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HOMEWOOD: INTRODUCTION

Dr. Leila Kamali, Independent Scholar

Sent for You Yesterday, the third book in the Homewood “trilogy,” begins with a dream about a train—“rattlin on, shakin like it’s bout to come apart” (354). The invocation of a train appears also in Hiding Place, thundering “across the tracks over Homewood Avenue, [… ] coming behind a whistle and diesel shriek” (279). Trains serve as a backdrop, familiar yet suffused with terror, for the community of Homewood that Wideman creates in these three books. The train that a dreamer hears in Sent for You Yesterday is “blacker than the rent man’s heart when you ain’t got a dime. Blacker than tarbaby’s mama” (354).I Clement, a character in Hiding Place, worries in the wake of trains passing that “there are wavy lines and dots and buzzing” (279). In Sent for You Yesterday, Brother Tate hears “Something purring in the sleep of the tracks” recalling his own “whispering” into his young son’s ear (528).

Trains invoke the culture, speech, terrain, and heart of Homewood, Pittsburgh, experienced by that community’s residents in the 1950s. Trains signify the act of passing through, of bearing witness to “the night sounds of Cassina Way” (44), of seeing, for instance, “the dark heads of the saints in Homewood A.M.E. Zion” (49). As a record of these aspects of Homewood’s everyday, these books offer what scholar Christina Sharpe has named the “insistence on existing” seen in Black communities in the face of ongoing trauma and death (Sharpe 2016, 11).

The connection between trains streaking through Homewood and Blackness itself is unpacked quite explicitly in the trilogy:


Blackness journey[s] to exotic places with strange-sounding names. Settling beside railroad tracks, at crossroads, the epidermal-dermal junction. [Lucy Tate] could see boxcars rolling by. Black boys would awaken in the middle of the night to the shriek of train whistles, learn to love the trains’ shuddering rhythm. (482)



Wideman has recalled recently in an interview that he “was fascinated by the way the big trains sounded [… ] because it meant that I could get on board with just the sounds and go to the end of the world” (Kamali 2022, 117). But likening Blackness to the energy, exuberance, and imaginative potential of trains also evokes speeding vessels from which there is no escape, mobile gulags containing “Scared people. [… ] Stomped down, righteous scared” (354); “Arms and legs and pieces of people slamming all up against you [… ] People just rolling around like marbles on the floor of that boxcar” (354). In the Homewood books the horror of this conflation of trains and Blackness is as formidable as a train’s weight and speed. Blackness, like a train, can be awe-inspiring, or it can be frightening and claustrophobic. It can conjure far-off places, ancient days that transform the past, that challenge moments present and alive in the beating hearts of people caught in the trap of a contemporary American city.

If trains once allowed Wideman’s boyhood imagination to fly, they did not free him. As the trajectory of his writing expands, he begins to examine systematically the costs of distancing himself from home and family. He discovers how much he requires an anchor to stabilize himself, to make sense of his journeying, and he finds an anchor in the network of relationships he had fled, ultimately learning how ambivalent and double-edged an anchor could be, as he discusses in his later work, Brothers and Keepers:


I was running away from Pittsburgh, from poverty, from blackness. [… ] my flight from home began with good grades, with good English, with setting myself apart long before I’d earned a scholarship and a train ticket over the mountains to Philadelphia [… ] if I ever had any hesitations or reconsiderations about the path I’d chosen, youall were back home in the ghetto to remind me how lucky I was. (Wideman 1985, 26–27)



The “ghetto” has existed in Wideman’s life not just as a place, but as a confining set of circumstances. Wideman grew up in Homewood and Shadyside, profoundly segregated neighborhoods of Pittsburgh in the 1940s and 1950s, and his life story has been characterized by the trappings of success only allowed a “model minority” of his generation. Wideman left Pittsburgh in 1959 to attend the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia, and from then on earned vast accolades as a writer and academic. In 1975, while in Laramie as a visiting professor at the University of Wyoming, a violent reminder of the conditions of the ghetto came home to roost. The author’s younger brother Robby (aka Faruq) was arrested for first-degree murder and armed robbery and sentenced to life in prison.

The Homewood so finely illustrated in Wideman’s writing, the Homewood of his childhood and growing up, had endured in the ensuing decades tumultuous change. From 1955 to 1956, eight thousand residents, 80 percent of whom were Black, were displaced from the Lower Hill District of Pittsburgh, in order to make way for the building of the “Civic Arena.” Many of them moved to Homewood, which saw both white flight and redlining put into practice. From the 1970s onward, the government-led “war on drugs” further crushed Homewood, and Black neighborhoods like it across the United States. Though the war’s purported aim was to remove illegal drugs from those communities, the plague of drugs was not abated but increased. The war on drugs, with its disproportionate focus on criminalizing Black men, did achieve spectacular success in one area. This was the inauguration—supported on the steady back of slavery and Jim Crow segregation—of a new phase of racialized repression which remains dire today, with African Americans representing 33 percent of the sentenced prison population, nearly triple their 12 percent share of the United States adult population (Pew Research Center, 2020). It is a profound irony to anyone who knows Wideman’s work that the issue of blatant racial inequality in America, which has seen a surge of media and political discussion since the murder of George Floyd in 2020, is one with which Wideman has been engaged, with an unremitting urgency, for decades.

In the books of the trilogy Wideman strives to create a portrait of Homewood that is “not so much of a physical location,” not just the actual African American community in Pittsburgh “where I was raised,” but “a culture, a way of seeing and being seen” (Preface, x). He reveals in a preface written to share with readers both his compositional process and his reasons for reissuing these previously published books in a single volume, that he “wrote three books simultaneously […,] untangling the strands, cutting the cords” (Preface, xix) to shape the stories we have today. Entering Damballah, the first of the works collected here and originally published in 1981, the reader should be reminded of the painstaking work that Wideman put in place at that time in his career, during years which saw a pause in major publications after the appearance of his third novel, The Lynchers (1973). While the author identifies his grandmother’s funeral in 1973 as being a moment of “becoming self-conscious about what I represented, and the riches that I was the inheritor of” (Kamali 2022, 133), the period of 1974–75 also saw the author receive a grant from the National Endowment for the Humanities, “To examine Black literature and its relations to both the Balck [sic] and mainstream literary and cultural traditions.” The NEH grant provided a unique opportunity and Wideman seized it. He remarks, “I consciously went to school again, [… ] only this time, I organized the curriculum, I organized an outreach into places that I wanted to go and [I] educated myself” (Kamali 2022, 133). In this way, the author schooled himself in African American culture, which he was never taught in an explicit way through the formal education system. These books show, however, that he consciously and unconsciously had already absorbed elements of this culture through the language of his Homewood community.

One of the sources that Wideman consulted during his period of woodshedding (reeducating himself) was Flash of the Spirit by Robert Farris Thompson, which describes “the essential Kongo cosmogram” (Thompson 1984, 108) as being bisected by a “horizontal line divid[ing] the mountain of the living world from its mirrored counterpart in the kingdom of the dead” (Ibid., 109). Here, “wholeness [… ] comes to a person who understands the ways and powers of both worlds” (Ibid.). The cosmogram’s presence as hidden knowledge in Wideman’s Homewood may or may not be immediately apparent to the reader, and is certainly not openly referenced by the characters in this literary Homewood. Nevertheless, Wideman is able to draw on this legacy to show that enslaved Africans in the Americas were very much beneficiaries of African traditions, African magical art forms, African habits of body and mind. In other words, the people of Homewood were possessors of a transportable, emergent, adaptable past that made possible—and in many ways ensured—their survival as whole human beings in a centuries-old system of prolonged and unprecedented brutality.

Hiding Place focalizes its story through three main characters, Bess, Tommy, and Clement. While the train track running through Homewood offers a physical line astride of which the territory might be mapped, on a metaphysical level these three characters plot out their deep knowledge of the life of Homewood from places that are specifically removed from the everyday, which are perhaps in contact with realms of the living and the dead. All are removed from the normal business of Homewood society in some way. Tommy is on the run after committing a crime, a fugitive mapping “what was once the heart of Homewood” in his imagination (132). Clement has the uncommon knowledge of the savant and participates little in the discursive aspects of the narrative; three of the chapters named for him begin “Clement listened,” “Clement thinks,” and “Clement hears” (330, 213, 279). The figure of Bess is “Alone now at the top of Bruston Hill” (202), in a deep mourning for past loves and lives lost. Let us not forget that Wideman composed these books while living and teaching in lily-white Laramie, Wyoming—like these characters, and like his important Pittsburgh contemporary August Wilson with the “century cycle” of plays, Wideman was chronicling the life of the city while located away from the place itself.II

Wideman establishes place in such a way that its substance cannot be denied. Like a train, like an arrow, the reader enters the Homewood books, being led piece by piece into a history to which the author challenges us to pay careful attention. We are given first the Family Tree, then the letter “To Robby,” “Damballah, good serpent of the sky,” the quotation and lesson from Maya Deren, then “A Begat Chart.” These are followed by the contents page, and finally the first story, “Damballah.” Slowly and methodically, we are introduced to a story that introduces a book of stories. “Damballah” grounds part of Homewood’s ancestral culture via a tale which could not be more prototypically African American in its theme—an enslaved Black boy, a lynching, and a “flying African,” the kind of story that witnesses life in America and keeps an epistemological alternative always in sight.III It is only after the reader is specifically located amid these key touchstones of African diaspora history and culture in the Americas, that “Daddy Garbage” sets in motion the action in the wintry streets of Homewood and introduces the characters and stories which we will meet again and again in this volume. Damballah ends, ironically, with “The Beginning of Homewood”: a mark of the gravity of the task which the author has undertaken here in situating, grasping, knowing, and telling a story of origins for his Black community.

In Flash of the Spirit, Thompson tells us that “The Bakongo symbolized the daily journey of the sun around the mirrored worlds of the living and the dead by means of the spiral shape of the kodya shell. [… ] A newly elected king would make a circular tour of his domain, symbolically passing through the worlds of the living and the dead, thereby acquiring mystic insights proper only to a Kongo king” (Thompson, 1984, 106).IV The character of Uncle Carl in Sent for You Yesterday comments upon the character Doot, who like the author leaves Homewood for educational opportunity and returns only for visits:


Circles and circles and circles inside circles. [… ] Doot don’t make me feel old. Don’t make me feel young neither, sitting there with children when I remember him in diapers. Point is I can see him back then just as plain as I see him now and it don’t make no difference. Just a circle going round and round so you getting closer while you getting further away and further while you getting closer. (464)



Circles connect back and forward through time, between individuals and place, and offer the potential of bringing isolated persons together to make a people. The circles that are created in the narrative acquaint a character like Tommy with a sense of home, even as he travels a troubled trajectory of abandoning his loved ones, creating pain in ways well beyond his own understanding (“What was there inside him that needed to be free?” [307]). That sense of home lives more fully in the body, mind, and dreams of Tommy (whom we can reasonably understand to be a characterization of the author’s brother) than it does in the continually shifting concrete landscape of Pittsburgh, or in the barely controllable circumstances of a fugitive’s life. These stories show that “Homewood wasn’t bricks and boards”; Homewood was people “singing and loving and getting where they needed to get” (544). Wideman’s writing demonstrates how the very conditions of imprisoning peoples’ bodies and disenfranchising their political rights can ultimately demand rather than eliminate a language that is urgent and bright with beauty.

Music contributes to a sense of place in Sent for You Yesterday, and suffuses the narration in countless ways. Just as “The night grows blacker as Wilkes plays” (405), the novel’s “blues structure” (Zhang 2019, 101), embodied word by word, sentence by sentence, and by the larger, organic vision that contains them all, turns the quality, the cadences of characters, of voices in the novel distinctly, unmistakably Black. Wideman manages to create a Homewood that resonates musically and attains a nearly mythical, transcendent identity, not unlike William Faulkner’s legendary Yoknapatawpha County. Black people have endured a holocaust in Africa and the Americas, yet life buzzes and flies, sings and dances from the pages, from the stories of Homewood peoples’ lives.

When a people are present in a place, the stories they tell invent the life of a place. Wideman’s writings preserve Homewood’s stories, show us how a place does not die, even when the people die, even when (as has been the case repeatedly in Homewood) bulldozers demolish what has been. Wideman often cites Zora Neale Hurston’s adage “you’ve got to go there to know there,”V and what he achieves in the Homewood books is arguably as important for the situating of a historical, urban African American space in the United States as Hurston’s ethnographic and literary work documenting the rural South.

