature of discontent or the constant scowl of anger that he saw on white folks’ faces. He lived in a world separated from the common beat with his own drummer playing the tunes that elated him; sometimes he would just stop whatever he was doing and break out into a disjointed dance, his face beaming with the joy of mind music, a smile so bright that it brought a ray of lightness to the world.

And sometimes his outbursts could be deadly.

Yet the world only saw the slow plodding boy with the vague face who spoke with childlike intent and in the waning days of Jim Crow, he was viewed as typical of colored folks; slow, lazy and off in the head.

It had taken time and patience and the understanding of a condescending white man who let Buckback work with Porter, sweeping the floors at McClintock’s Grocery Store. Pete McClintock was one of the calmer white folks around town. He was a screeching peckerwood, but he seemed to lack the mean streak needed to be a good old, good ole boy. His wife, Ellen, on the other hand, was as redneck country as a white woman could get and Porter often wondered what Pete McClintock saw in his mean-spirited wife. She barked at everyone for even the simplest things and Porter couldn’t imagine that there was a married couple that could be so different and still be together. Ellen McClintock was truly a white woman best avoided whenever possible. So when Pete agreed to let Buckback work there, Porter kept a close eye on him and kept him away from Ellen McClintock as best he could.

Porter and Buckback had been friends since they were children, they had both grown up in the city of Normanskille, and they had each grown with the knowledge of their roles in society and how to play them. Porter never viewed his friend as slow; Buckback was more like a little brother who always wanted to play with the older boys—someone who wanted to find his place in teenage mischief and the unique sensation of being one of the guys. There was freedom in their child’s play, but the strictures of Jim Crow were complicated, invading their childhood, their innocent years with its oppression, leaving an indelible mark that stained them for a lifetime. Buckback never grasped the pure essence of hatred or an animosity that couldn’t be explained in two sentences or less, so the obvious was often overlooked and the simple became complex beyond his comprehension.

“Why?”

This was Buckback’s favorite question.

“Why come we can’t eat nuthin’ at that rest-a-raunt?”

“Why we have ta use the dirty water spigot?”

“Why we can’t look white folks in they face?”

Buckback wasn’t much for nuances or facts; he simply wanted to know the “why” of things. No matter how much Porter tried to curb his curiosity, Buckback would never stop asking questions. When they told him that it was okay to ask colored folks these questions, but that he needed to stop asking white folks, Buckback gave the only response that felt natural to him. “Why?”

There didn’t seem to be any way that they could stop Buckback.

So far, Porter had managed to keep Buckback out of harm’s way, but there was always the edge of worry, a concern that one day he would take a tragic misstep that there would be no coming back from.

Porter was stacking the shelves with one eye on the clock, wondering why time was dragging as if there were an anchor tied to the minute hand, when Buckback shuffled down the aisle toward him.

“Porter-man!” Buckback said. “Porter-man, what you doing? You stocking?”

“Yeah, Buck. What you doing?”

“I got to sweep and mop like Mister McClintock told me to.”

Porter glanced at him. “So where is your broom at, Buckback?”

“Oh yeah! I gotta go get the broom.”

“Gon’ head then, Buck. Floor needs sweeping.”

“That’s right.” Buckback walked off to the back room and returned with a broom. He worked his way up one aisle and down the other while he kept up his constant chatter. “Porter-man, you ’member when we filled them garbage cans with dirt that time and when Oscar, the garbage man, tried to pick it up, he almost tore his arms off! ’Member that, Porter-man?” Buckback giggled at the memory. “ ’Member?”

Porter found himself smiling. “Yeah, Buckback. I remember that one. That was a good one.”

“It was! It was!” Buckback swept happily. “That’s what Oscar get for messin’ with us all the time, right?”

“That’s right,” Porter said.

Oscar was the garbage man. He had a good-paying job with the city—steady, dependable work—and he used to walk by McClintock’s every morning when Porter and Buckback were sweeping the sidewalk in front of the store. Casually, he would throw stuff on the ground—so they had to pick it up. “Now y’all earning y’all money,” Oscar would say and laugh as he walked away. After a few days of that, Porter decided to get some payback and Buckback came up with the perfect method of retribution. Buckback and Porter filled a garbage can with dirt and rocks, put regular trash on top of it and waited for the garbage truck to come and pick it up from the sidewalk. When the truck arrived, Oscar jumped off the back, grabbed the garbage can and tried to toss it into the back of the truck with his usual heaving motion, but the can didn’t budge. Buckback and Porter looked on from inside the store and laughed so hard that Oscar heard them and knew that he had been tricked. “Now y’all earning y’all money,” Buckback said. Oscar laughed and admitted that they had got him good, and he never threw garbage on the ground in front of McClintock’s again.

“He thought he was funny, right,” Buckback said. “But we funny! Not him!” He finished sweeping, went into the backroom again and came out with a mop and a bucket. He smiled and looked at Porter, swirled the mop inside of the pail and started talking again. “Porter-man. Why can’t I ask you something?”

“You can ask me anything you want, Buck.”

“I can?”

Porter nodded his head.

Buckback looked around the store and when he was sure that they wouldn’t be overheard, he started talking. “It’s about girls though! Girls!”

“Go ’head then, Buck. What you want to ask me?”

“Porter-man, you got a girlfriend. Why can’t I have me one?”

Shit! Porter’s mind raced.

Buckback should have learned about girls a long time ago; he was old enough to handle the facts of women and what they meant, so why hadn’t anybody had a talk with him?

