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Thou passeth

Mortal man

In one gate and out another:

Yet scarce

Hast thou heard

The first gate’s opening

Ere the last gate

Closes

With a clang.

—Hall
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He stood on the freedom house porch, leaning his tall body against the wooden railing. He watched his troops move out of the dusty yard—his freedom soldiers, the young volunteers under his command. Dumb shits, he thought. Tit-sucking summer wonders. Behind each lurked parents, security, a college education. He envied them their advantages. He despised them. Cal spat into the humid incandescent morning. Freedom fighters, he thought. My ass. He remembered his old comrades and their campaigns: Selma, Jackson, Natchez, Bogaloosa, Birmingham. Name it, he could show you something or tell you. He looked at the summer charges again. Freedom fighters, he thought. My ass.

But in spite of himself his eye followed one of them, a tall, slender, gentle-looking white girl wearing sandals and a plain summer dress. It was Parnell that he watched as she and Tom Rice separated from the others and together descended the steep embankment leading to Franklin Street. He looked at her bare legs, at her nice ass, at the straight brown hair roping in a braid down her back. He had wanted her all summer. Yet he had set the rules of conduct—rules intended to keep down friction. But again he admitted he would break the rules for her if she’d give him the slightest encouragement. He smiled, amused. Fuck rules when it comes to pussy.

Now he saw Parnell and Rice reach the street level and stop abruptly on the sidewalk. Cal spat again. Tom Rice, he thought. Twenty-eight and still a dumb motherfucker. Worse: a dumb black motherfucker. A niggah without cool. Didn’t know his ass from a hole. A house niggah full of Up North airs, high talk, and bullshit. Who the hell couldn’t rap that intellectual crap if they wanted to? Hadn’t he himself finished a term at junior college before quitting to join the Movement? Better fucking believe it. He was not illiterate like those snotnose bastards out there thought him to be. All they could do was talk. Talk. Rap, rap, rap. Never anything to enlighten, just vomiting up what they’d memorized. He spat again, angry now. Doing was what counted—and he was a doer. At that instant, in the street below, a car pulled up opposite Rice and Parnell and a white man with a movie camera got out. He steadied the camera against the car roof and started shooting pictures. Rice and Parnell averted their faces. Finally the man climbed back in the car and it started away; the driver’s head poked out his window; eyes turned toward the freedom house—the face heavy, reddened, somnolent. He cursed up at Cal, the words coming slow, drawled, hanging hot and lazy in the humid air. Cal laughed, standing erect now. Then he saw Rice shove a stiffened middle finger at the driver. Cal laughed again and spat. Rice was sure a dumb sonofabitch. Didn’t know his ass from a hole. Cal memorized the license number. He’d wait until he found the car parked in town after dark. Then a knife into all four tires, or fresh paint over the roof and hood. That meant something. The other was bullshit. He laughed again, feeling his stomach squeeze, feeling the scorn and hate well up in him deliciously.

Everyone who knew him said he was soaked bitter with hate, with resentment and contempt; accused him of being freedom high, shell-shocked from four years straight in the Movement. Name it, he’d been in it; shot at, head beat, ass kicked, thrown in jails, pulled out at midnight, his ass kicked again, teeth knocked out, and his jaw broke. And no congressional medals. No enemy killed or wounded. Just his comrades falling on those hot, grim asphalt streets or bleeding in the dust and isolation of back-country roads. Guerrilla warfare; better fucking believe it. But a strange war indeed: one side with guns and the other side with little else but dumb black bodies to sacrifice—bodies that would never be altogether right again. His hands clenched suddenly into fists and his eyes burned in the green shade behind his sunglasses. No more nonviolence for him. Finished with it. Not another motherfucker would lay hands on him without a fight. He was too tired now not to fight back. Tired to his black-assed bones. Spent. Weary. Soul weary; and barely twenty-two. He swore aloud: “Goddammit!” This was his last summer in the Movement. He was quitting. He felt his fists unclench and his shoulders slump, and he sighed deeply. Hadn’t he sworn that before, time and again? The Movement was his life, all he possessed. It had turned him around, made things simple; made a man of him. But four years now seemed like ten, and he felt old. Say goodbye now while there was still some strength left; before the accumulation of hate and bitterness rotted him. But what would he do? Where would he go? Not back home. Christ almighty, not back to the Delta; that dark, imperturbable, flat-chested, unrelenting bitch. No, not back to the three-room shack where his brothers and sisters held him as an idol and his father still sat in mournful silence on that porch: mute, broken, his eyes fixed, staring across the unplowed fields at nothing. No, not again back to thirsting cottonfields hotly stretching into forever; and baths in those stagnant caramel-colored waters of bayous. To return there would be to surrender his last energies, have them sucked from him, consumed, and he himself humbled forever against the unforgiving earth. He turned slowly, sighing again, and opened the screen door and entered the house, moving with a graceful muscular arrogance, his back stiff and defiant, straight as a soldier’s. Yes, he would leave the Movement soon. But first … Duncan Park. Tomorrow afternoon at two o’clock, Duncan Park. Maybe a bullet for him; maybe this time the one with his name on it—the one he’d been expecting so long. And certainly one more demonstration wouldn’t end the war; not this damn war. But after Duncan Park, at least then maybe he could rest.
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“Them damn freedom riders! Them goddamned troublemakers. …” Silas Wakefield says, storming into my barber shop at the beginning of the week—I believe it was Tuesday. “They’ll get us all kilt!”