Numerous important African American writers have brought urban space alive in significant ways; for instance, Richard Wright in Native Son (1940), Ralph Ellison in Invisible Man (1952), John A. Williams in One for New York (1960), Gloria Naylor in The Women of Brewster Place (1982), Toni Morrison in Jazz (1992)—however none of these have sustained that specific project over decades in the way that Wideman has. His scrupulous making and marking of a place through the tools of language and imagination, I believe, stands unparalleled in urban African American literature. It is past time that John Edgar Wideman is read—and read carefully—by ordinary and extraordinary people of all colors, in order to resist the pandemic of cultural alienation that ails us today. The sustaining power of story even against the most devastating traumas, remains unbroken. This reissue of The Homewood Trilogy couldn’t appear at a more propitious moment than now.
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I. “Tarbaby” refers to a traditional African American story, about a doll made of tar and turpentine used by Brer Fox to entrap Brer Rabbit. The more that Brer Rabbit fights the tar baby, the more stuck he becomes. The tar baby features in the Uncle Remus stories compiled and published by Joel Chandler Harris in 1881.

	
II. The “century cycle” refers to the ten plays by Wilson, each set in Pittsburgh in a different decade of the twentieth century. Most of these plays were composed while Wilson was living in Saint Paul, Minnesota; the last few in the cycle were written in Seattle.

	
III. The “flying African” folktale that appears in African American as well as African Caribbean lore, and concerns an enslaved African person in the Americas who either flies or walks across water back to Africa.

	
IV. Stephen Casmier’s important study, African American Literature of the Twenty-First Century and the Black Arts: The Case of John Edgar Wideman (Lexington Books, 2021), draws significantly upon Thompson’s description of the Bakongo magical bundle nzo a nkisi, but does not discuss the function of the cosmogram in Wideman’s work.

	
V. Adapted from the line “Pheoby, yuh got tuh go there tuh know there” (Hurston, 1986).








PREFACE TO THE HOMEWOOD TRILOGY

by John Edgar Wideman

A brief discussion of the books which constitute THE HOMEWOOD TRILOGY may illuminate why they are being published in a single volume. Damballah (1981), Hiding Place (1981), and Sent for You Yesterday (1983) are linked by shared characters, events, and, of course, locales. For instance, as the fictionalized Black community, Homewood, grows resolutely under the uneasy eyes of its white neighbors, the deeds, words, and off-spring of John French proliferate in all three books. Deeper patterns of structure, theme, and language also serve as unifying devices. Music is a dominant, organizing metaphor. Albert Wilkes of Sent for You Yesterday is a piano player, and the narrator of that novel affirms truths about himself and his history by learning to dance. The lives of individual singers, song as a transcendent mode of storytelling, storytelling as a means by which values can be transmitted and sustained are explored in the tales of Damballah. Tommy’s music and the music of Bess in Hiding Place assist in rendering the fugal structure of that novel.

Read together, the books are a continuous investigation, not so much of the physical location, Homewood, a portrait of an actual place where I was raised, but of a culture, a way of seeing and being seen. Homewood is an idea, a reflection of how and what its inhabitants do and think. The trilogy, if successful, will mirror the characters’ inner lives, their sense of themselves as spiritual beings in a realm that rises above racial stereotypes and socioeconomic statistics.

Black life, like life generally in America, is judged in material terms. Thus Black life and the ghetto are seen as synonymous. And since ghettos are dangerous, deteriorating pockets of real estate, infected with poverty, violence, and crime, the people trapped there are identified with the ugliness besetting them. The logic is simple and devastating; its hold on the American imagination long lasting and profound. In the three books bound as one, I have set myself the task of making concrete those invisible planes of existence which bear witness that Black life for all its material impoverishment continues to produce the full range of human personalities, emotions, aspirations.

A few remarks about the way these works were composed may assist in clarifying their final form—the gathering and rounding this volume represents. Parts of Damballah, a collection of related stories, were written first. As I drafted and redrafted individual stories, I found myself not really finishing them so much as stopping work on one so I could get on with another. No matter how I tinkered and crafted the material, more needed to be said. The short story form felt too exclusive. Good stories need to stand on their own feet, and mine seemed to require their neighbors. Part of the problem was coming to terms with the vastness, the intimidating nature of the project I’d undertaken.

By 1973, I’d published three critically acclaimed novels. It was hard to admit to myself that I’d just begun learning how to write—that whole regions of my experience, the core of the language and culture that nurtured me had been barely touched by my writing up to that point. If a writer’s lucky, the learning process never stops, and writing continues to be a tool for discovery. The early versions of the stories which eventually comprised Damballah were my way of returning to basics—my attempt to forge a new language for talking about the places I’d been, the people important to me. When my grandmother Freeda French died in 1973, I returned for her funeral with my wife and children to Pittsburgh from Laramie, where I had just begun teaching at the University of Wyoming. That trip home was the beginning of these three books. As we sat late, late into the night, fueled by drink, food, talk, by sadness and bitter loss, by the healing presence of others who shared our grief, our history, the stories of Homewood’s beginnings were told. I’ve been building upon these tales ever since—not only the striking, mysterious, outrageous particulars, but the imperative suffered and passed on, that such rituals, such gatherings must survive if we as a people are to survive.

The wake as symbol of renewal—life reasserting itself after the fall, the reversal, the extinguishing of hope and expectation—is a rite observed by many cultures. It became clear to me on that night in Pittsburgh in 1973 that I needn’t look any further than the place I was born and the people who’d loved me to find what was significant and lasting in literature. My university training had both thwarted and prepared this understanding, and the tension of multiple traditions, European and Afro-American, the Academy and the Street, animates these texts.

That the books be read in the sequence arranged here is a suggestion, not an order. Tales in Damballah, “The Watermelon Story” for example, were written at the same time as late drafts of Sent for You Yesterday. Hiding Place in its first compressed essence found its way into the story collection. Sections of Sent for You Yesterday evolved during the period the earliest Homewood stories were being put on paper. The simple fact is I wrote three books simultaneously. They bounced and merged and teased each other into existence. As writer, part of the artistic problem was untangling the strands, cutting the cords that at various stages allowed the books to be a single, jumbled but live organism pulsing in my imagination.

I intend motion and resonance of various kinds, from the small scale of the shortest stories to the longest sustained narrative. By the time I’d published the first two books in this sequence, I had discovered and refined the narrative voice which creates the third book. I believe I came to know that voice better, that I could be both more sure-handed and daring with it. So the careful reader can watch/listen for that kind of stylistic progression. Do not look for straightforward, linear steps from book to book. Think rather of circles within circles within circles, a stone dropped into a still pool, ripples and wave motion.

Another species of movement which I hope results in a resolution of sorts is the gradual unfolding of the narrator’s character, the Doot who finally essays his dance at the conclusion of the trilogy. If the books achieve unity, Doot’s presence in all of them should become apparent. All along he’s been the one humming the music, making the stories, but they’ve also been making him.

As the Swan Silvertones chant in their version of “Blessed Assurance”—This is my story, this is my song.







DAMBALLAH
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To Robby

Stories are letters. Letters sent to anybody or everybody. But the best kind are meant to be read by a specific somebody. When you read that kind you know you are eavesdropping. You know a real person somewhere will read the same words you are reading and the story is that person’s business and you are a ghost listening in.

Remember. I think it was Geral I first heard call a watermelon a letter from home. After all these years I understand a little better what she meant. She was saying the melon is a letter addressed to us. A story for us from down home. Down Home being everywhere we’ve never been, the rural South, the old days, slavery, Africa. That juicy, striped message with red meat and seeds, which always looked like roaches to me, was blackness as cross and celebration, a history we could taste and chew. And it was meant for us. Addressed to us. We were meant to slit it open and take care of business.

Consider all these stories as letters from home. I never liked watermelon as a kid. I think I remember you did. You weren’t afraid of becoming instant nigger, of sitting barefoot and goggle-eyed and Day-Glo black and drippy-lipped on massa’s fence if you took one bit of the forbidden fruit. I was too scared to enjoy watermelon. Too self-conscious. I let people rob me of a simple pleasure. Watermelon’s still tainted for me. But I know better now. I can play with the idea even if I can’t get down and have a natural ball eating a real one.

Anyway… these stories are letters. Long overdue letters from me to you. I wish they could tear down the walls. I wish they could snatch you away from where you are.
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DAMBALLAH good serpent of the sky


“Damballah Wedo is the ancient, the venerable father; so ancient, so venerable, as of a world before the troubles began; and his children would keep him so; image of the benevolent, paternal innocence, the great father of whom one asks nothing save his blessing…. There is almost no precise communication with him, as if his wisdom were of such major cosmic scope and of such grand innocence that it could not perceive the minor anxieties of his human progeny, nor be transmuted to the petty precision of human speech.

“Yet it is this very detachment which comforts, and which is evidence, once more, of some original and primal vigor that has somehow remained inaccessible to whatever history, whatever immediacy might diminish it. Damballah’s very presence, like the simple, even absent-minded caress of a father’s hand, brings peace…. Damballah is himself unchanged by life, and so is at once the ancient past and the assurance of the future….

“Associated with Damballah as members of the Sky Pantheon, are Badessy, the wind, Sobo and Agarou Tonerre, the thunder…. They seem to belong to another period of history. Yet precisely because these divinities are, to a certain extent, vestigial, they give, like Damballah’s detachment, a sense of historical extension, of the ancient origin of the race. To invoke them today is to stretch one’s hand back to that time and to gather up all history into a solid, contemporary ground beneath one’s feet.”

One song invoking Damballah requests that he “Gather up the Family.”

QUOTATION AND CITATION FROM MAYA DEREN’S DIVINE HORSEMEN: THE VOODOO GODS OF HAITI.






A BEGAT CHART

1860s Sybela and Charlie arrive in Pittsburgh; bring two children with them; eighteen more born in next twenty-five years.

1880s Maggie Owens, oldest daughter of Sybela and Charlie, marries Buck Hollinger; bears nine children among whom are four girls—Aida, Gertrude, Gaybrella, Bess.

1900s Hollinger girls marry—Aida to Bill Campbell; Gaybrella to Joe Hardin (three children: Fauntleroy, Ferdinand, Hazel); Bess to Riley Simpkins (one son: Eugene)—except Gert, who bears her children out of wedlock. Aida and Bill Campbell raise Gert’s daughter, Freeda.

1920s Freeda Hollinger marries John French; bears four children who survive: Lizabeth, Geraldine, Carl, and Martha.

1940s Lizabeth French marries Edgar Lawson; bears five children among whom are John, Shirley, and Thomas.

1960s Lizabeth’s children begin to marry, propagate—not always in that order. John marries Judy and produces two sons (Jake and Dan); Shirley marries Rashad and bears three daughters (Keesha, Tammy, and Kaleesha); Tommy marries Sarah and produces one son (Clyde); etc….






DAMBALLAH

ORION LET THE DEAD, GRAY cloth slide down his legs and stepped into the river. He picked his way over slippery stones till he stood calf deep. Dropping to one knee he splashed his groin, then scooped river to his chest, both hands scrubbing with quick, kneading spirals. When he stood again, he stared at the distant gray clouds. A hint of rain in the chill morning air, a faint, clean presence rising from the far side of the hills. The promise of rain coming to him as all things seemed to come these past few months, not through eyes or ears or nose but entering his black skin as if each pore had learned to feel and speak.

He watched the clear water race and ripple and pucker. Where the sun cut through the pine trees and slanted into the water he could see the bottom, see black stones, speckled stones, shining stones whose light came from within. Above a stump at the far edge of the river, clouds of insects hovered. The water was darker there, slower, appeared to stand in deep pools where tangles of root, bush and weed hung over the bank. Orion thought of the eldest priest chalking a design on the floor of the sacred obi. Drawing the watery door no living hands could push open, the crossroads where the spirits passed between worlds. His skin was becoming like that in-between place the priest scratched in the dust. When he walked the cane rows and dirt paths of the plantation he could feel the air of this strange land wearing out his skin, rubbing it thinner and thinner until one day his skin would not be thick enough to separate what was inside from everything outside. Some days his skin whispered he was dying. But he was not afraid. The voices and faces of his fathers bursting through would not drown him. They would sweep him away, carry him home again.