“Okay, Buckback,” Porter said. “What you want to know?”

Buckback stepped toward him with an anxious expression. “Why can’t I have me one?”

“You saw a girl that you like?”

“Is that what I gotta do? ’Cause if that’s what I gotta do, um gonna do it!”

“Buckback. Let’s start from the beginning. You liking girls now?”

“I do!”

“What do you like about girls, Buckback?”

“They pretty. And soft-looking. And they have pretty smiles. They smile with they eyes when they smile at me. And they shape, too! I like the way they shaped.”

“So you got that part down,” Porter said. “And what do you want to do with a girl?”

“I don’t know. I like the way they shaped though.”

“Uh-huh. What else?”

“I like to look at they shape. But I didn’t think of nothing else.”

Porter could always tell when Buckback was serious; well, as serious as Buckback was likely to get, because he would stop whatever he was doing and stand at attention, fully focused, the stance he assumed now. This really mattered to him. “Okay, Buckback. Okay. You think that you really ready for the real, heavy shit?”

Buckback nodded his head anxiously.

“Okay.” Porter looked around the store and then leaned toward Buckback. “The secret to women is lustables.”

“Lustables, Porter-man?”

“Lustables. See what happens is that they get you with they lustables…that shape that you see swinging and swaying and pulling you in, playing around with your blood pressure and dragging a man where he wants to go but ain’t supposed to go.”

“So that’s what it was? That feeling?” Buckback giggled. “I liked it though, Porter-man! I like they lustables.” He was shifting from one foot to the other now, excited by the answers and ready for more.

“Yeah,” Porter went on. “But those lustables get you in the end. It’s what you call ingenious. Nothing that any person could have thought of, you know what I mean, Buck?”

“Yes! Yes, I do!” And Buckback giggled some more. Then he turned serious again. “No, I don’t, Porter-man. No, I don’t.”

“The French call it the Little Death but for you, we gonna go with lustables, okay? Now what happens is that the lustables get a hold of you and you can’t let go. Many a good man has tried, but none of them have ever escaped the lustables. It’s a mite powerful thing. Now here is the tricky part; after you get the lustables, and you get that good feeling out of you, a baby comes out.”

“Get up on out of here,” Buckback said, hands spread in disbelief.

“No sirree, Buck, so you better watch out for them lustables, okay?”

Porter and Buckback cut their conversation short when the bell over the door went off. Mister Jack came down the aisle and stood near the bread display. Mister Jack looked like an old slave owner and kept a mentality to match it. Tall and ruddy with a deep-seated scowl that seemed reserved for colored folks, Mister Jack was someone to be avoided. He had a mean streak that seemed to be inbred, like a laugh or a heartbeat, and he wouldn’t hesitate to express his hostility openly and quickly. He was often heard reminiscing about the good ole days, when a lynching was sometimes his only form of entertainment, before the colored folks got uppity enough to think that they had a say in the way things were or the way they lived. What made Mister Jack even stranger was his high-pitched voice, higher than some of the women in town. Not that this lessened his menace any; in fact, it may have made his disposition even worse.

Folks still talked about the time Mister Jack and a few of his friends attacked Willie Moe with a nightstick and a shovel because Willie Moe didn’t cross the street when he saw them coming. Of course that was just an excuse; Willie Moe was a big, strong man who was known to be an “uppity nigger” who would hold a white man’s stare and refuse to back down. So when the opportunity came and they could attack in numbers, they beat Willie Moe in the middle of the town square in broad daylight. Mister Jack was a disturbed and angry man and it paid to stay out of his way.

Ellen McClintock appeared from the back of the store and stepped behind the counter and nearly smiled when she saw Mister Jack. Ellen had the worn face of an old shoe, her skin toughened by playing the subservient wife and child bearer, and she was as country as a mint julep. She always seemed to keep a huff right below her skin as a part of her surly disposition, and Porter had never seen her laugh.

“Good evening, Mister Jack,” she said. “What can I do for you?”

“A pack of them cigarettes would do me just fine,” he answered in his high-pitched squeal. He looked around the store. “Where’s Pete? I ain’t seen him this morning.”

They looked each other in the eye for a moment, the silence filling the shop before Ellen responded. “He’s up there in Updike, working with the choppin’ crew.” Ellen spoke softly. “He won’t be back here until tomorrah.”

“Well then,” Mister Jack said. “Maybe you got some time.”

Buckback was mopping his way up the aisle toward the counter when Mister Jack saw him. “What you doing, nigger?” he asked. Buckback stopped in his tracks and looked at the floor. Porter froze.

“Did you hear me? Are you deaf? Can you hear me, nigger?” Mister Jack asked.

“Just moppin the flo, Mista Jack,” Buckback said.

“Well, mop somewhere else then, coon—and stay outta white folks’ conversation!”

Buckback nodded and moved back toward the front of the store. Porter looked on, happy that Buckback had kept quiet. Mister Jack was ornery; he didn’t need a reason for his madness, he operated by the feel of the moment, let it drive him into a rage that would end tragically. Porter went back to stacking the shelves, knowing that he needed to stay out of white folks’ business himself.