“What? Niggah talk straight,” somebody says. “What they done now?”

The shop was crowded. It must’ve been around noon. I was cutting at the first chair. B. Jacks was at the second and Dennis Edwards at the third. Nobody in the shop knew what the hell he was talking about.

Then he says, “They gonna march on Duncan Park. Gonna try to integrate it!”

That made us laugh. Ain’t a niggah ever set foot inside Duncan Park for his own pleasure—least not in the forty-three years I’ve been here since my mother birthed me. So naturally nobody believed him, and we went to laughing and joking—Silas standing there in the middle of the floor puffing and pouring sweat, and his pot belly stretching his white shirt and straining to the very limit the pearl buttons.

“Y’all think I’m lying,” he says. “But you gonna laugh out the other side of your damn mouths come this Sat’day. You’ll see. They’s crazy. They’ll try anything once. Anything to bring white folks down on us like eagles out the sky. Anything to get on the television.”

I was thinking it’s a lie or some damn rumor. Ain’t nobody that foolish. Not even them. I kept cutting.

“Maybe it’s a rumor,” somebody says. “Who told you?

How do you know?”

“Zenola Pritchard,” Silas says. “Zenola was down at the freedom house and heard it.”

“Aw hell,” the other says. “Zenola ain’t got the sense he was born with. Crazy as he can be.”

“Crazy or not. He can hear good as you or me,” Silas says. “This coming Sat’day. Y’all mark my word.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it,” somebody says. “But I sho ain’t taking a man’s word for it. Don’t care who was telling me.”

Then I commenced to thinking. My business. My wife and kids. Two loans already at the bank, plus the house mortgage. And next month my eldest boy, James Junior, starts college. I have my burdens. If the white folks at the bank got riled enough at the civil righters, they’d cut off credit to us colored businessmen. I’d be ruint. A lot of us’d be ruint.

“They oughta stick to the little stuff,” Silas says. “Lunch counter sit-ins and boycotts. Stuff like that.”

I could hear the overhead fan rattle the corrugated tin ceiling, and see the spiral of yellow flypaper below it spinning.

“Look what happened over in Red Lick,” Silas says. “Look what the white folks done to young Jimmy Freeman so’s he cain’t do nothing no more like a man. And him just organizing black voters—not even marching or nothing.”

“Coward talk!” B. Jacks says, loud. “Scared, handkerchief-head coward talk. I hope they do march on Duncan Park. It’s ’bout time white folks in this town learned some respect for us. Nobody respects a sonofabitch who don’t respect himself.”

His real name is Bertrum, but he don’t like that, so most call him B. Jacks or Jack. I’d guess him thirty, a great tall niggah with wide heavy shoulders and thick arms—and skin so black it looks blue as gunmetal.

“Y’all is scared niggahs,” he says, pointing the scissors around. “You know it’s always the scared ones that get hurt first. It’s time to stop talking and do something. Niggahs are always talking. Me, I’m finished. I’m tired of begging for what’s overdue. And if them civil righters go to Duncan Park Sat’day, I’ll be right there beside ’em.”

“Go ’head. Go ’head,” somebody shouts. “Talk your shit, man.”

“And I’ll have my stove on me, too,” B. Jacks says, louder. “And it’ll be loaded. I ain’t taking no shit from nobody.”

It got quiet then and I could hear the fan again.

“I guess I better be going,” Silas says. “My motor’s still running.” Then he shoved both hands in his pockets and looked over at me. “You ain’t opened your damn mouth, Peavine,” he says.