In his village across the sea were men who hunted and fished with their voices. Men who could talk the fish up from their shadowy dwellings and into the woven baskets slung over the fishermen’s shoulders. Orion knew the fish in this cold river had forgotten him, that they were darting in and out of his legs. If the whites had not stolen him, he would have learned the fishing magic. The proper words, the proper tones to please the fish. But here in this blood-soaked land everything was different. Though he felt their slick bodies and saw the sudden dimples in the water where they were feeding, he understood that he would never speak the language of these fish. No more than he would ever speak again the words of the white people who had decided to kill him.

The boy was there again hiding behind the trees. He could be the one. This boy born so far from home. This boy who knew nothing but what the whites told him. This boy could learn the story and tell it again. Time was short but he could be the one.



“That Ryan, he a crazy nigger. One them wild African niggers act like he fresh off the boat. Kind you stay away from less you lookin for trouble.” Aunt Lissy had stopped popping string beans and frowned into the boy’s face. The pause in the steady drumming of beans into the iron pot, the way she scrunched up her face to look mean like one of the Master’s pit bulls told him she had finished speaking on the subject and wished to hear no more about it from him. When the long green pods began to shuttle through her fingers again, it sounded like she was cracking her knuckles, and he expected something black to drop into the huge pot.

“Fixin to rain good. Heard them frogs last night just a singing at the clouds. Frog and all his brothers calling down the thunder. Don’t rain soon them fields dry up and blow away.” The boy thought of the men trudging each morning to the fields. Some were brown, some yellow, some had red in their skins and some white as the Master. Ryan black, but Aunt Lissy blacker. Fat, shiny blue-black like a crow’s wing.

“Sure nuff crazy.” Old woman always talking. Talking and telling silly stories. The boy wanted to hear something besides an old woman’s mouth. He had heard about frogs and bears and rabbits too many times. He was almost grown now, almost ready to leave in the mornings with the men. What would they talk about? Would Orion’s voice be like the hollers the boy heard early in the mornings when the men still sleepy and the sky still dark and you couldn’t really see nobody but knew they were there when them cries and hollers came rising through the mist.



Pine needles crackled with each step he took, and the boy knew old Ryan knew somebody spying on him. Old nigger guess who it was, too. But if Ryan knew, Ryan didn’t care. Just waded out in that water like he the only man in the world. Like maybe wasn’t no world. Just him and that quiet place in the middle of the river. Must be fishing out there, some funny old African kind of fishing. Nobody never saw him touch victuals Master set out and he had to be eating something, even if he was half crazy, so the nigger must be fishing for his breakfast. Standing there like a stick in the water till the fish forgot him and he could snatch one from the water with his beaky fingers.

A skinny-legged, black waterbird in the purring river. The boy stopped chewing his stick of cane, let the sweet juice blend with his spit, a warm syrup then whose taste he prolonged by not swallowing, but letting it coat his tongue and the insides of his mouth, waiting patiently like the figure in the water waited, as the sweet taste seeped away. All the cane juice had trickled down his throat before he saw Orion move. After the stillness, the illusion that the man was a tree rooted in the rocks at the riverbed, when motion came, it was too swift to follow. Not so much a matter of seeing Orion move as it was feeling the man’s eyes inside him, hooking him before he could crouch lower in the weeds. Orion’s eyes on him and through him boring a hole in his chest and thrusting into that space one word Damballah. Then the hooded eyes were gone.



On a spoon you see the shape of a face is an egg. Or two eggs because you can change the shape from long oval to moons pinched together at the middle seam or any shape egg if you tilt and push the spoon closer or farther away. Nothing to think about. You go with Mistress to the chest in the root cellar. She guides you with a candle and you make a pouch of soft cloth and carefully lay in each spoon and careful it don’t jangle as up and out of the darkness following her rustling dresses and petticoats up the earthen steps each one topped by a plank which squirms as you mount it. You are following the taper she holds and the strange smell she trails and leaves in rooms. Then shut up in a room all day with nothing to think about. With rags and pieces of silver. Slowly you rub away the tarnished spots; it is like finding something which surprises you though you knew all the time it was there. Spoons lying on the strip of indigo: perfect, gleaming fish you have coaxed from the black water.

Damballah was the word. Said it to Aunt Lissy and she went upside his head, harder than she had ever slapped him. Felt like crumpling right there in the dust of the yard it hurt so bad but he bit his lip and didn’t cry out, held his ground and said the word again and again silently to himself, pretending nothing but a bug on his burning cheek and twitched and sent it flying. Damballah. Be strong as he needed to be. Nothing touch him if he don’t want. Before long they’d cut him from the herd of pickaninnies. No more chasing flies from the table, no more silver spoons to get shiny, no fat, old woman telling him what to do. He’d go to the fields each morning with the men. Holler like they did before the sun rose to burn off the mist. Work like they did from can to caint. From first crack of light to dusk when the puddles of shadow deepened and spread so you couldn’t see your hands or feet or the sharp tools hacking at the cane.

He was already taller than the others, a stork among the chicks scurrying behind Aunt Lissy. Soon he’d rise with the conch horn and do a man’s share so he had let the fire rage on half his face and thought of the nothing always there to think of. In the spoon, his face long and thin as a finger. He looked for the print of Lissy’s black hand on his cheek, but the image would not stay still. Dancing like his face reflected in the river. Damballah. “Don’t you ever, you hear me, ever let me hear that heathen talk no more. You hear me, boy? You talk Merican, boy.” Lissy’s voice like chicken cackle. And his head a barn packed with animal noise and animal smell. His own head but he had to sneak round in it. Too many others crowded in there with him. His head so crowded and noisy lots of time don’t hear his own voice with all them braying and cackling.



Orion squatted the way the boy had seen the other old men collapse on their haunches and go still as a stump. Their bony knees poking up and their backsides resing on their ankles. Looked like they could sit that way all day, legs folded under them like wings. Orion drew a cross in the dust. Damballah. When Orion passed his hands over the cross the air seemed to shimmer like it does above a flame or like it does when the sun so hot you can see waves of heat rising off the fields. Orion talked to the emptiness he shaped with his long black fingers. His eyes were closed. Orion wasn’t speaking but sounds came from inside him the boy had never heard before, strange words, clicks, whistles and grunts. A singsong moan that rose and fell and floated like the old man’s busy hands above the cross. Damballah like a drum beat in the chant. Damballah a place the boy could enter, a familiar sound he began to anticipate, a sound outside of him which slowly forced its way inside, a sound measuring his heartbeat then one with the pumping surge of his blood.



The boy heard part of what Lissy saying to Primus in the cooking shed: “Ryan he yell that heathen word right in the middle of Jim talking bout Sweet Jesus the Son of God. Jump up like he snake bit and scream that word so everybody hushed, even the white folks what came to hear Jim preach. Simple Ryan standing there at the back of the chapel like a knot poked out on somebody’s forehead. Lookin like a nigger caught wid his hand in the chicken coop. Screeching like some crazy hoot owl while Preacher Jim praying the word of the Lord. They gon kill that simple nigger one day.”


Dear Sir:

The nigger Orion which I purchased of you in good faith sight unseen on your promise that he was of sound constitution “a full grown and able-bodied house servant who can read, write, do sums and cipher” to recite the exact words of your letter dated April 17, 1852, has proved to be a burden, a deficit to the economy of my plantation rather than the asset I fully believed I was receiving when I agreed to pay the price you asked. Of the vaunted intelligence so rare in his kind, I have seen nothing. Not an English word has passed through his mouth since he arrived. Of his docility and tractability I have seen only the willingness with which he bares his leatherish back to receive the stripes constant misconduct earn him. He is a creature whose brutish habits would shame me were he quartered in my kennels. I find it odd that I should write at such length about any nigger, but seldom have I been so struck by the disparity between promise and performance. As I have accrued nothing but expense and inconvenience as a result of his presence, I think it only just that you return the full amount I paid for this flawed piece of the Indies.

You know me as an honest and fair man and my regard for those same qualities in you prompts me to write this letter. I am not a harsh master, I concern myself with the spiritual as well as the temporal needs of my slaves. My nigger Jim is renowned in this county as a preacher. Many say I am foolish, that the words of scripture are wasted on these savage blacks. I fear you have sent me a living argument to support the critics of my Christianizing project. Among other absences of truly human qualities I have observed in this Orion is the utter lack of a soul.



She said it time for Orion to die. Broke half the overseer’s bones knocking him off his horse this morning and everybody thought Ryan done run away sure but Mistress come upon the crazy nigger at suppertime on the big house porch naked as the day he born and he just sat there staring into her eyes till Mistress screamed and run away. Aunt Lissy said Ryan ain’t studying no women, ain’t gone near to woman since he been here and she say his ain’t the first black butt Mistress done seen all them nearly grown boys walking round summer in the onliest shirt Master give em barely come down to they knees and niggers man nor woman don’t get drawers the first. Mistress and Master both seen plenty. Wasn’t what she saw scared her less she see the ghost leaving out Ryan’s body.

The ghost wouldn’t steam out the top of Orion’s head. The boy remembered the sweaty men come in from the fields at dusk when the nights start to cool early, remembered them with the drinking gourds in they hands scooping up water from the wooden barrel he filled, how they throw they heads back and the water trickles from the sides of they mouth and down they chin and they let it roll on down they chests, and the smoky steam curling off they shoulders. Orion’s spirit would not rise up like that but wiggle out his skin and swim off up the river.

The boy knew many kinds of ghosts and learned the ways you get round their tricks. Some spirits almost good company and he filled the nothing with jingles and whistles and took roundabout paths and sang to them when he walked up on a crossroads and yoo-hooed at doors. No way you fool the haunts if a spell conjured strong on you, no way to miss a beating if it your day to get beat, but the ghosts had everything in they hands, even the white folks in they hands. You know they there, you know they floating up in the air watching and counting and remembering them strokes Ole Master laying cross your back.



They dragged Orion across the yard. He didn’t buck or kick but it seemed as if the four men carrying him were struggling with a giant stone rather than a black bag of bones. His ashy nigger weight swung between the two pairs of white men like a lazy hammock but the faces of the men all red and twisted. They huffed and puffed and sweated through they clothes carrying Ryan’s bones to the barn. The dry spell had layered the yard with a coat of dust. Little squalls of yellow spurted from under the men’s boots. Trudging steps heavy as if each man carried seven Orions on his shoulders. Four grown men struggling with one string of black flesh. The boy had never seen so many white folks dealing with one nigger. Aunt Lissy had said it time to die and the boy wondered what Ryan’s ghost would think dropping onto the dust surrounded by the scowling faces of the Master and his overseers.

One scream that night. Like a bull when they cut off his maleness. Couldn’t tell who it was. A bull screaming once that night and torches burning in the barn and Master and the men coming out and no Ryan.



Mistress crying behind a locked door and Master messing with Patty down the quarters.

In the morning light the barn swelling and rising and teetering in the yellow dust, moving the way you could catch the ghost of something in a spoon and play with it, bending it, twisting it. That goldish ash on everybody’s bare shins. Nobody talking. No cries nor hollers from the fields. The boy watched till his eyes hurt, waiting for a moment when he could slip unseen into the shivering barn. On his hands and knees hiding under a wagon, then edging sideways through the loose boards and wedge of space where the weathered door hung crooked on its hinge.

The interior of the barn lay in shadows. Once beyond the sliver of light coming in at the cracked door the boy stood still till his eyes adjusted to the darkness. First he could pick out the stacks of hay, the rough partitions dividing the animals. The smells, the choking heat there like always, but rising above these familiar sensations the buzz of flies, unnaturally loud, as if the barn breathing and each breath shook the wooden walls. Then the boy’s eyes followed the sound to an open space at the center of the far wall. A black shape there. Orion there, floating in his own blood. The boy ran at the blanket of flies. When he stomped, some of the flies buzzed up from the carcass. Others too drunk on the shimmering blood ignored him except to join the ones hovering above the body in a sudden droning peal of annoyance. He could keep the flies stirring but they always returned from the recesses of the high ceiling, the dark corners of the building, to gather in a cloud above the body. The boy looked for something to throw. Heard his breath, heavy and threatening like the sound of the flies. He sank to the dirt floor, sitting cross-legged where he had stood. He moved only once, ten slow paces away from Orion and back again, near enough to be sure, to see again how the head had been cleaved from the rest of the body, to see how the ax and tongs, branding iron and other tools were scattered around the corpse, to see how one man’s hat and another’s shirt, a letter that must have come from someone’s pocket lay about in a helter-skelter way as if the men had suddenly bolted before they had finished with Orion.