His thoughts turned to Benita, his girl. She was pregnant, due any day now and he thought about all of the pressure she had gone through to have their baby. They were both so young, Porter and Benita, and both of their families had been upset with news of the pregnancy. Porter panicked when Benita broke the news to him and his first instinct was to take her to have the situation fixed, but she refused. His next thought was to run away so that they could start anew somewhere else as a family, and again, Benita said no. Porter had even considered running away by himself, escaping, even though he would never voice that intent, but then there was Benita. He had loved her since he could remember. Whatever love was—and he wasn’t sure if he knew the extent to credit that emotion—whatever it was, Benita encompassed that for him. He couldn’t live without her; her strength gave him strength and her smile gave him the courage to face the sidelong glances and pitying stares of the colored folks of Normanskille. He could only imagine what they said behind his back and even worse what they said to Benita, but she handled it all with grace, and Porter felt his love for her strengthen even more.

Soon it would be over, the waiting and worrying. Benita was swollen like a balloon that was ready to pop and now Porter was ready. He was prepared to be a daddy, ready to take care of his family, but the wanderlust that plagued him since childhood hadn’t gone away. He still wanted to leave, to escape to the North where he knew life had to be better, where there had to be a way for a man to improve himself and be able to stand on his own two feet.

“You stupid nigger!”

Porter turned and saw Ellen McClintock standing over Buckback.

“How are you so stupid that you gonna mop my shoe?” she said.

“Why?” Buckback said as he cowered away from her.

“Why?” Ellen turned and looked at Mister Jack. “Why? I don’t know why Pete hired this retarded nigger here! Can’t put my finger on the thought.” She turned back to Buckback. “You got some money to pay for my shoes? They messed up. You messed ’em up.”

“I usually kill a nigger over somethin’ like that.” Mister Jack’s high-pitched whine sounded ominous and his threat wasn’t an idle one. “That’s all y’all good for anyway. A good lynching at lunchtime.”

“Why?” Buckback said.

A sudden infusion of red climbed up Mister Jack’s neck. “Are you back-lippin’ me, boy? Huh? Talkin’ back?”

Porter rushed to Buckback’s side. “Beggin’ your pardon, Mister Jack, but Buckback don’t know no better. He don’t, suh. He slow. He on’t mean nobody no harm. He slow, Mister Jack. He real slow.”

“Why?” Buckback asked again.

Mister Jack balled his fists so tightly that Porter heard his knuckles popping. Porter cast an eye toward Ellen, silently pleading for her to stop Mister Jack before he did something bad. Ellen was unmoved.

“And Boss will be back tamarrah,” Porter said. “He sure need me and Buck to help out with the stackin’ and packin’ we gots to do. He always askin’ me about stuff.” Porter fixed Ellen with his stare, daring to break the unspoken rule of the South—don’t look white folks in the eyes—but Mister Jack was a ruthless man so Porter took a chance.

Ellen and Mister Jack were carrying on behind the Boss’s back; and Porter was sure that Ellen was aware that their secret wasn’t so secret anymore. “Boss gonna be back!” he said again. “Boss gonna be back. He even tole me to keep an eye on thangs for him until he get back. He want me to tell him what goes on.”

Ellen’s eyes flashed.

“About the stoh,” Porter said.

He watched her until he thought he saw understanding creep into her eyes.

“We can watch the stoh for you for a while, Miss Ellen. Make sho everything runs real smooth and easy. Mister Pete tole me to make sho that you don’t be out here doing all the work either.”

Ellen watched Porter for a second and he thought he saw her almost smile again.

“Me and Buck gonna finish cleaning up, too.”

“Mister Jack!” she called out. “You know, I do need you to help me with some of the inventory in the back, you know.”

Mister Jack stopped and slowly turned to Ellen. He caught the look in her eyes and smiled before turning back to Porter and Buckback. “I reckon I do, Miss Ellen.” His voice softened. “I reckon I do.”

The bell over the door jangled again and all heads turned when Junior Lashley burst into the store, eyes alight against his dark skin. His chest heaved, as if he had run from his house all the way to the store. One of the straps of his suspenders hung down off his shoulders, and his blue jean overalls were dusty and grease-stained from working at the garage.

“Porter!” he said.

“Boy!” Mister Jack said. “Where you goin’ like your tail is on fire? Why you think that you can run up in good white people’s store like you at some nigger flophouse?”

Junior folded his hands in front of himself and looked down at the floor before he spoke. “I’s sorry, Mister Jack. I ain’t mean nothing by it. No, suh. Begging your pardon.” Junior stood there like that, hands clasped together, waiting for permission to speak.

Porter frowned. Junior was what they called an “angry Negro” and he grudgingly played the subservient role. He acted the part, as they all did, but his manner was anything but obedient. Yet this time, Porter sensed something different.

“Well, you bust in here like your pants was on fire,” Mister Jack said. “Go on and speak your piece.”

“Yessuh!” Junior looked up at Porter. “Benita ’bout to have that baby. She screamin’ and hollerin’ something crazy. They sent me to get you.”

Porter rushed for the door, but then remembered where he was and turned back to Ellen. “Miss Ellen. I need to get my wife to the hospital. She’s due. Right now. I needs to go.”

“Y’all ain’t married,” she said.

“We nigger married.”

Miss Ellen finally cracked a small smile. “Go ’head on and get that baby out of her, boy.” She stole a glance at Mister Jack. “We about to close up anyway…and take the retarded nigger with you, too!”

Mister Jack turned on Buckback again. “And count yourself lucky today, boy.” He reared back and slapped Buckback in the face, sending him crashing to the floor. “You lucky I don’t string your black ass up! Fact about it! I still might. Get ya ass up offa that floor before I stomp you where you layin’.”

Ellen restrained Mister Jack with a hand on his arm. “Jack. Leave that boy alone. Now ain’t the time. It’s time for other thangs.”