“I believe it’s a rumor,” I says. “Even the freedom rider boys wouldn’t lead folks to a slaughter. And that’s what it would be.”

“They oughta lay low a while,” somebody says. “Wait ’til this hot spell passes. Wait ’til things cool off some. Right now everybody’s on edge. Touchy. They oughta slow down on this voter registration stuff. Stop all these damn boycotts. Sit down like gentlemen and talk with the white folks. Maybe they’d agree to let us use Duncan Park on some days. And the whites on other days. Why bring all this violence down on us? I mean to say—hell, Rome weren’t built in a day.”

“I believe it’s the heat more’n anything else,” somebody says. “If we would just get a little rain it’d cool things off. Ain’t had nary a drop in more’n two weeks.”

“I gotta be going,” Silas says. “If I find out more, I’ll stop back by. Good day, gentlemen,” he says.

“I hope it’s no rumor,” B. Jacks says, his hooked nose like a curved piece of rock against the sunlight, his cheekbones high and proud, and the skin black and shiny—pulled taut across the cheeks like over a drumhead. “I’m fuckin’ tard of riding by there Sunday afternoons explaining to my little son that it’s just for whites. And then not being able to look my wife in the eye,” he says.

I looked hard at him then, wondering where the hell he finds time to spend with her—him so busy chasing others.

“My kids don’t understand either,” Dennis Edwards says—an extra polite fella, slight-built with protruding ears and gold caps on his front teeth. “Just driving by slow,” he says. “Looking in through the gates like we’s peeking. Watching white folks through the fence, seeing them enjoying theyselves—swimming, playing baseball and golf and tennis. Seeing them sitting out on the clubhouse porch taking their ease, throwing down Kentucky Beau and Mint Julips. Just another Sunday to them. But to us—”

The fan was spinning the flypaper in a wide circle and rattling the ceiling again. We watched Silas walk back outside and get in his taxicab and drive away. That was the first time the word came up the hill. I believe it was Tuesday, though it could have been Wednesday morning. It’s slipped my mind. But that don’t matter now, ’cause it turns out it wasn’t a rumor. Tomorrow they’re marching on Duncan Park. And God help ’em. I sho ain’t going to be there.
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I follow Parnell down the narrow path to Franklin Street. Sun yellows brightly through the tall grass. Behind us, on the freedom house porch, Cal stands watching us, hating us-me more than the rest because of blood. Or because of her. She looks around at me.

“He’s up on the porch,” I say. “Don’t you see him?” Her face is large-boned, gentle; her eyes serious, blue-green and uncertain—full of lake and sky colors.

“Who?” she says, looking up at the porch.

“For Christ’s sake, don’t stare!”

She looks back down the embankment again toward the street. “Why is he watching us?” she says.

“Maybe he’s jealous. How the hell should I know?”

“Jealous! Of what?”

“Me. The stud in your life. The nigger in your woodpile.”

Parnell laughs, two abrupt eruptions of sound-loud, tomboyish. “Patience, Mr. Rice, is a virtue. If we get through the war, then maybe—”

“If we get through the war, sugar, I’ll buy you the best steak in New York City and a bottle of cheap red wine. And we’ll fuck all night.”

Parnell laughs again, her sandals kicking up the red clay dust. “Will we fuck in a big hotel? I like hotels.”

“No. It wouldn’t be the same in a big hotel. We’d have to dress up. You’d have to take your hair out of that damn braid and stop bouncing on your toes when you walk. We’ll do it in my apartment.”

“Jive motherfucker,” she says. “I wouldn’t even associate with you after the war. You’ll probably go back and be a middle-class nigger again. Know what I mean?”

“Yeah. That’s probably true. What about you? Back to Boston, married, kids, the town house in Louisburg Square. Telling your crumb-crushers bedtime stories about how you were down home pulling niggers up by their bootstraps.”

Parnell laughs. “Niggers don’t wear boots.”

“By our brogan laces then. Our potato heels. Hell, baby, we won’t be friends after the war. You wouldn’t like my apartment anyway—it’s small and dirty and cluttered.”

“Like your mind,” she says.

At the street we see a car approaching slowly, a big green Buick with a Confederate flag on the front license plate. A whip antenna rides above the rear bumper. Sun flashes off the chrome.

“Trouble,” I say. “C’mon, let’s try to make it back to the house.” We turn and hurry toward the path. It’s too late. The car speeds up. Then I hear it idling directly across from us, its tappets ticking like a loud clock. We stop and stand waiting. I wonder if they have guns. We aren’t allowed weapons. A strange war.