Forgive him, Father. I tried to the end of my patience to restore his lost soul. I made a mighty effort to bring him to the Ark of Salvation but he had walked in darkness too long. He mocked Your Grace. He denied Your Word. Have mercy on him and forgive his heathen ways as you forgive the soulless beasts of the fields and birds of the air.



She say Master still down slave row. She say everybody fraid to go down and get him. Everybody fraid to open the barn door. Overseer half dead and the Mistress still crying in her locked room and that barn starting to stink already with crazy Ryan and nobody gon get him.

And the boy knew his legs were moving and he knew they would carry him where they needed to go and he knew the legs belonged to him but he could not feel them, he had been sitting too long thinking on nothing for too long and he felt the sweat running on his body but his mind off somewhere cool and quiet and hard and he knew the space between his body and mind could not be crossed by anything, knew you mize well try to stick the head back on Ryan as try to cross that space. So he took what he needed out of the barn, unfolding, getting his gangly crane’s legs together under him and shouldered open the creaking double doors and walked through the flame in the center where he had to go.

Damballah said it be a long way a ghost be going and Jordan chilly and wide and a new ghost take his time getting his wings together. Long way to go so you can sit and listen till the ghost ready to go on home. The boy wiped his wet hands on his knees and drew the cross and said the word and settled down and listened to Orion tell the stories again. Orion talked and he listened and couldn’t stop listening till he saw Orion’s eyes rise up through the back of the severed skull and lips rise up through the skull and the wings of the ghost measure out the rhythm of one last word.

Late afternoon and the river slept dark at its edges like it did in the mornings. The boy threw the head as far as he could and he knew the fish would hear it and swim to it and welcome it. He knew they had been waiting. He knew the ripples would touch him when he entered.






DADDY GARBAGE


“Be not dismayed What ere betides…”



DADDY GARBAGE WAS A DOG. Lemuel Strayhorn whose iceball cart is always right around the corner on Hamilton just down from Homewood Avenue is the one who named the dog and since he named him, claimed him, and Daddy Garbage must have agreed because he sat on the sidewalk beside Lemuel Strayhorn or slept in the shade under the two-wheeled cart or when it got too cold for iceballs, followed Strayhorn through the alleys on whatever errands and hustles the man found during the winter to keep food on the stove and smoke in the chimney of the little shack behind Dumferline. The dog was long dead but Lemuel Strayhorn still peddled the paper cups of crushed ice topped with sweet syrup, and he laughed and said, “Course I remember that crazy animal. Sure I do. And named him Daddy Garbage alright, but can’t say now why I did. Must have had a reason though. Must been a good reason at the time. And you a French, ain’t you? One of John French’s girls. See him plain as day in your face, gal. Which one is you? Lemme see now. There was Lizabeth, the oldest, and Geraldine and one more…”

She answers: “Geraldine, Mr. Strayhorn.”

“Sure you are. That’s right. And you done brought all these beautiful babies for some ices.”

“You still make the best.”

“Course I do. Been on this corner before you was born. Knew your daddy when he first come to Homewood.”

“This is his grandson, Lizabeth’s oldest, John. And those two boys are his children. The girls belong to Lizabeth’s daughter, Shirley.”

“You got fine sons there, and them pretty little girls, too. Can hear John French now, braggin bout his children. He should be here today. You all want ices? You want big or small?”

“Small for the kids and I want a little one, please, and he’ll take a big one, I know.”

“You babies step up and tell me what kind you want. Cherry, lemon, grape, orange and tutti-frutti. Got them all.”

“You remember Mr. Strayhorn. Don’t you, John?”

“Uh huh. I think I remember Daddy Garbage too.”

“You might of seen a dog around, son, but wasn’t no Daddy Garbage. Naw, you way too young.”

“Mr. Strayhorn had Daddy Garbage when I was a little girl. A big, rangy, brown dog. Looked like a wolf. Scare you half to death if you didn’t know he was tame and never bothered anybody.”

“Didn’t bother nobody long as they didn’t bother him. But that was one fighting dog once he got started. Dogs got so they wouldn’t even bark when Daddy Garbage went by. Tore up some behinds in his day, yes, he did.”

“Wish you could remember how he got that name.”

“Wish I could tell you, too. But it’s a long time ago. Some things I members plain as day, but you mize well be talking to a light post you ask me bout others. Shucks, Miss French. Been on this corner making iceballs, seem like four hundred years if it’s a day.”

“You don’t get any older. And I bet you still remember what you want to remember. You look fine to me, Mr. Strayhorn. Look like you might be here another four hundred at least.”

“Maybe I will. Yes mam, just might. You children eat them ices up now and don’t get none on them nice clothes and God bless you all.”

“I’m going to ask you about that name again.”

“Just might remember next time. You ask me again.”

“I surely will…”



Snow fell all night and in the morning Homewood seemed smaller. Whiteness softened the edges of things, smoothed out the spaces between near and far. Trees drooped, the ground rose up a little higher, the snow glare in your eyes discouraged a long view, made you attentive to what was close at hand, what was familiar, yet altered and harmonized by the blanket of whiteness. The world seemed smaller till you got out in it and understood that the glaze which made the snow so lustrous had been frozen there by the wind, and sudden gusts would sprinkle your face with freezing particles from the drifts as you leaned forward to get a little closer to the place you wanted to go, the place which from your window as you surveyed the new morning and the untouched snow seemed closer than it usually was.

The only way to make it up the alley behind Dumferline was to stomp right into the drifted snow as if the worn shoes on your feet and the pants legs pegged and tucked into the tops of your socks really kept out the snow. Strayhorn looked behind him at the holes he had punched in the snow. Didn’t seem like he had been zigzagging that much. Looked like the tracks of somebody been pulling on a jug of Dago Red already this morning. The dog’s trail wandered even more than his, a nervous tributary crossing and recrossing its source. Dog didn’t seem to mind the snow or the cold, sometimes even seemed fool enough to like it, rolling on his side and kicking up his paws or bounding to a full head of steam then leaping and belly flopping splay-legged in a shower of white spray. Still a lot of pup in the big animal. Some dogs never lost those ways. With this one, this garbage-can-raiding champion he called Daddy Garbage, Strayhorn knew it was less holding on to puppy ways than it was stone craziness, craziness age nor nothing else ever going to change.

Strayhorn lifts his foot and smacks off the snow. Balances a second on one leg but can’t figure anything better to do with his clean foot so plunges it again into the snow. Waste of time brushing them off. Going to be a cold, nasty day and nothing for it. Feet get numb and gone soon anyway. Gone till he can toast them in front of a fire. He steps through the crust again and the crunch of his foot breaks a stillness older than the man, the alley, the city growing on steep hills.

Somebody had set a lid of peeling wood atop a tin can. Daddy Garbage was up on his hind legs, pushing with his paws and nose against the snow-capped cover. The perfect symmetry of the crown of snow was the first to go, gouged by the dog’s long, worrying snout. Next went the can. Then the lean-backed mongrel sprawled over the metal drum, mounting it and getting away from it simultaneously so he looked like a clumsy seal trying to balance on a ball. Nothing new to Strayhorn. The usual ungodly crash was muffled by the snow but the dog’s nails scraped as loudly as they always did against garbage cans. The spill looked clean and bright against the snow, catching Strayhorn’s eye for a moment, but a glance was all he would spare because he knew the trifling people living in those shacks behind Dumferline didn’t throw nothing away unless it really was good for nothing but garbage. Slim pickins sure enough, and he grunted over his shoulder at the dog to quit fooling and catch up.

When he looked back again, back at his solitary track, at the snow swirls whipped up by the wind, at the thick rug of snow between the row houses, at the whiteness clinging to window ledges and doorsills and ragtag pieces of fence, back at the overturned barrel and the mess spread over the snow, he saw the dog had ignored him and stood stiff-legged, whining at a box disgorged from the can.

He cursed the dog and whistled him away from whatever foolishness he was prying into. Nigger garbage ain’t worth shit, Strayhorn muttered, half to the dog, half to the bleakness and the squalor of the shanties disguised this bright morning by snowfall. What’s he whining about and why am I going back to see. Mize well ask a fool why he’s a fool as do half the things I do.

To go back down the alley meant walking into the wind. Wind cutting steady in his face and the cross drafts snapping between the row houses. He would snatch that dog’s eyeballs loose. He would teach it to come when he called whether or not some dead rat or dead cat stuffed up in a box got his nose open.

“Daddy Garbage, I’m gonna have a piece of your skull.” But the dog was too quick and Strayhorn’s swipe disturbed nothing but the frigid air where the scruff of the dog’s neck had been. Strayhorn tried to kick away the box. If he hadn’t been smacking at the dog and the snow hadn’t tricked his legs, he would have sent it flying, but his foot only rolled the box over.

At first Strayhorn thought it was a doll. A little dark brown doll knocked from the box. A worn out babydoll like he’d find sometimes in people’s garbage too broken up to play with anymore. A little, battered, brown-skinned doll. But when he looked closer and stepped away, and then shuffled nearer again, whining, stiff-legged like the dog, he knew it was something dead.

“Aw shit, aw shit, Daddy Garbage.” When he knelt, he could hear the dog panting beside him, see the hot, rank steam, and smell the wet fur. The body lay face down in the snow, only its head and shoulders free of the newspapers stuffed in the box. Some of the wadded paper had blown free and the wind sent it scudding across the frozen crust of snow.

The child was dead and the man couldn’t touch it and he couldn’t leave it alone. Daddy Garbage had sidled closer. This time the swift, vicious blow caught him across the skull. The dog retreated, kicking up a flurry of snow, snarling, clicking his teeth once before he began whimpering from a distance. Under his army greatcoat Strayhorn wore the gray wool hunting vest John French had given him after John French won all that money and bought himself a new leather one with brass snaps. Strayhorn draped his overcoat across the upright can the dog had ignored, unpinned the buttonless vest from his chest and spread it on the snow. A chill was inside him. Nothing in the weather could touch him now. Strayhorn inched forward on his knees till his shadow fell across the box. He was telling his hands what they ought to do, but they were sassing. He cursed his raggedy gloves, the numb fingers inside them that would not do his bidding.

The box was too big, too square shouldered to wrap in the sweater vest. Strayhorn wanted to touch only newspaper as he extricated the frozen body, so when he finally got it placed in the center of the sweater and folded over the tattered gray edges, the package he made contained half newspaper which rustled like dry leaves when he pressed it against his chest. Once he had it in his arms he couldn’t put it down, so he struggled with his coat like a one-armed man, pulling and shrugging, till it shrouded him again. Not on really, but attached, so it dragged and flopped with a life of its own, animation that excited Daddy Garbage and gave him something to play with as he minced after Strayhorn and Strayhorn retraced his own footsteps, clutching the dead child to the warmth of his chest, moaning and blinking and tearing as the wind lashed his face.



An hour later Strayhorn was on Cassina Way hollering for John French. Lizabeth shooed him away with all the imperiousness of a little girl who had heard her mama say, “Send that fool away from here. Tell him your Daddy’s out working.” When the girl was gone and the door slammed behind her, Strayhorn thought of the little wooden birds who pop out of a clock, chirp their message and disappear. He knew Freeda French didn’t like him. Not anything personal, not anything she could change or he could change, just the part of him which was part of what drew John French down to the corner with the other men to talk and gamble and drink wine. He understood why she would never do more than nod at him or say Good day, Mr. Strayhorn if he forced the issue by tipping his hat or taking up so much sidewalk when she passed him that she couldn’t pretend he wasn’t there. Mr. Strayhorn, and he been knowing her, Freeda Hollinger before she was Freeda French, for as long as she was big enough to walk the streets of Homewood. But he understood and hadn’t ever minded till just this morning standing in the ankle-deep snow drifted up against the three back steps of John French’s house next to the vacant lot on Cassina Way, till just this moment when for the first time in his life he thought this woman might have something to give him, to tell him. Since she was a mother she would know what to do with the dead baby. He could unburden himself and she could touch him with one of her slim, white-woman’s hands, and even if she still called him Mr. Strayhorn, it would be alright. A little woman like that. Little hands like that doing what his hands couldn’t do. His scavenging, hard hands that had been everywhere, touched everything. He wished Freeda French had come to the door. Wished he was not still standing tongue-tied and ignorant as the dog raising his hind leg and yellowing the snow under somebody’s window across the way.