“It ain’t gonna take me too long to stomp on this coon. I’ll be just a minute.”

Buckback struggled to his feet, holding his face where the blow had struck him and he fixed Mister Jack with a stare.

“What you lookin’ at, boy?”

“Why?”

“Mister Jack!” Porter said. He ran over and grabbed Buckback by the arm. Junior stood rooted to the spot. “He gits outta his head sometimes is all.” He turned Buckback toward the door. “He don’t mean nothin.’ ” He looked over his shoulder at Miss Ellen. “I’ll be back as soon as I can, Miss Ellen.”

“Just take that dumb-ass nigger with you and you ain’t got to hurry back.” She moved a little closer to Mister Jack. “I can handle eva thang here.”

Porter and Junior pushed Buckback out the door. When Porter looked over his shoulder, the last thing he saw was an angry Mister Jack glaring at them before the “closed” sign was put up in the store window.

“Where she at?” he said to Junior.

“Come on,” Junior said. “She waitin’ at the house.” They nearly ran up the street, dragging and pulling Buckback with them. “I couldn’t stay up there with all that screamin’ and yellin.’ Boy! I can’t wait till she have that baby. She been meaner than a snake spitter for the last coupla weeks.”

“That she has,” Porter said. “But the time is here now.” Benita’s pregnancy had been a difficult one and Porter sometimes wondered that if they had planned the baby, if they had been able to get past that first lustful night, if they had waited until she was a little older, then maybe these complications wouldn’t have happened. They were both too young for this, too young to have a baby that they would have to take and hold and mold into someone who would be happy.

But what did he know? He surely didn’t know how a woman’s body worked or what gave them the energy to be women, and he had no clue as to how to understand one, so maybe this was the childbirth she was meant to have.

Just as long as they both come out healthy.

The thought gave him a flash of apprehension that was followed by the rush of the life that he knew would follow.

We gonna have a family. Benita gonna give me a son. And he’s gonna be beautiful just like her. Just like her.

Porter quickened his step. The streets passed by him in a blur as Junior pulled Buckback behind him, hustling to keep up with Porter for the few blocks to the house. Porter jumped up the short stairs to the porch and rushed inside.

He heard Benita cry out and he moved quickly to the bedroom. She was lying on the bed, with Ruth and Weezy Mae tending to her. She was covered in sweat; the blue dress that Porter had bought for her was plastered to her body, the sheets soaked all around her.

“ ’Bout time you got here, boy,” Ruth said. “Get that bag right thar.” She pointed at the worn, small suitcase that Benita had bought from the Seldon’s store a few months ago. Porter grabbed the leather handle and lifted, slightly surprised by its weight, and stood looking at Ruth. “Go on out there and put it in the car, boy! We ’bout to get her up outta here. She ’bout ready and you know that you got to take her all the way over to Rosewood, so get to cracklin.’ ”

“Let’s go on and get her up,” Weezy Mae said. She was a big woman; big hips, wide, and sturdy with a motherly bosom… she had seen more than her fair share of children being brought into the world. As a midwife she had delivered nearly half the black babies in town.

Porter ran out to his car; it was an old Chevy—a clunker that his uncle had given to him when Benita was a few months pregnant—and he threw the bag in the trunk. With Junior’s help it had taken months to get the car in running condition, but it was proving to be a dependable ride and Porter was glad to have it. Junior and Buckback stood on the porch, watching. Buckback was jittery, jumping around and singing a “new baby” song. Weezy Mae and Ruth stood on each side of Benita, holding her arms, as they led her to the car. Porter held the front door open for them.

“The backseat, boy!” Ruth said. “You know where that is, don’t you?”

Porter opened the back door.

“That’s probably where all this mess got started in the first place,” Weezy Mae mumbled.

They got Benita into the car and climbed in with her, one on each side; Ruth sat behind her, Benita cushioned in the comfort of her bosom, Weezy Mae sat facing her, mopping her brow with a rag. Porter went over to the driver’s side of the car and was about to open the door when Junior called out.

“Umma take Buckback home,” he said. “You go on ahead.”

“Okay,” Porter said.

Just then, a car pulled up in the street beside him.

Mister Jack sat behind the wheel of his pickup truck. He was hard staring at Junior and Buckback. Porter felt his heart jump. He had seen this scenario play out before, an angry white man building himself into a fury that would only be extinguished when he found some nigger to beat.

Benita was in pain, unaware of the situation building outside of the car. Ruth and Weezy Mae were resolutely silent as they took in a scene that they had witnessed too many times before.

“Porter!” Benita cried out. “Come on.”

Ruth said, “Get in this car, Porter!”

“Not now but right now!” Weezy Mae added.

Porter watched Mister Jack.

Buckback and Junior were watching Mister Jack too and they waited, knowing that “no move” was the right move for them at the moment. At times like this, they knew that they were dealing with the devil, not knowing what he wanted but knowing it was evil, and there was no alternative but to wait and see what he had in mind.

Mister Jack slammed the gear into park and turned the engine off. When he got out of the car, he had a nightstick in his hand—Mister Jack’s nightstick was a well-known weapon of choice—he kept it in his car for such occasions as this one and he headed straight for Buckback.

Buckback hid behind Junior, childlike, and peeped around him with fear etched on his face.

“You get out the way, nigger,” Mister Jack said to Junior. “ ’Fore you get something, too.”

Junior looked him in his eye, steady… and Porter felt his heart tick. Junior had picked his moment, Porter could see it in his eyes; he didn’t give a fuck anymore. Not this time.