“Hey, c’mere a minute, black boy,” the driver says.

Three white men sit in the car, all on the front seat. They look out at us with bright, swift eyes. The driver is massive-looking with a large sun-flushed face and wears a soiled white ten-gallon hat. “Bring that bitch with you,” he says.

I lie on my belly, sighting down through the slanting scope, my cheek flat against the rifle stock. They come toward me through the high grass in a halftrack, its engine loud, whining; three of them, including the driver. I draw in a breath and hold it and squeeze off the first round.

“I said c’mere, boy,” the driver says. “Cain’t you hear good?”

“Baby, how’d you like to suck my dick this morning?” the one in the middle says, craning his face past the driver’s.

“If she put them lips on your pecker, Ed, hit’d turn black as that nigger there,” the driver says. They laugh. Then the one on the far side opens his door and steps out.

The muzzle jumps up and through a pale-black puff of smoke I get the driver through the head. The halftrack swerves out of control. The one on the far side tries to jump clear and I squeeze off another round, catching him in midair with his feet apart, flipping him once. The last one dives for the wheel, keeping his head low and out of sight. Both his hands are on the wheel. Two more rounds. They let go.

He is carrying a movie camera and braces it against the roof, then starts taking our picture. We turn away quickly.

“I’ll be goddamned,” I hear him say. “The nigger’s camera shy.”

“We ain’t got all day,” the driver says.

“Shit,” the one with the camera says, “I’d know him anywhere. A New York nigger. Look at him.”

I hear the car door slam shut and I turn around. The one with the camera is back in. The driver looks up the hill at the freedom house, his huge head half out the window.

“That where you niggers fuck these white girls?” he says, not looking at me, but his eyes fixed up on the porch where Cal stands. He clears his throat and spits into the street, onto the hot asphalt, then guns the engine and drops the car in gear. It starts away. “You black sonsofbitches,” he says. “You scum of the goddamned earth.” His words come slow, protracted, drawled, and tedious—as though fatigued by their own weight, by their own ineptitude. My stomach squeezes hard and I jerk my finger stupidly up in the air at him as the car moves down Franklin Street.

“C’mon,” Parnell says. “Let’s get off this street. Go over the alley and up St. Catherine Street to Sloane Hollow. C’mon, Rice.”

I stand there staring after them; then it leaves me and I turn and go up the path with her, neither of us talking. The sun is in our faces now and the embankment seems steeper. Near the porch I look for Cal. He’s gone. We follow the path around to the rear of the house; then, pausing for breath, we start up Long George Alley through the heat.
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I been around this fucking Movement a long time. A summer’s long. Two summers is like a year. I’ve been three summers and three winters, and I’m ready to get the hell out. Ditty-ditty dum. Ditty-ditty dum. Ditty-ditty dum. No cooperation from anybody anymore. Things falling apart. Spirits are bad. Equipment’s bad. Headquarters people don’t give a shit about us out here in the field. Nobody gives a shit anymore. A couple of years ago things were different. There was spirit in the Movement. People were together. None of the hate you feel now from them, the blacks. Hatred against us, the white ones. They want us out. “For blacks only,” they’re saying. Ditty-ditty dum. Ditty-ditty dum. Ditty-ditty dum. It used to be that we all pulled together. Marched together. Went to jail together. Got our asses kicked together. We were friends with a common enemy. We fought against the bad things in this country. We wanted to make it good for everybody—blacks, whites, everybody. We fought like soldiers in an army. We were brothers. We had momentum. Goals. No time to think ’bout personal differences. Now that’s all but gone. We’re like drifters, like refugees. I should have left already. Last spring I seen the handwriting on the wall, but I stayed. It’s hard to leave something you’ve loved. But if that thing’s already left you…. Ditty-ditty dum. Ditty-ditty dum. Ditty-ditty dum.
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We climb through the oppressive heat, through the damp late-morning air pasting our clothes against us. We climb up Long George Alley, this narrow scorched clay road between Franklin Street and St. Catherine Street. We see again the rows of tumbledown shacks, bleak and mournful, and leaning downhill in a sort of doomed anticipation-wooden tombstones set on a soft red hill. Black folks stare out at us, the men with hands pushed deep into their pockets, the women with arms folded across their breasts. The faces are numb, frozen, cautious. How insane we must seem, Parnell and I, walking together here. They stare out at us and the land is in their faces, in their calloused hands, in the weary slump of shoulders. Old people sit rocking on gray rotting porches. Barefoot children play in the grassless bone-bare yards, or race through the red dust, laugh and frolic in the road. Old people look out at us. Suspicion. Children beg for pennies, nickels, chewing gum. Old people watch the children, watch us, then stare away again at nothing; or maybe search inward along deep, deep roots for an explanation, for a way of acceptance…. But it’s late and heavy and the old guard tires of looking. He closes his eyes and rocks again, hearing rotted porch boards creak faint comfort; his head nodding in half-sleep above muted terror, above Bible-reading stump of self who grew taproots because he was not allowed branches.
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The first I laid eyes on him—right at the start of the summer—I knowed he was a wild one and would bring us trouble if he stayed. I was standing at the front window of my shop taking a breather—my other barbers busy. All of a sudden this powder-blue Plymouth came barreling down St. Catherine Street and past my shop—Calvin Drew at the wheel, riding into town like some damn cowboy galloping a stallion; sitting straight up tall in this souped-up Plymouth. Right off I said: stranger. No local colored would drive past the speed limit. And something else: his car sported one of them fancy high-riding short-wave radio antennas like the Ku Klux cars. I’d never seen one on a colored man’s before.