“Man supposed to pick me up first thing this morning. Want me to paper his whole downstairs. Seven, eight rooms and hallways and bathrooms. Big old house up on Thomas Boulevard cross from the park. Packed my tools and dragged my behind through all this snow and don’t you know that white bastard ain’t never showed. Strayhorn, I’m evil this morning.”

Strayhorn had found John French in the Bucket of Blood drinking a glass of red wine. Eleven o’clock already and Strayhorn hadn’t wanted to be away so long. Leaving the baby alone in that empty icebox of a shack was almost as bad as stuffing it in a garbage can. Didn’t matter whose it was, or how dead it was, it was something besides a dead thing now that he had found it and rescued it and laid it wrapped in the sweater on the stack of mattresses where he slept. The baby sleeping there now. Waiting for the right thing to be done. It was owed something and Strayhorn knew he had to see to it that the debt was paid. Except he couldn’t do it alone. Couldn’t return through the snow and shove open that door, and do what had to be done by himself.

“Be making me some good money soon’s I catch up with that peckerwood. And I’m gon spend me some of it today. Won’t be no better day for spending it. Cold and nasty as it be outside, don’t reckon I be straying too far from this stool till bedtime. McKinley, give this whatchamacallit a taste. And don’t you be rolling your bubble eyes at me. Tolt you I got me a big money job soon’s I catch that white man.”

“Seems like you do more chasing than catching.”

“Seems like you do more talking than pouring, nigger. Get your pop-eyed self on over here and fill us some glasses.”

“Been looking for you all morning, man.”

“Guess you found me. But you ain’t found no money if that’s what you looking for.”

“Naw. It ain’t that, man. It’s something else.”

“Somebody after you again? You been messing with somebody’s woman? If you been stealin again or Oliver Edwards is after you again…”

“Naw, naw… nothing like that.”

“Then it must be the Hell Hound hisself on your tail cause you look like death warmed over.”

“French, I found a dead baby this morning.”

“What you say?”

“Shhh. Don’t be shouting. This ain’t none McKinley’s nor nobody else’s business. Listen to what I’m telling you and don’t make no fuss. Found a baby. All wrapped up in newspaper and froze stiff as a board. Somebody put it in a box and threw the box in the trash back of Dumferline.”

“Ain’t nobody could do that. Ain’t nobody done nothing like that.”

“It’s the God awful truth. Me and Daddy Garbage on our way this morning up the alley. The dog, he found it. Turned over a can and the box fell out. I almost kicked it, John French. Almost kicked the pitiful thing.”

“And it was dead when you found it?”

“Dead as this glass.”

“What you do?”

“Didn’t know what to do so I took it on back to my place.”

“Froze dead.”

“Laid in the garbage like wasn’t nothing but spoilt meat.”

“Goddamn…”

“Give me a hand, French.”

“Goddamn. Goddamn, man. You seen it, sure nuff. I know you did. See it all over your face: God bless America… McKinley… Bring us a bottle. You got my tools to hold so just get a bottle on over here and don’t say a mumbling word.”



Lizabeth is singing to the snowman she has constructed on the vacant lot next door to her home. The wind is still and the big flakes are falling again straight down and she interrupts her slow song to catch snow on her tongue. Other kids had been out earlier, spoiling the perfect whiteness of the lot. They had left a mound of snow she used to start her snowman. The mound might have been a snowman before. A tall one, taller than any she could build because there had been yelling and squealing since early in the morning which meant a whole bunch of kids out on the vacant lot and meant they had probably worked together making a giant snowman till somebody got crazy or evil and smacked the snowman and then the others would join in and snow flying everywhere and the snowman plowed down as they scuffled on top of him and threw lumps of him at each other. Till he was gone and then they’d start again. She could see bare furrows where they must have been rolling big snowballs for heads and bodies. Her mother had said: “Wait till some of those roughnecks go on about their business. Probably nothing but boys out there anyway.” So she had rid up the table and scrubbed her Daddy’s eggy plate and sat in his soft chair dreaming of the kind of clean, perfect snow she knew she wouldn’t see by the time she was allowed out; dreaming of a ride on her Daddy’s shoulders to Bruston Hill and he would carry her and the sled to a quiet place not too high up on the slope and she would wait till he was at the bottom again and clapping his hands and shouting up at her: “Go, go little gal.”



“If you go to the police they find some reason put you in jail. Hospital got no room for the sick let alone the dead. Undertaker, he’s gon want money from somebody before he touch it. The church. Them church peoples got troubles enough of they own to cry about. And they be asking as many questions as the police. It can’t stay here and we can’t take it back.”

“That’s what I know, John French. That’s what I told you.”

Between them the flame of the kerosene lamp shivers as if the cold has penetrated deep into its blue heart. Strayhorn’s windowless shack is always dark except where light seeps through cracks between the boards, cracks which now moan or squeeze the wind into shrill whistles. The two men sit on wooden crates whose slats have been reinforced by stone blocks placed under them. Another crate, shortside down, supports the kerosene lamp. John French peers over Strayhorn’s shoulder into the dark corner where Strayhorn has his bed of stacked mattresses.

“We got to bury it, man. We got to go out in this goddamn weather and bury it. Not in nobody’s backyard neither. Got to go on up to the burying ground where the rest of the dead niggers is.” As soon as he finished speaking John French realized he didn’t know for sure if the corpse was black or white. Being in Homewood, back of Dumferline it must be a black baby. Yet who in Homewood would have thrown it there? Not even those down home, country Negroes behind Dumferline in that alley that didn’t even have a name would do something like that. Nobody he knew. Nobody he had ever heard of. Except maybe crackers who could do anything to niggers, man, woman or child don’t make no difference.

Daddy Garbage, snoring, farting ever so often, lay next to the dead fireplace. Beyond him in deep shadow was the child. John French thought about going to look at it. Thought about standing up and crossing the dirt floor and laying open the sweater Strayhorn said he wrapped it in. His sweater. His goddamn hunting sweater come to this. He thought about taking the lamp into the dark corner and undoing newspapers and placing the light over the body. But more wine than he could remember and half a bottle of gin hadn’t made him ready for that. What did it matter? Black or white. Boy or girl. A mongrel made by niggers tipping in white folks’ beds or white folks paying visits to black. Everybody knew it was happening every night. Homewood people every color in the rainbow and they talking about white people and black people like there’s a brick wall tween them and nobody don’t know how to get over.

“You looked at it, Strayhorn?”

“Just a little bitty thing. Wasn’t no need to look hard to know it was dead.”

“Can’t figure how somebody could do it. Times is hard and all that, but how somebody gon be so cold?”

“Times is surely hard. I’m out there every day scuffling and I can tell you how hard they is.”

“Don’t care how hard they get. Some things people just ain’t supposed to do. If that hound of yours take up and die all the sudden, I know you’d find a way to put him in the ground.”

“You’re right about that. Simple and ungrateful as he is, I won’t be throwing him in nobody’s trash.”

“Well, you see what I mean then. Something is happening to people. I mean times was bad down home, too. Didn’t get cold like this, but the cracker could just about break your neck with his foot always on it. I mean I remember my daddy come home with half a pail of guts one Christmas Eve after he work all day killing hogs for the white man. Half a pail of guts is all he had and six of us pickaninnies and my mama and grandmama to feed. Crackers was mean as spit, but they didn’t drive people to do what they do here in this city. Down home you knew people. And you knew your enemies. Getting so you can’t trust a soul you see out here in the streets. White, black, don’t make no difference. Homewood changing… people changing.”

“I ain’t got nothing. Never will. But I lives good in the summertime and always finds a way to get through winter. Gets me a woman when I needs one.”

“You crazy alright, but you ain’t evil crazy like people getting. You got your cart and that dog and this place to sleep. And you ain’t going to hurt nobody to get more. That’s what I mean. People do anything to get more than they got.”

“Niggers been fighting and fussing since they been on earth.”

“Everybody gon fight. I done fought half the niggers in Homewood, myself. Fighting is different. Long as two men stand up and beat on each other ain’t nobody else’s business. Fighting ain’t gon hurt nobody. Even if it kill a nigger every now and then.”

“John French, you don’t make no sense.”

“If I make no sense out no sense, I be making sense.”

“Here you go talking crazy. Gin talk.”

“Ain’t no gin talking. It’s me talking and I’m talking true.”

“What we gon do?”

“You got a shovel round here?”

“Got a broken-handled piece of one.”

“Well get it, and let’s go on and do what we have to do.”

“It ain’t dark enough yet.”

“Dark as the Pit in here.”

“Ain’t dark outside yet. Got to wait till dark.”

John French reaches down to the bottle beside his leg. The small movement is enough to warn him how difficult it will be to rise from the box. Nearly as cold inside as out and the chill is under his clothes, has packed his bones in ice and the stiffness always in the small of his back from bending then reaching high to hang wallpaper is a little hard ball he will have to stretch out inch by painful inch when he stands. His fist closes on the neck of the bottle. Raises it to his lips and drinks deeply and passes it to Strayhorn. Gin is hot in John French’s mouth. He holds it there, numbing his lips and gums, inhaling the fumes. For a moment he feels as if his head is a balloon and someone is pumping it full of gas and there is a moment when the balloon is either going to bust or float off his shoulders.

“Gone, nigger. Didn’t leave a good swallow.” Strayhorn is talking with his mouth half covered by coatsleeve.

“Be two, three hours before it’s good and dark. Sure ain’t sitting here that long. Ain’t you got no wood for that fire?”

“Saving it.”

“Let’s go then.”

“I got to stay. Somebody got to be here.”

“Somebody got to get another taste.”

“Ain’t leaving no more.”

“Stay then. I be back. Goddamn. You sure did find it, didn’t you?”

When John French wrestles open the door, the gray light enters like a hand and grasps everything within the shack, shaking it, choking it before the door slams and severs the gray hand at the wrist.



It is the hottest time of a July day. Daddy Garbage is curled beneath the big wheeled cart, snug, regal in the only spot of shade on the street at one o’clock in the afternoon. Every once in a while his ropy tail slaps at the pavement. Too old for most of his puppy tricks but still a puppy when he sleeps, Strayhorn thinks, watching the tail rise up and flop down as if it measures some irregular but persistent pulse running beneath the streets of Homewood.

“Mr. Strayhorn.” The young woman speaking to him has John French’s long, pale face. She is big and rawboned like him and has his straight, good hair. Or the straight, good hair John French used to have. Hers almost to her shoulders but his long gone, a narrow fringe above his ears like somebody had roughed in a line for a saw cut.

“Have you seen my daddy, Mr. Strayhorn?”

“Come by here yesterday, Miss French.”

“Today, have you seen him today?”

“Hmmm…”

“Mr. Strayhorn, he has to come home. He’s needed at home right away.”

“Well now… let me see…”

“Is he gambling? Are they gambling up there beside the tracks? You know if they’re up there.”

“Seems like I might have seen him with a few of the fellows…”

“Dammit, Mr. Strayhorn. Lizabeth’s having her baby. Do you understand? It’s time, and we need him home.”

“Don’t fret, little gal. Bet he’s up there. You go on home. Me and Daddy Garbage get him. You go on home.”



“Nigger gal, nigger gal. Daddy’s sure nuff fine sweet little nigger gal.” Lizabeth hears the singing coming closer and closer. Yes, it’s him. Who else but him? She is crying. Pain and happiness. They brought the baby in for her to see. A beautiful, beautiful little boy. Now Lizabeth is alone again. Weak and pained. She feels she’s in the wrong place. She was so big and now she can barely find herself in the immense whiteness of the bed. Only the pain assures her she has not disappeared altogether. The perfect white pain.