“Buckback ain’t nothin’ to you,” Junior said. “Let him be.”

Mister Jack was stunned. “What the fuck! Nigger! What the fuck!” He pointed the nightstick at Junior. “If you say another fucking word, it’s gonna be you!”

“Maybe so,” Junior said. “But one day, it’s gonna be you. Sho nuff! It’s gonna be you. Your day is gonna come.”

Mister Jack flinched in disbelief, shook off the shock, ran up the stairs to the porch and swung the nightstick at Junior’s head. Junior dropped low and the stick sailed by him and smacked Buckback in his chest, rocking him back against the wall. Mister Jack swung again, but Junior was faster. He went low, launching himself into the man’s ribs, driving him against the wall and the nightstick clattered to the floor. They scrambled for it, but Mister Jack was bigger, he was a man, and he simply overpowered Junior and pinned him to the floor. The nightstick lay just beyond Junior’s reach and Mister Jack brought his fist down into Junior’s face with a sickening impact. Junior’s body went slack.

Porter looked on from the street.

Benita screamed again. “Porter!”

“Ain’t nothin’ you can do about that now!” Weezy Mae yelled.

“Your wife need you,” Ruth said. “You gonna be a father now. You responsible for this girl here and your baby now. Porter! Get in the car! Now!”

“Porter!” Benita cried out.

Porter thought about how much he hated white people. He also hated feeling that way. Nothing good can grow from hatred. That was the subject of many a Sunday sermon and deep down, Porter knew it to be the truth, but he hated white people just the same. Sadness overwhelmed him. He was about to bring his child into a world full of complicated hate. He pulled the door open and got in the car.

He glanced up at the porch as he started pulling away and nearly slammed on the brakes. Buckback was on his feet with the nightstick raised overhead, running toward Mister Jack, who still sat atop an unmoving Junior, raining blows down on him and laughing.

“Get his ass, Buckback!” Porter yelled as Buckback’s first blow cracked off the back of Mister Jack’s head and sent him sprawling, face first on the porch. Buckback stood over him and swung again and again, in a frenzy as he yelled for Junior.

“Junior! Junior! Junior!”

Porter couldn’t wait any longer. He pulled away from the curb and tore out into the street.

Benita’s cries were getting louder now and Porter stepped on it when she issued a nerve-wrecking yell of pain. The miles rolled beneath the car in a slow grind; the hospital seemed so far away and he felt like they would never get there in time. Porter’s mind was painted with fear and hard anger while images of death and birth waged a war inside of him.

“You gonna be all right, baby.” Ruth’s voice stroked Benita while Weezy Mae mopped her brow. Porter looked in the mirror and saw Ruth rocking slowly as she talked. Benita thrashed back and forth, her hands cupping her swollen belly, trying to hold in the life that seemed desperate to come out.

“Hold on, baby,” Porter said through gritted teeth. His world felt topsy-turvy, mixed up and twisted around and the only semblance of normalcy, for some odd reason, was the road ahead of him. He focused on that—the white line. “Just hold on!” His foot pressed down harder and the car surged forward.

“He ain’t waiting!” Benita yelled through a fresh wave of pain that ripped through her. “How far?” When Porter didn’t answer fast enough she yelled again. “How far?”

“Not far,” Porter lied. A worried glance at a road sign told him that they were thirty miles away from Rosewood, the closest hospital that served Black folks, but he wasn’t about to tell Benita that fact. “About ten more minutes. Ten more, baby. We gonna make it. Ten more!”

They were flying now. Porter was pushing the car at speeds he had never done before. He saw a blue light flashing up ahead and he eased his foot off of the gas; an encounter with the police was exactly what he didn’t need. He was down to the speed limit when he passed the police car and he saw the Black man standing with his hands on the hood of a blue station wagon, legs spread, waiting. A woman sat in the front seat of the car, looking straight ahead and a child was in the backseat, eyes wide with fear. Porter watched them in his rearview mirror until they were out of sight before he put his foot back on the gas again.

They sped past Stottville, Columbus, Lees Falls; cities that each had excellent hospitals, but he knew that he couldn’t stop at any of them. They were “whites only” facilities and Benita would never make it through the front door. Even in the midst of this crisis, Porter felt his anger swell at the injustice, the unfairness of Jim Crow and the strength of the monster that held him down. Segregation was an institution that seemed omniscient and ingrained in society to the point where the practice became reality. He couldn’t lay a finger on a belief that, due to the color of his skin, he was a nonentity, free to be controlled or even destroyed by another’s whim.

Benita’s anguished cry brought Porter back to reality.

“This is bad,” Weezy Mae said. “Her water done broke.”

“This baby is coming! I can’t hold it! Porter!”

Porter looked up and saw the exit for Dranesville. He pulled the steering wheel to the right and slammed the car onto the exit. He knew that the hospital wasn’t far from the exit here, toward the downtown section of the city and that he could be there in a matter of minutes. Nothing else mattered to him; Benita needed him, his baby needed him. He was going to make it to the hospital.

“Hold on, baby. Hold on. We’re almost there. Few minutes is all.”

“Hurry! Hurry up!” Ruth said.

Porter swung off the exit onto County Parkway, tires squealing in protest, past a street sign that told him the hospital was two miles away. Porter made up his mind; he was getting his wife into that hospital no matter what the price. Jim Crow be damned! Him and all his kissing cousins!

Porter glanced in the rearview mirror and met Ruth’s eyes. The worry he saw there scared him. “Please hold on, Benita. Just hold on.” He heard his voice crack and he took a deep, calming breath… it didn’t work.