Well, he went on up St. Catherine Street for a spell, then turned around and came back and pulled up across the street. I figured he was wanting directions. He got out and came in, a tall light-skinned niggah with a good build-wide shoulders, slender through the hips, hard-looking in the eyes. He was wearing a green T-shirt, dungarees, and a pair of low-cut white sneakers with no socks. Right off I noticed his neck needed a cleanup. His hair was natural style, nappy and long, like B. Jacks’s.

“Haircut, mister?” I said.

“Trim,” he said, right short. “How long a wait?”

“Won’t be no wait. Take you right now. Sit down,” I said.

“How long for him?” he said, pointing at B. Jacks.

“ ’Bout a half hour, brother,” B. Jacks said, and smiled like he knowed him.

Two of a kind, I thought, watching them. Then this other looked around with them cold eyes of his like stones, pale as slate, narrow and mean. He was sort of good-looking, though, in a arrogant way.

“Cain’t wait that long,” he said. “I’ll be back.”

“Try us first thing in the morning,” I said. “Open at eight sharp.”

“I’ll do that,” he said, turning them cold gray eyes of his around again, then he started back out the door. “Where can I get a drink of liquor around this dump?”

“Right down the street. The Cozy Inn Café,” I told him, the smart-ass son—“or at the White House Café. If you’re looking for some good food, too, and respectable company, the White House is better. The Cozy Inn’s got good food but the company’s fast, if you know what I mean.” I winked at him and laughed. He didn’t even budge a smile.

“Much obliged,” he said.

“If you want some good corn likker and a little sport to boot, just go ’cross the street. Through that empty lot yonder at the head of Long George Alley.” I pointed. “First shack on your left,” I told him. “Ask for Aurabelle.”

“Much obliged,” he said again, and walked outside and got back in his car. And right there in the middle of St. Catherine Street—the biggest in our part of town—the fool gunned his engine and let the damn clutch fly and wheeled the Plymouth around in a tight half-circle, tires screeching and smoking. The durn fool. I knew then for sure he’d bring trouble if he stayed.

And damned if that ain’t exactly what he’s done.
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His bedroom was spare—a small army cot pushed against one wall, a bureau with a cracked mirror, two battered old suitcases stacked in a corner, and a small worn throw rug on the floor near the bed. Above the cot was a window, its lower pane missing and replaced with a thick square of cardboard. The window looked out toward the rear of the house and the foot of a gently ascending hill. The hill was crowded with run-down wooden shacks, paintless and on the verge of collapse. They stood rotting in the sun, their tin roofs rusted, their stoops and porches sagging exhaustedly downhill. Cal did not like to look up that hill, Long George Alley. But he looked anyway and swore softly into the heat, into the enervating air. He felt the rage and disgust return. And beneath it the pity. The pity shamed him most. His father. His grandfather. Once men of splendid strength, men who would lay a heifer flat with a single blow of the fist. Men of peace, charity, and goodwill. God-fearing men, noble in their simplicity. Bullshit! Fear of white folks had kept them muzzled. The gun and rope; a razor blade and poured turpentine. Hound dogs howling in the last black woods.