She is sweating and wishing for a comb even though she knows she should not try to sit up and untangle the mess of her hair. Her long, straight hair. Like her mama’s. Her Daddy’s. The hair raveled on the pillow beside her face. She is sweating and crying and they’ve taken away her baby. She listens for footsteps, for sounds from the other beds in the ward. So many swollen bellies, so many white sheets and names she forgets and is too shy to ask again, and where have they taken her son? Why is no one around to tell her what she needs to know? She listens to the silence and listens and then there is his singing. Nigger gal. Sweet, sweet little nigger gal. Her Daddy’s drunk singing floating toward her and a nurse’s voice saying no saying you can’t go in there but her Daddy never missing a note and she can see the nurse in her perfect white and her Daddy never even looking at her just weaving past the uniform and strutting past the other beds and getting closer and singing, singing an ignorant, darky song that embarrasses her so and singing that nasty word which makes her want to hide under the sheets. But it’s him and he’ll be beside her and he’ll reach down out of the song and touch her wet forehead and his hand will be cool and she’ll smell the sweet wine on his breath and she is singing silently to herself what she has always called him, always will, Daddy John, Daddy John, in time to the nigger song he chants loud enough for the world to hear.



“Got to say something. You the one likes to talk. You the one good with words.” John French and Lemuel Strayhorn have been working for hours. Behind them, below them, the streets of Homewood are deserted, empty and still as if black people in the South hadn’t yet heard of mills and mines and freedom, hadn’t heard the rumors and the tall tales, hadn’t wrapped packages and stuffed cardboard suitcases with everything they could move and boarded trains North. Empty and still as if every living thing had fled from the blizzard, the snow which will never stop, which will bury Dumferline, Tioga, Hamilton, Kelley, Cassina, Allequippa, all the Homewood streets disappearing silently, swiftly as the footprints of the two men climbing Bruston Hill. John French first, leaning on the busted shovel like it’s a cane, stabbing the metal blade into the snow so it clangs against the pavement like a drum to pace their march. Strayhorn next, tottering unsteadily because he holds the bundle of rags and paper with both hands against his middle, thinking, when the wind gives him peace enough, of what he will say if someone stops him and asks him what he is carrying. Finally the dog, Daddy Garbage, trotting in a line straighter than usual, a line he doesn’t waver from even though a cat, unseen, hisses once as the procession mounts higher toward the burying ground.

In spite of wind and snow and bitter cold, the men are flushed and hot inside their clothes. If you were more than a few feet away, you couldn’t see them digging. Too much blowing snow, the night too black. But a block away you’d have heard them fighting the frozen earth, cursing and huffing and groaning as they take turns with the short-handled shovel. They had decided before they began that the hole had to be deep, six feet deep at least. If you had been close enough and watched them the whole time, you would have seen how it finally got deep enough so that one man disappeared with the tool while the other sat exhausted in the snow at the edge of the pit waiting his turn. You’d have seen the dark green bottle emptied and shoved neck first like a miniature headstone in the snow. You would have seen how one pecked at the stone hard ground while the other weaved around the growing mound of snow and dirt, blowing on his fingers and stomping his feet, making tracks as random as those of Daddy Garbage in the untouched snow of the cemetery….

“Don’t have no stone to mark this place. And don’t know your name, child. Don’t know who brought you on this earth. But none that matters now. You your own self now. Buried my twins in this very place. This crying place. Can’t think of nothing to say now except they was born and they died so fast too. But we loved them. No time to name one before she was gone. The other named Margaret, after her aunt, my little sister who died young too.

“Like the preacher say, May your soul rest in peace. Sleep in peace, child.”

Strayhorn stands mute with the bundle in his arms. John French blinks the heavy snowflakes from his lashes. He hears Strayhorn grunt amen then Strayhorn sways like a figure seen underwater. The outline of his shape wiggles, dissolves, the hard lines of him swell and divide.

“How we gonna put it down there? Can’t just pitch it down on that hard ground.”

John French pulls the big, red plaid snot rag from his coat pocket. He had forgotten about it all this time. He wipes his eyes and blows his nose. Stares up into the sky. The snowflakes all seem to be slanting from one spot high over his head. If he could get his thumb up there or jam in the handkerchief, he could stop it. The sky would clear, they would be able to see the stars.

He kneels at the edge of the hole and pushes clean snow into the blackness. Pushes till the bottom of the pit is lined with soft, glowing fur.

“Best we can do. Drop her easy now. Lean over far as you can and drop her easy….”






LIZABETH: THE CATERPILLAR STORY

DID YOU KNOW I TRIED to save him once myself. When somebody was dumping ashes on the lot beside the house on Cassina Way. Remember how mad Daddy got. He sat downstairs in the dark with his shotgun and swore he was going to shoot whoever it was dumping ashes on his lot. I tried to save Daddy from that.

It’s funny sitting here listening at you talk about your father that way because I never thought about nobody else needing to save him but me. Then I hear you talking and think about John French and know there ain’t no way he could have lived long as he did unless a whole lotta people working real hard at saving that crazy man. He needed at least as many trying to save him as were trying to kill him.

Knew all my life about what you did, Mama. Knew you punched through a window with your bare hand to save him. You showed me the scar and showed me the window. In the house we used to live in over on Cassina Way. So I always knew you had saved him. Maybe that’s why I thought I could save him too.

I remember telling you the story.

And showing me the scar.

Got the scar, that’s for sure. And you got the story.

Thought I was saving Daddy, too, but if you hadn’t put your fist through that window I wouldn’t have had a Daddy to try and save.

Had you in my lap and we were sitting at the window in the house on Cassina Way. You must have been five or six at the time. Old enough to be telling stories to. Course when I had one of you children on my lap, there was some times I talked just to hear myself talking. Some things couldn’t wait even though you all didn’t understand word the first. But you was five or six and I was telling you about the time your Daddy ate a caterpillar.

The one I ate first.

The very one you nibbled a little corner off.

Then he ate the rest.

The whole hairy-legged, fuzzy, orange and yellow striped, nasty rest.

Because he thought I might die.

As if my babygirl dead wouldn’t be enough. Huh uh. He swallowed all the rest of that nasty bug so if you died, he’d die too and then there I’d be with both you gone.

So he was into the saving business, too.

Had a funny way of showing it but I guess you could say he was. Guess he was, alright. Had to be when I look round and see all you children grown up and me getting old as sin.

Nineteen years older than me is all.

That’s enough.

I remember you telling me the caterpillar story and then I remember that man trying to shoot Daddy and then I remember Albert Wilkes’s pistol you pulled out from under the icebox.

That’s a whole lot of remembering. You was a little thing, a lap baby when that mess in Cassina happened.

Five or six.

Yes, you were. That’s what you was. Had to be because we’d been on Cassina two, three years. Like a kennel back there on Cassina Way in those days. Every one of them shacks full of niggers. And they let their children run the street half-naked and those burr heads ain’t never seen a comb. Let them children out in the morning and called em in at night like they was goats or something. You was five or six but I kept you on my lap plenty. Didn’t want you growing up too fast. Never did want it. With all you children I tried to keep that growing up business going slow as I could. What you need to hurry for? Where you going? Wasn’t in no hurry to get you out my lap and set you down in those streets.

I remember. I’m sure I remember. The man, a skinny man, came running down the alley after Daddy. He had a big pistol just like Albert Wilkes. And you smashed your fist through the glass to warn Daddy. If I shut my eyes I can hear glass falling and hear the shots.

Never knew John French could run so fast. Thought for a moment one of them bullets knocked him down but he outran em all. Had to or I’d be telling a different story.

It’s mixed up with other things in my mind but I do remember. You told me the story and showed me the scar later but I was there and I remember too.

You was there, alright. The two of us sitting at the front window staring at nothing. Staring at the quiet cause it was never quiet in Cassina Way except early in the morning and then again that time of day people in they houses fixing to eat supper. Time of day when the men come home and the children come in off the streets and it’s quiet for the first time since dawn. You can hear nothing for the first time and hear yourself think for the first time all day so there we was in that front window and I was half sleep and daydreaming and just about forgot I had you on my lap. Even though you were getting to be a big thing. A five or six-year-old thing but I wasn’t in no hurry to set you down so there we was. You was there alright but I wasn’t paying you no mind. I was just studying them houses across the way and staring at my ownself in the glass and wondering where John French was and wondering how long it would stay quiet before your sister Geraldine woke up and started to fuss and wondering who that woman was with a baby in her lap staring back at me.

And you told the caterpillar story.

Yes, I probably did. If that’s what you remember, I probably did. I liked to tell it when things was quiet. Ain’t much of a story if there’s lots of noise around. Ain’t the kind you tell to no bunch of folks been drinking and telling lies all night. Sitting at the window with you at the quiet end of the afternoon was the right time for that story and I probably told it to wake myself up.



John French is cradling Lizabeth in one arm pressed against his chest. She is muttering or cooing or getting ready to throw up.

“What did she eat? What you saying she ate? You supposed to be watching this child, woman.”

“Don’t raise your voice at me. Bad enough without you frightening her.”

“Give it here, woman.”

His wife opens her fist and drops the fuzzy curled remnant of caterpillar in his hand. It lies there striped orange and yellow, dead or alive, and he stares like it is a sudden eruption of the skin of the palm of his hand, stares like he will stare at the sloppy pyramids of ash desecrating his garden-to-be. He spreads the fingers of the hand of the arm supporting the baby’s back; still one minute, Lizabeth will pitch and buck the next. He measures the spiraled length of caterpillar in his free hand, sniffs it, strokes its fur with his middle finger, seems to be listening or speaking to it as he passes it close to his face. His jaws work the plug of tobacco; he spits and the juice sizzles against the pavement.

“You sure this the most of it? You sure she only ate a little piece?”

Freeda French is still shaking her head yes, not because she knows the answer but because anything else would be unthinkable. How could she let this man’s daughter chew up more than a little piece of caterpillar. Freeda is crying inside. Tears glaze her eyes, shiny and thick as the sugar frosting on her Aunt Aida’s cakes and there is too much to hold back, the weight of the tears will crack the glaze and big drops will steal down her cheeks. While she is still nodding yes, nodding gingerly so the tears won’t leak, but knowing they are coming anyway, he spits again and pops the gaudy ringlet of bug into his mouth.

“I got the most of it then. And if I don’t die, she ain’t gonna die neither, so stop that sniffling.” He chews two or three times and his eyes are expressionless vacant as he runs his tongue around his teeth getting it all out and down….



Someone had been dumping ashes on the vacant lot at the end of Cassina Way. The empty lot had been part of the neighborhood for as long as anybody could remember and no one had ever claimed it until John French moved his family into the rear end of the narrow row house adjoining the lot and then his claim went no farther than a patch beside the end wall of the row houses, a patch he intended to plant with tomatoes, peppers and beans but never got around to except to say he’d be damned if he couldn’t make something grow there even though the ground was more rock and roots than it was soil because back home in Culpepper, Virginia, where the soil so good you could almost eat it in handfuls scooped raw from the earth, down there he learned about growing and he was going to make a garden on that lot when he got around to it and fix it to look nearly as good as the one he had loved to listen to when he was a boy sitting on his back porch with his feet up on a chair and nobody he had to bother with from his toes to the Blue Ridge Mountains floating on the horizon.

Ashes would appear in gray, sloppy heaps one or two mornings a week. The shape of the mounds told John French they had been spilled from a wheelbarrow, that somebody was sneaking a wheelbarrow down the dark, cobbled length of Cassina Way while other people slept, smothering his dream of a garden under loads of scraggly ash. One afternoon when Lizabeth came home crying with ash in her hair, hair her mother had just oiled and braided that morning, John French decided to put a stop to the ash dumping. He said so to his wife, Freeda, while Lizabeth wept, raising his voice as Lizabeth bawled louder. Finally goddamned somebody’s soul and somebody’s ancestors and threatened to lay somebody’s sorry soul to rest, till Freeda hollering to be heard over Lizabeth’s crying and John French’s cussing told him such language wasn’t fit for a child’s ears, wasn’t fit for no place or nobody but the Bucket of Blood and his beer drinking, wine drinking, nasty talking cronies always hanging round there.