Porter had promised Benita that he would never let her down, that he would be the man she needed in her life, for better or for worse, and he wasn’t going to break his word now.

True, it had been his brashest declaration, made in the afterglow of their lovemaking, a youthful belief in forever love and happy endings, trusting love to correct a youthful mistake, a night of teenage lust that changed their lives forever, but Porter never felt trapped. Instead he considered himself blessed. His baby was a gift, not a mistake, and his feelings for Benita deepened when she told him that she felt the same way, too. They were young and filled with the notion of love being enough, that devotion would carry them through and that, together, they could make the world be right.

Porter turned off the County Parkway onto Del Mar Avenue and suddenly, the hospital was there, a looming, white brick structure that sat on East Allen Way. He swung the car into the parking lot and slid to a stop in the semi-circular emergency driveway. He slammed the gear into park, jumped out of the car and raced through the glass doors that opened to the Emergency Room. Oblivious to the shocked glares from the half-filled waiting room, he ran up to the nearest desk and blurted out, “My baby is having a wife! Outside in my car!”

The nurse behind the desk snickered before she said in a calm voice, “There’s a nigger hospital about ten miles down the road a piece. You can take her there.”

Porter felt his world stop. Here was the black wall that he faced, that he lived with every day. For an instant, he wanted to be Buckback; nightstick raised high and crashing down on the ignorance and hate that stood before him, ready to be judge and executioner, dispensing justice with a few well-placed blows. When he found his voice, he managed to speak calmly, deliberately.

“My wife” he kept up the lie. “My wife is having a baby. Right now. At this very moment in my car outside.” He finally put some steel in his voice. “Right now.”

“I heard you, nigger,” she said. “And I told you that we don’t let no niggers into this hospital right here. There’s a nigger hospital down the road there. Now you need to get on up outta here, boy.” She paused to look at the patients in the waiting room, whose alarmed expressions had changed from shock to anger and were taking in the exchange. “And if you know what’s good for you, you will git! Git your swollen black bitty and go down to the nigger hospital before something bad happens to all of y’all.” She stole another glance at the people in the waiting room. The air was charged with tension now. A few of the men in the room got to their feet.

“And she does mean now, nigger!”

“Don’t know why these spooks always want white folks to help them.”

“Ain’t never been no coon had no babies in here. Ain’t finna start now.”

“Tell that boy somethin’, Carter!”

Porter turned to find a man standing behind him. He was young, a little older than Porter but leaner, solidly built, with an unnatural gleam in his eyes. Porter had seen that look before; the smile of a maniac let loose with his demons by a society that gave him permission to wreak havoc on any Black folk that he wished. He was a young Mister Jack with a torch burning brightly in his fervor of the moment, eager to dispense his own brand of carnage.

Porter didn’t care. He looked him in the eyes, face to face, and held his stare.

“My wife is having a baby. Right now. She’s not gonna make it to the nigger hospital.”

“You done forgot your place, boy!” Carter’s eyes slanted, color slowly creeping into his face.

“I don’t have no ‘place.’ And I don’t have no time for this.” Porter turned back to the nurse. “We need your help. Please, ma’am.”

He thought he saw the nurse’s eyes soften.

“You don’t turn your back on a white man, boy.” Carter turned and spoke to the other people in the room. “This boy done forgot his place.”

They all agreed.

Porter closed his eyes and took a deep breath before he turned back to the man behind him. “Please?” he said. Porter didn’t have time. No time for anger, pride or the white man’s rules. “My wife won’t make it to the nigger hospital. There’s no time. So I’m asking you…no, I’m begging you. Please?”

Carter spoke to the white people in the waiting room. “Now don’t this nigger sound all proper and carryin’ on? ‘No. I’m begging you. Puhleeze!’ ” He leaned toward Porter. “How about you ‘puhleeze’ get your black ass outta here before you get something you ain’t plan on getting.”

“What’s going on here?!”

A doctor, a tall man, with short, blond hair, skin, pale as if untouched by the hot Southern sun, bustled down the hallway toward them. His white frock was buttoned and his shoes clacked loudly against the tiled floor. Somehow, he seemed out of place in the hospital. He didn’t have that sun-drenched, weather-beaten complexion of a down South country boy. When he spoke directly to him, Porter knew that this man wasn’t from any of these parts.

“What is this?” he spoke calmly. “What’s going on here?”

“My wife is pregnant. She’s in the car. You’re a doctor. Help me. Please?”

The doctor’s blue eyes widened. “Where is she?” He spoke with the “proper” English that indicated a Northern upbringing, usually a cause for concern in Southern parts. The doctor’s name tag said H.T. Donovan.

“Outside. Right outside,” Porter said.

Dr. Donovan rushed for the door.

“Hey, Doc,” Carter said to him. “Don’t know ’bout up North where you come from, but down here, we don’t bring niggers or nigger babies in here. You know that.”

The doctor stopped and looked at him. “I’m a doctor,” he said.

“You ain’t no nigger doctor. They got they own doctors. That’s where they go. They got nigger beds and everything.” He paused. “Not here.”

Porter held the door open. “Please?” he said. The doctor headed toward the door.

“Doc!” Carter said. “What the hell are you doing?”

“There’s a woman having a baby outside. What do you think I’m doing?”

“That nigger baby ain’t none of your concern.”

“What are you talking about?” The doctor nodded his head at Porter and they walked out of the door to the parking lot.