So for weeks Lizabeth did not sleep. She lay in her bed on the edge of sleep in the tiny room with her snoring sister, afraid like a child is afraid to poke a foot in bath water of an uncertain temperature, but she was frozen in that hesitation not for an instant but for weeks as she learned everything she could from the night sounds of Cassina Way, and then lay awake learning there was nothing else to learn, that having the nightmare happen would be the only way of learning, that after predictable grunts and alley clamors, the cobblestones went to sleep for the night and she still hadn’t picked up a clue about what she needed to know, how she would recognize the sound of a wheelbarrow and find some unfrightened, traitorous breath in herself with which to cry out and warn the man who pushed the barrow of ashes that her father, John French, with his double-barrelled shotgun taller than she was, sat in ambush in the downstairs front room.

Even before she heard him promise to shoot whoever was dumping ashes she had listened for her Daddy to come home at night. He’d rummage a few minutes in the kitchen then she’d listen for the scrape of a match and count his heavy steps as he climbed to the landing; at twelve he would be just a few feet away and the candlelight would lurch on the wall and her father would step first to the girls’ room, and though her eyes were squeezed as tightly shut as walnuts, she could feel him peering in as the heat of the candle leaned closer, feel him counting his daughters the way she counted the stairs, checking on his girls before he ventured the long stride across the deep well of the landing to the other side of the steps, the left turning to the room where her mother would be sleeping. Once in a while partying all by himself downstairs, he would sing. Rocking back and forth on a rickety kitchen chair his foot tapping a bass line on the linoleum floor, he’d sing, Froggy went a courtin and he did ride, uh huh, uh huh. Or the songs she knew came from the Bucket of Blood. His husky voice cracking at the tenor notes and half laughing, half swallowing the words in those songs not fit for any place but the Bucket of Blood.

Most times he was happy but even if she heard the icebox door slammed hard enough to pop the lock, heard his chair topple over and crash to the floor, heard the steps groan like he was trying to put his heel through the boards, like he was trying to crush the humpback of some steel-shelled roach with each stride, hearing even this she knew his feet would get quieter as she neared the end of her count, that no matter how long it took between steps when she could hear him snoring or shuffling back and forth along the length of a step like he had forgotten up and decided to try sideways, finally he would reach the landing and the staggering light from the candle her mother always set out for him on its dish beside the front door would lean in once then die with the bump of her parents’ door closing across the landing.

Lizabeth could breathe easier then, after she had counted him safely to his bed, after the rasp of door across the landing and the final bump which locked him safely away. But for weeks she’d lain awake long after the house was silent, waiting for the unknown sound of the wheelbarrow against the cobblestones, the sound she must learn, the sound she must save him from.

“It got to be that bowlegged Walter Johnson cause who else be cleaning people’s fireplaces round here. But I’ll give him the benefit of the doubt. Every man deserves the benefit of the doubt so I ain’t going to accuse Walter Johnson to his face. What I’m gon do is fill the next nigger’s butt with buckshot I catch coming down Cassina Way dumping ash.”

She knew her father would shoot. She had heard about Albert Wilkes so she knew that shooting meant men dead and men running away and never coming back. She could not let it happen. She imagined the terrible sound of the gun a hundred times each night. If she slept at all, she did not remember or could not admit a lapse because then the hours awake would mean nothing. Her vigilance must be total. If she would save her father from himself, from the rumbling cart and the gray, ashy faced intruder who would die and carry her father away with him in the night, she must be constant, must listen and learn the darkness better than it knew itself.



“Daddy.” She is sitting on his knee. Her eyes scale her father’s chest, one by one she climbs the black buttons of his flannel shirt until she counts them all and reaches the grayish neck of his long johns. Their one cracked pearl button showing below his stubbled chin.

“Daddy. I want to stay in your hat.”

“What you talking about, little sugar?”

“I want to live in your hat. Your big brown hat. I want to live in there always.”

“Sure you can. Yes indeed. Make you a table and some chairs and catch a little squirrel too, let him live in there with you. Now that sounds like a fine idea, don’t it? Stay under there till you get too big for your Daddy’s hat. Till you get to be a fine big gal.”

Lizabeth lowers her eyes from his long jaw, from the spot he plumped out with his tongue. He shifted the Five Brothers tobacco from one cheek to the other, getting it good and juicy and the last she saw of his face before her eyes fell to the brass pot beside his chair was how his jaws worked the tobacco, grinding the wad so it came out bloody and sizzling when he spit.

She was already big enough for chores and hours beside her mother in the kitchen where there was always something to be done. But hours too on the three steps her Daddy had built from the crooked door to the cobbled edge of Cassina Way. Best in the summer when she could sit and get stupid as a fly in the hot sun after it rose high enough to crest the row houses across the alley. If you got up before everybody else summer mornings were quiet in Cassina, nothing moving until the quiet was broken by the cry of the scissors-and-knife man, a jingling ring of keys at his waist, and strapped across his back the flintstone wheel which he would set down on its three legs and crank so the sparks flew up if you had a dull blade for him to sharpen, or by the iceman who would always come first, behind the tired clomp of his horse’s hooves striking Cassina’s stones. The iceman’s wagon was covered with gray canvas that got darker like a bandage on a wound as the ice bled through. Ice. Ice. Any ice today, lady? The iceman sang the words darkly so Lizabeth never understood exactly what he cried till she asked her mother.

“He’s saying Any ice today, lady, least that’s what he thinks he’s saying. Least that’s what I think he thinks he’s saying,” her mother said as she listened stock-still by the sink to make sure. For years the iceman was Fred Willis and Fred Willis still owned the horse which slept some people said in the same room with him, but now a scowling somebody whose name Lizabeth didn’t know, who wore a long rubber apron the color of soaked canvas was the one talking the old gray horse down the alley, moaning Ice, ice, any ice today, lady or whatever it was she heard first thing behind the hollow clomp of the hooves.

Stupid as a fly. She had heard her Daddy say that and it fit just how she felt, sun-dazed, forgetting even the itchy places on her neck, the cries of the vendors which after a while like everything blended with the silence.

Stupid as a fly during her nightlong vigils when she couldn’t learn what she needed to know but she did begin to understand how she could separate into two pieces and one would listen for the wheelbarrow and the other part would watch her listening. One part had a Daddy and loved him more than anything but the other part could see him dead or dying or run away forever and see Lizabeth alone and heartbroken or see Lizabeth lying awake all night foolish enough to think she might save her Daddy. The watching part older and wiser and more evil than she knew Lizabeth could ever be. A worrisome part which strangely at times produced in her the most profound peace because she was that part and nothing else when she sat sundrugged, stupid as a fly on the steps over Cassina Way.



Bracelets of gray soapsuds circled her mother’s wrists as she lifted a china cup from the sink, rinsed it with a spurt of cold water and set it gleaming on the drainboard to dry. The same froth clinging to her mother’s arms floated above the rim of the sink, screening the dishes that filled the bowl. Each time the slim hands disappeared into the water there was an ominous clatter and rattle, but her mother’s fingers had eyes, sorted out the delicate pieces first, retrieved exactly what they wanted from the load of dishes. If Lizabeth plunged her own hands into the soapy water, everything would begin to totter and slide, broken glass and chipped plates would gnaw her clumsy fingers. Some larger pieces were handed to her to dry and put away which she did automatically, never taking her eyes from her mother’s swift, efficient movements at the sink.

“Lizabeth, you go catch the iceman. Tell him five pounds.”

Lizabeth shouted, Five pound, we want five pound. She knew better, her mother had told her a hundred times: pounds and miles, s when you talking bout more than one, but her Daddy said two pound a salt pork and a thousand mile tween here and home so when the wagon was abreast of the last row houses and the echo of the hooves and the echo of the blues line the iceman made of his call faded down the narrow funnel of Cassina Way she shouted loud as she could, Five pound, five pound, Mister.

The horse snorted. She thought it would be happy to stop but it sounded mad. The driver’s eyes went from the little girl on the steps to the empty place in the window where there should be a sign if anybody in the house wanted ice. When his eyes stared at her again, they said you better not be fooling with me, girl, and with a grunt much like the horse’s snort he swung himself down off the wagon seat, jerked up an edge of the canvas from the ice and snapped away a five pound chunk in rusty pincers. The block of ice quivered as the iron hooks pierced its sides. Lizabeth could see splintered crystal planes, the cloudy heart of the ice when the man passed her on the steps. Under the high-bibbed rubber apron, the man’s skin was black and glistening. He hollered once Iceman and pushed through the door.

If she had a horse, she would keep it in the vacant lot next door. It would never look nappy and sick like this one. The iceman’s horse had bare patches in his coat, sore, raw-looking spots like the heads of kids who had ringworm. Their mothers would tie a stocking cap over the shaved heads of the boys so they could come to school and you weren’t supposed to touch them because you could get it that way but Lizabeth didn’t even like to be in the same room. Thinking about the shadowy nastiness veiled under the stockings was enough to make her start scratching even though her mother washed and oiled and braided her thick hair five times a week.

She waited till the wagon had creaked past the vacant lot before she went back inside. If her pinto pony were there in the lot, nibbling at the green grass her Daddy would plant, it would whinny at the sad ice wagon horse. She wondered how old the gray horse might be, why it always slunk by with its head bowed and its great backside swaying slowly as the dark heads of the saints in Homewood A.M.E. Zion when they hummed the verses of a hymn.

“That man dripping water in here like he don’t have good sense. Some people just never had nothing and never will.” Her mother was on her hands and knees mopping the faded linoleum with a rag.

“Here girl, take this till I get the pan.” She extended her arm backward without turning her head. “Pan overflowed again and him slopping water, too.” She was on her knees and the cotton housedress climbed up the backs of her bare thighs. Her mama’s backside poked up in the air and its roundness, its splitness made her think of the horse’s huge buttocks, then of her own narrow hips. Her mama drew the brimful drain pan from under the icebox, sliding it aside without spilling a drop. “Here,” her arm extended again behind her, her fingers making the shape of the balled rag. She had to say Here girl again before Lizabeth raised her eyes from the black scars in the linoleum and pushed the rag she had wrung into her mother’s fingers.

“I don’t know why I’m down here punishing these bones of mine and you just standing there looking. Next time…”

Her mother stopped abruptly. She had been leaning on one elbow, the other arm stretched under the icebox to sop up the inevitable drips missed by the drain pan. Now she bowed her head even lower, one cheek almost touching the floor so she could see under the icebox. When her hand jerked from the darkness it was full of something blue-black and metal.

“Oh, God. Oh, my God.”

She held it the way she held a trap that had snared a rat, and for a moment Lizabeth believed that must be what it was, some new rat-killing steel trap. Her mama set the wooden kind in dark corners all over the house but when one caught something her mother hated to touch it, she would try to sweep the trap and the squeezed rat body out the door together, leave it for John French to open the spring and shake the dead rodent into the garbage can so the trap could be used again. Her mama held a trap delicately if she had to touch it at all, in two fingers, as far from her body as she could reach, looking away from it till she dropped it in a place from which it could be broomed easily out the door. This time the object was heavier than a trap and her mama’s eyes were not half-closed and her mouth was not twisted like somebody swallowing cod liver oil. She was staring, wide-eyed, frightened.

“Watch out… stand back.”

On the drainboard the gun gleamed with a dull, blue-black light which came from inside, a dead glistening Lizabeth knew would be cold and quick to the touch, like the bloody, glass-eyed fish the gun lay next to.

“You’ve seen nothing. Do you understand, child? You’ve seen nothing and don’t you ever breathe a word of this to a soul. Do you understand me?”

Lizabeth nodded. But she was remembering the man in the alley. Must remember. But that afternoon in the kitchen it was like seeing it all for the first time. Like she had paid her dime to the man at the Bellmawr Show and sat huddled in the darkness, squirming, waiting for pictures to start flashing across the screen. It had to begin with the caterpillar story.

“I got the most of it then. And if I don’t die, she ain’t gonna die neither, so stop that sniffling.”

Lizabeth has heard the story so many times she can tell it almost as well as her mother. Not with words yet, not out loud yet, but she can set the people—her father, her mother, herself as a baby—on the stage and see them moving and understand when they are saying the right words and she would know if somebody told it wrong. She is nearly six years old and sitting on her mother’s lap as she hears the caterpillar story this time. Sitting so they both can look out the downstairs window into Cassina Way.