“You forgetting where you at, ain’t you Doc,” Carter said and followed them outside. “I think you better give that notion some thought before you do something you gonna wish you didn’t.” The warning hung in the air for a moment as the other people in the waiting room came through the door after them. The doctor stopped in his tracks.

Benita was laid out in the backseat of the car with Ruth and Weezy Mae still tending to her. She was in pain. Each breath she took seemed to be tearing her apart and Weezy Mae opened the door to climb out when she saw Porter and the doctor. Benita’s swollen belly heaved, the seat was stained with wetness between her legs and she was calling for Porter. Panic seized him and he looked desperately at the doctor.

“She bleeding,” Ruth called out from the car. “Somethin’ wrong!”

A trail of blood leaked down Benita’s legs, a dark splotch was visible through her dress and her cries were desperate. Ruth tried to calm her. “Shhh. Baby, breathe out. Breathe deep. We still all right. We all right.”

“And once you touch nigger blood, your hands is always dirty. Contaminated. Diseased,” Carter said, as much to the people around him as to Dr. Donovan. “And you ain’t gonna work around here no more. Ain’t no hospital around here gonna let you put your nigger hands on decent white folks. No place around here, I reckon. So you better think about what you finna do.”

Dr. Donovan didn’t move.

“Not after I get done telling,” Carter finished.

“I took an oath!” the doctor said. “To preserve life.” He lowered his voice. “To do no evil.”

“Your choice, Doc. Make it.”

Benita cried out. The doctor’s shoulders tensed as if he had been struck, and he stood stock still for a moment before turning back to Porter.

“I’m sorry.” He looked in Porter’s eyes for a second before turning away. “I’ve got a wife and kids. I can’t. I…I just can’t.”

Porter exploded. “You can’t leave my wife out here!”

“I’m sorry,” the doctor moved away. “I just can’t.” He turned and hurried back into the hospital.

Porter watched as the glass doors closed behind the doctor and he sank to his knees in the driveway.

Carter smirked. “Get out of here, nigger,” he said and then followed the doctor inside with the rest of the crowd.

What am I going to do now? She’s having this baby now. We won’t make it to the hospital. This baby ain’t going to wait.

Porter sent up a desperate prayer.

“Get up from there,” Weezy Mae stood over him. “Get up from there, Porter. Let’s get on. These crackas ain’t doin’ us no good. Never have before. Ain’t gonna do it no time soon. We ain’t got no choice and we ain’t got no time.”

Her words stung him. He remembered his promise to Benita. Weezy Mae was right. Porter jumped to his feet. Weezy Mae got back in the car and he climbed behind the wheel. He started the car and glanced into the backseat at Benita. Her eyes were closed and she was bleeding heavily now. He felt his anger swell anew.

“Porter,” she said. “My God!”

“I’m so sorry, Benita.”

Her eyes opened and fixed on him. “We having our first baby together. We starting our family. We gonna be all right, Porter. You and me. And us.” A wave of pain ripped through her and Porter reached for her. She gripped his hand with a strength he didn’t know she had.

“You right, baby,” Porter said. “You always the strong one. You right.”

Benita burst out in tears. “My baby!” she said. “My baby!”

She wouldn’t make it to the hospital in Rosewood—it was just too far away, and the route was paved with dirt roads and laden with potholes all along the way. Benita was in no condition to endure the trip. There were people looking out at them from the emergency room, but Porter knew that his pleas would fall on deaf ears. No help there.

Then the baby made up Porter’s mind for him.

“It’s coming,” Weezy Mae said. “That baby coming right now!”

“Take it easy,” Ruth said. “We gonna be all right. We good.”

“But she bleedin’ real good down here,” Weezy Mae said. “Too much bleedin.’ Way too much.”

Porter always imagined that in moments of crisis, he would always be up to the challenge, but in the heat of this moment, he found himself on the edge of panic. There was blood and fluid and pain and anguish, and he nearly fainted when he saw the baby’s head crown between Benita’s legs.

“Move out the way!”

A heavy-set Black woman rushed from the emergency room and yanked the back door open. She pushed Weezy Mae aside and moved in between Benita’s legs. “I’m a midwife.” She looked at Ruth and then at Porter before she said quietly, “Doctor Donovan sent me. I work in the laundry room, but the doctor knows about what I do. He’s a good man.”

“Fuck him!” Porter said. “He ain’t here and I don’t care. It’s almost out!”

She ignored Porter and spoke softly to Benita. “They told me that a colored man stopped at this white folks’ hospital. Men can be real foolish at times, can’t they, honey?” She looked at the amount of blood and then looked to Ruth and Weezy Mae, the concern in their eyes telling her that they both knew that this was trouble. “You doing good right now. The baby almost here. Just relax. Go inside yourself and calm yourself down.”

Benita heaved a deep breath and let it out in a wheeze.

“Good,” the midwife said. “There we go. Now. I need you to give me a push. Push now. Push! Okay. Good. Good. The baby coming.” She paused and looked at Benita. “Now I’m gonna have to turn it. When I say push, give me a deep push. Okay. Push it! Push! There we go. Now give me one more push. Push! Come on. Push. This baby ready to come out here with the rest of us. You okay?”

Porter got out of the car and waited.

“There you go,” the midwife said. “Right there. Push again. You doing good. Real good.”

There were still some people looking out of the window at him, pointing and staring and Porter fixed them all with the angriest glare he could manage. An older man pushed his way through the crowd and Porter could tell by his demeanor that he was a man of importance at the hospital. He flung the door open and stepped outside.