Both look at the gray covering everything, a late afternoon gray gathered through a fall day that has not once been graced by the sun. Palpable as soot the gray is in the seams between the cobblestones, seals the doors and windows of the row houses across the alley. Lights will yellow the windows soon but at this in-between hour nothing lives behind the gray boards of the shanties across the way. Lizabeth has learned the number Seventy-Four-Fifteen Cassina Way and knows to tell it to a policeman if she is lost. But if she is Lizabeth French, she cannot be lost because she will be here, in this house certain beyond a number, absolutely itself among the look-alikes crowding Cassina Way. She will not be lost because there is a lot next door where her Daddy will grow vegetables, and her mother will put them in jars and they will eat all winter the sunshine and growing stored in those jars and there are three wooden steps her Daddy made for sitting and doing nothing till she gets stupid as a fly in that same sun, and sleeping rooms upstairs, her sister snoring and the candle poked in before her Daddy closes the door across the deep well.

The end house coming just before the empty corner lot is Lizabeth and Lizabeth nothing more nor less than the thinnest cobweb stretched in a dusty corner where the sounds, smells and sights of the house come together.

Lizabeth watches her mother’s eyes lose their green. She sits as still as she can. She is not the worm now like her mama always calls her because she’s so squirmy, she is nothing now because if she sits still enough her mother forgets her and Lizabeth who is nothing at all, who is not a worm and not getting too big to be sitting on people’s laps all day, can watch the shadows deepen and her mama’s green eyes turn gray like the houses across Cassina Way.

“There was a time Cassina Way nothing but dirt. Crab apple trees and pear trees grew where you see all them shacks. Then the war came and they had a parade on Homewood Avenue and you should have seen them boys strut. They been cross the ocean and they knew they looked good in their uniforms and they sure was gon let everybody know it. People lined up on both sides the street to see those colored troops marching home from the war. The 505 Engineers. Everybody proud of them and them strutting to beat the band. Mize well been dancing down Homewood Avenue. In a manner of speaking they were dancing and you couldn’t keep your feet still when they go high stepping past. That big drum get up inside your chest and when Elmer Hollinger hits it your skin feels about to bust. All of Homewood out that day. People I ain’t never seen before. All the ones they built these shacks for back here on Cassina Way. Ones ain’t never been nowhere but the country and put they children out in the morning, don’t call them in till feeding time. Let them run wild. Let them make dirt and talk nasty and hair ain’t never seen a comb.

“That’s why I’ma hold on to you, girl. That’s why your mama got to be mean sometimes and keep you in sometime you want to be running round outdoors.”

Lizabeth loves the quiet time of day when she can just sit, when she has her mama all to herself and her mama talks to her and at her and talks to herself but loud enough so Lizabeth can hear it all. Lizabeth needs her mother’s voice to make things real. (Years later when she will have grandchildren of her own and her mother and father both long dead Lizabeth will still be trying to understand why sometimes it takes someone’s voice to make things real. She will be sitting in a room and the room full of her children and grandchildren and everybody eating and talking and laughing but she will be staring down a dark tunnel and that dark, empty tunnel is her life, a life in which nothing has happened, and she’ll feel like screaming at the darkness and emptiness and wringing her hands because nothing will seem real, and she will be alone in a roomful of strangers. She will need to tell someone how it had happened. But anybody who’d care would be long dead. Anybody who’d know what she was talking about would be long gone but she needs to tell someone so she will begin telling herself. Patting her foot on the floor to keep time. Then she will be speaking out loud. The others will listen and pay attention. She’ll see down the tunnel and it won’t be a tunnel at all, but a door opening on something clear and bright. Something simple which makes so much sense it will flash sudden and bright as the sky in a summer storm. Telling the story right will make it real.)

“Look at that man. You know where he been at. You know what he’s been doing. Look at him with his big hat self. You know he been down on his knees at Rosemary’s shooting crap with them trifling niggers. Don’t you pay me no mind, child. He’s your Daddy and a good man so don’t pay me no mind if I say I wish I could sneak out there and get behind him and boot his butt all the way home. Should have been home an hour ago. Should have been here so he could keep an eye on you while I start fixing dinner. Look at him just sauntering down Cassina Way like he owns it and got all the time in the world. Your sister be up in a minute and yelling soon as her eyes open and him just taking his own sweet time.

“He won too. Got a little change in his pocket. Tell by the way he walks. Walking like he got a load in his pants, like other people’s nickels and dimes weigh him down. If he lost he’d be smiling and busting in here talking fast and playing with youall and keep me up half the night with his foolishness. Never saw a man get happy when he gambles away his family’s dinner. Never saw a man get sour-faced and down in the mouth when he wins.”

Lizabeth doesn’t need to look anymore. Her Daddy will get closer and closer and then he’ll come through the door. Their life together will begin again. He is coming home from Rosemary’s, down Cassina Way. He is there if you look and there if you don’t look. He is like the reflection, the image of mother and daughter floating in the grayness of Cassina Way. There if she looks, there if she doesn’t.

She stares at the pane of glass and realizes how far away she has been, how long she has been daydreaming but he is only a few steps closer, taking his own good time, the weight of somebody else’s money in his pockets, the crown of his hat taller than the shadowed roofs of Cassina Way.

Her mama’s arms are a second skin, a warm snuggling fur that keeps out the grayness, the slight, late-afternoon chill of an October day. She hums to herself, a song about the caterpillar story her mama has just told. Her baby sister is sleeping so Lizabeth has her mother to herself. Whenever they are alone, together, is the best time of the day, even if it comes now when the day is nearly over, sitting at the window in her mama’s lap and her mama, after one telling of the caterpillar story, quiet and gray as Cassina Way. Because Lizabeth has a baby sister Geraldine she must love even though the baby makes the house smaller and shrinks the taken-for granted time Lizabeth was used to spending with her mama. Lizabeth not quite six that early evening, late afternoon she is recalling, that she has not remembered or relived for five years till it flashes back like a movie on a screen that afternoon her mother pulls the revolver from under the icebox.

Her mother screams and smashes her fist through the windowpane. A gunshot pops in the alley. Her Daddy dashes past the jagged space where the windowpane had been, glass falling around his head as he bounds past faster than she has ever seen him move, past the empty, collapsing frame toward the vacant lot. A gun clatters against the cobbles and a man runs off down the corridor of Cassina Way.

My God. Oh, my God.

Her mama’s fist looks like someone has tied bright red strings across her knuckles. The chair tumbles backward as her mother snatches her away from the jagged hole. Baby Geraldine is yelping upstairs like a wounded animal. Lizabeth had been daydreaming, and the window had been there between her daydream and her Daddy, there had been separation, a safe space between, but the glass was shattered now and the outside air in her face and her mama’s hand bleeding and her mama’s arms squeezing her too tightly, crushing her as if her small body could stop the trembling of the big one wrapped around it.

“Lizabeth… Lizabeth.”

When her mama had screamed her warning, the man’s eyes leaped from her Daddy’s back to the window. Lizabeth saw the gun but didn’t believe the gun until her mama screamed again and flung her fist through the glass. That made it real and made her hear her own screams and made her Daddy a man about to be shot dead in the alley.

If a fist hadn’t smashed through the window perhaps she would not have remembered the screaming, the broken glass, the shots when she watched her mama drag a pistol from under the icebox and set it on the bloody drainboard.

But Lizabeth did remember and see and she knew that Albert Wilkes had shot a policeman and run away and knew Albert Wilkes had come to the house in the dead of night and given her father his pistol to hide, and knew that Albert Wilkes would never come back, that if he did return to Homewood he would be a dead man.

“You’re a fool, John French, and no better than the rest of those wine-drinking rowdies down at the Bucket of Blood and God knows you must not have a brain in your head to have a gun in a house with children and who in the name of sense would do such a thing whether it’s loaded or not and take it out of here, man, I don’t care where you take it, but take it out of here.” Her mother shouting as loud as she ever shouts like the time he teased her with the bloody rat hanging off the end of the trap, her Daddy waving it at her mama and her mama talking tough first, then shouting and in tears and finally her Daddy knew he had gone too far and carried it out the house….

Lizabeth remembered when the gun was dragged from under the icebox so there was nothing to do but lie awake all night and save her Daddy from himself, save him from the trespassing cart and smoking ashes and the blast of a shotgun and dead men and men running away forever. She’d save him like her mama had saved him. At least till he got that garden planted and things started growing and he put up a little fence and then nobody fool enough to dump ashes on something belonged to John French.



You ought to paint some yellow stripes and orange stripes on that scar, Mama.

Don’t be making fun of my scar. This scar saved your father’s life.

I know it did. I’m just jealous, that’s all. Because I’ll never know if I saved him. I’d sure like to know. Anyway an orange and yellow caterpillar running across the back of your hand would be pretty, Mama. Like a tattoo. I’d wear it like a badge, if I knew.

Don’t know what you’re talking about now. You’re just talking now. But I do know if you hadn’t been sitting in my lap, I’da put my whole body through that window and bled to death on those cobblestones in Cassina Way so just by being there you saved me and that’s enough saving for one day and enough talk too, cause I can see John French coming down that alley from Rosemary’s now and I’m getting sad now and I’m too old to be sitting here crying when ain’t nothing wrong with me.



OEBPS/e9781982148898/fonts/Raleway-ExtraBoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982148898/fonts/Raleway-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982148898/fonts/Raleway-Medium.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982148898/fonts/Yellowtail-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982148898/fonts/CrimsonText-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982148898/images/f0001-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781982148898/xhtml/nav.xhtml


CONTENTS



		Cover


		Title Page


		Homewood: Introduction


		Preface to the Homewood Trilogy


		Damballah

		Family Tree


		To Robby


		Damballah: Good Serpent of the Sky


		A Begat Chart


		Damballah


		Daddy Garbage


		Lizabeth: The Caterpillar Story


		Hazel


		The Chinaman


		The Watermelon Story


		The Songs of Reba Love Jackson


		Across the Wide Missouri


		Rashad


		Tommy


		Solitary


		The Beginning of Homewood







		Hiding Place

		Chapter I

		Clement


		Bess


		Clement


		Tommy


		Bess


		Tommy


		Clement


		Tommy


		Clement


		Bess


		Tommy







		Chapter II

		Bess


		Clement


		Tommy


		Bess


		Clement


		Tommy


		Bess












		Sent for You Yesterday

		In Heaven with Brother Tate


		Chapter I: The Return of Albert Wilkes


		Chapter II: The Courting of Lucy Tate


		Chapter III: Brother

		1941


		1946


		1962


		1970












		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Preface


		Introduction


		About the Author


		Copyright








		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		XI


		XII


		XIII


		XIV


		XV


		XVI


		XVII


		XVIII


		XIX


		XX


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394


		395


		396


		397


		398


		399


		400


		401


		402


		403


		404


		405


		406


		407


		408


		409


		410


		411


		412


		413


		414


		415


		416


		417


		418


		419


		420


		421


		422


		423


		424


		425


		426


		427


		428


		429


		430


		431


		432


		433


		434


		435


		436


		437


		438


		439


		440


		441


		442


		443


		444


		445


		446


		447


		448


		449


		450


		451


		452


		453


		454


		455


		456


		457


		458


		459


		460


		461


		462


		463


		464


		465


		466


		467


		468


		469


		470


		471


		472


		473


		474


		475


		476


		477


		478


		479


		480


		481


		482


		483


		484


		485


		486


		487


		488


		489


		490


		491


		492


		493


		494


		495


		496


		497


		498


		499


		500


		501


		502


		503


		504


		505


		506


		507


		508


		509


		510


		511


		512


		513


		514


		515


		516


		517


		518


		519


		520


		521


		522


		523


		524


		525


		526


		527


		528


		529


		530


		531


		532


		533


		534


		535


		536


		537


		538


		539


		540


		541


		542


		543


		544


		545


		546


		547


		548


		549


		550


		551


		552


		553


		554


		555


		556








OEBPS/e9781982148898/images/f0003-01.jpg
FAMILY TREE

BORN:

1840's Sybela Owens—Charlie Bell (20 children)

1860's, 70's Maggie Owens—Buck Hollinger (9 children)

1880's Link—Marie | Gaybrella—Joe Hardin

Aida—aBill Campbell Gertrude—? Bess—Riley Simpkins

May Eugene
Freeda Hollinger—John French

1900’s

Ferdinand Faun Hazel
Geraldine Carl Martha

Lizabeth—Edgar Lawson
1920's

1940's Judy—John  Sarah—Tommy Ray  Russell Shirley—Rashad

1960's  Jake Danny Clyde Keesha Tammy (Kaleesha)
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