“What are you doing out here?” he spoke to no one and everyone. “Why are there niggers in my driveway?” He walked closer and glared at Porter. “Get your black ass away from here. Now!”

Porter shook in anger, the thrill of beating this man until he couldn’t move flashed through his mind. “She’s having my baby. My wife.”

“There’s enough niggers in the world already. One more is one too many for my taste. Now, get out of here. Now!”

Benita cried out and seconds later, a baby’s wail emanated from the car. Porter felt an overpowering relief. He looked inside the car at his woman and child.

“It’s a boy,” the midwife said.

Porter beamed—he had a son! He noticed for the first time that he was sweating, too. His clothes suddenly felt wet and sticky. He paused to get his breathing under control. Everything was going to be all right now.

“You have less than a minute to get outta here, boy,” the man spoke over Porter’s shoulder. “Or this could be a very bad day for you.”

Porter didn’t trust himself to speak. He had a family to take care of and he decided that he would have to learn how to live for more than himself.

The man leaned down and peered into the backseat of the car. “Miss Jessica?” he said.

“Yes, suh, Mister Mann,” the midwife answered.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“Tending to this young un and his mama, suh.”

“But that’s not your job, now is it?”

Jessica bowed her head. “No, suh.”

“I do believe that there is some laundry that needs washing. Is that not what we pay you to do?”

“Yes, suh.”

“Then why aren’t you doing that? Why are you out here messing around with these niggers?”

Doctor Donovan came out of the front door and after spotting Mann, he locked eyes with Jessica. Slowly, he shook his head no before looking away. Jessica turned back to face Mister Mann. “I was just tryin’ to help, suh. She was having the baby right out here in the parking lot and…”

“I don’t care.” Mann cut her off with a wave of his hand. “Do you like working here?” Jessica nodded. “Does your husband like working here?” Jessica nodded again. “Then put that nigger baby down and get back to work.”

Jessica took the baby and gently placed it in Benita’s arms. Benita was covered in sweat, her breathing was coming in ragged gasps. Jessica took note of the huge amount of blood that she had lost, but somehow Benita managed a smile when she held her baby in her arms.

“Your minute is up, boy,” Mann said. “You and your little tar baby best be making your way down the road somewhere.”

Porter looked Mann in the face. “To hell with you!” He stepped closer to Mann. “If I ever come back here, I will find you and I will kill you. I don’t care how I do it but I will. Easy.” Porter spoke so calmly that Mann recoiled in shock. Porter climbed back in the car. He pulled away from the hospital entrance and back up East Allen Way, driving slowly with one eye on the road and the other on Benita.

“How y’all doing back there?” he said. “Is everything okay?”

“No,” Ruth said.

“What?”

“Porter. Benita ain’t breathing right.”

“What?” Porter slammed on the brakes, pulled over to the side of the road and nearly lunged into the backseat. “What are you talking about?”

“She not breathing hardly at all!” Something in Weezy Mae’s voice sent a chill up Porter’s spine. She had the baby cradled in her arms, but her stare was fixed on Benita, who lay in Ruth’s lap with her eyes closed. Her breathing was shallow, her chest faintly rising and Porter’s heart raced. “Benita.” He felt the panic in his voice. “Nita! Come on, baby! Don’t do this to me, Benita! Wake up!” He reached for her hand. Her skin was hot and clammy and he didn’t feel her respond to his touch. “Benita?” He looked to Ruth and saw tears forming in her eyes. That one look sent him over the edge. “Don’t leave me, Benita! I can’t do without you. I can’t live without you! I can’t. We can’t. Us.”

Benita’s eyes fluttered open.

“Thank you, baby. Thank you,” Porter said.

“I can’t move,” she said. She sounded frail, but every word was clear in the agonized silence inside the car. “I feel so weak.”

“You bled a lot, Benita, that’s all,” Ruth said. The backseat was soaked and her legs were covered with blood.

Why is there so much blood? To Benita he said, “You gonna be alright. Our baby, Ben, he gonna be so happy when you hold him. The best woman in the world.”

“Ben?” she said.

“Yeah. He’s just like you already. Strong. Just like you.”

“Our son,” she said and tears fell from her eyes.

“What is it, baby?” Porter felt her squeeze his hand. “Benita!”

OEBPS/images/f0001-01.jpg






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
NANE QUARTAY

THE FIRE

A CAUTIONARY TALE OF RACISM AND ITS CHANGING FACES

3B

STREBOR BOOKS
NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY











OEBPS/xhtml/contents.html

Contents


Acknowledgments


Present Day


The Madness of Race


Act I


Porter’s Story


Act II


Empty Bottles of Water


Porter


Ease the Pain


Furious Heart


Coal Run


Troubled Love


Chances


Gant


A Bothered Soul


Night Journeys


The Point of it All


If God Didn’t Exist


The First Fire


Footprints


Nine South Front Street


I Keep Seeing the Fire


Present Day


The Madness of Race—Part II


Act II–Samuel’s Story


First Flight


Equus Park First


Negrodamus


Power Man


Manchild Bolden


The Nuances Rhyme


The Man Downstairs


Good Girls Don’t…But I Do


Empty Spaces


Forever Ended Today


An Inarticulate Scream


The Truth Wears Shades


Blinded By the Light


Colors, Striations and Shades


Judgment Day


The Madness of Race—Part III


About Nane Quartay







OEBPS/images/9781476761343_cover.jpg
A CAUTIONARY TALE OF RACISM AND ITS CHANGING FACES

NANE QUARTAY