And he himself had not been much different at the very beginning, simply another vessel filling slowly but inexorably with emptiness; filling toward that distant day when it would burst within him, the poison overflow and drown him in his own self-hate—paralyzing him as it had his father and his father’s father; making of them cattle, incoherent stumbling automatons—walking dead. And it was so that sometimes his anger grew intolerable, and he’d lie down and pound his fists into the dark Delta soil and weep. No, nothing for you, moth-erfucker. Black-assed motherfucker: overseer of that same and single patch of worthless ground where the others lay buried; where your own black ass will be buried too. Then the Movement came along. How fortunate for him; how well-timed the moment. Precisely right. For the poison was already seeping into his very soul, leaking into his deepest parts. And any day he might have leapt upon some unsuspecting white man and cut his throat. And then…. The gun and rope; a razor blade and poured turpentine. Hound dogs howling in the last black woods. But the Movement saved him, came rushing like a tidal wave across those fallow acres of his spirit, its waters spilling over the still lip of the decade, rescuing him from the very edge of those unreturning woods.

He quickly straightened the bed, got his car keys off the bureau, and walked back out to the main room. There he saw Cates still fiddling with the short-wave radio. Something’s wrong with him, Cal thought. Something serious. He looked at Cates sitting hunched at the desk—a big silent North Carolina farm boy. He felt sorry for him. Cates had been around the Movement a long time, and given plenty. But though he felt affection for him, Cates was still white—and it was time to move them out. Too damn bad about the good ones. Poor bastard. He passed Cates in silence and proceeded outside and into the driveway where his Plymouth was parked. He got in and started the engine and backed out onto the street, then headed for the open highway, driving at precisely the speed limit.
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Sitting on his porch, he watched Parnell come up the alley, the wet in his eyes making colors when he squinched the lashes together, and Parnell and Rice walking in the little rainbows. In the front yard his favorite oak tree, and its leaves a green roof over the porch. Sun on the leaves. Sun hot on the porch. When Momma kissed his face she said, “You sit there and watch for the insurance man, Benjie.” But Momma always said watch for the insurance man when Daddy Ross came in the daytime. Then Momma and Daddy Ross nap in Momma’s bed with the door locked. Momma always sleepy when Daddy Ross came. Sister Ludy said Daddy Ross have a strange power over Momma. The insurance man have another power, Ludy said. “He look after folks when they dead,” she said. The insurance man didn’t always come when Momma said watch. Benjie despised Daddy Ross. Of a sudden everything went drippy and full of colors, and Parnell and Rice washed away in the bright running.

He looked out at the alley. He knew it since a little boy; every secret hiding place, each ghost. He remembered best the hard rains and the red clay running down the hill like blood; and all the alley children splashing barefoot in the red water—each with his own fast river running past his door; running over ankles and rocks, and floating dead flowers and Popsicle sticks, weeds and white rubber things like balloons. Someone once told him Indian warriors were buried under the hill, and in the hard rains the red water from the clay was really blood mixed with war paint washing off the bodies of the braves. He believed that then, but he was not so smart as now. Still, there was a lot. He was only a kid. Momma and Daddy Ross said it all the time: “You only a kid, Benjie. You s’pose’ to be seen, not heard.” He could hear them now, he could always hear them. He looked up. Wind in the oak tree. The leaves shivering blue holes of sky. Momma and Daddy Ross. Faces in the spaces. Then, of a sudden, Daddy Ross’s ugly face by itself; and Benjie happy grinning, melting it in yellow-butter suns.

Across the road Aurabelle—Miss Mamie Lee’s girl. Benjie waved. Aurabelle waved back, smiling. Aurabelle was almost pretty as Ludy. Miss Mamie Lee had a big belly that jobbled when she laughed. Momma said, “Them two is a shame and disgrace to this alley.” Aurabelle on her porch now talking to some man, the man wearing blue overalls and a big yellow straw hat. Aurabelle walking in the house with the man. Closing the door. All day long sometimes, grown colored men to see Aurabelle and Miss Mamie Lee. In the night, plenty of times, they went in cars with white men who come far as the head of the alley and wait with the parking lights on. Benjie let out a deep breath. There was a whole lot. “One day,” Momma said, “Puddin’-an’-Pie, you’ll know the answers to everything. So don’t ask those many questions now. You’s only a kid. You s’pose’ to be seen, not heard.” He loved Momma. Loved her soft hands stirring butter into his grits or breaking eggs on the smut-crusty edge of the frying pan she most times called a spider. Or cool hands touching nice after the tall lump came beside his weewee-Benjie straining himself climbing the high fig tree in the backyard. Momma marked it with smut from the bottom of the spider-made a cross on it and said, “Don’t worry, baby, that’ll make it go away.” Or hands like butterfly wings, after naps with Daddy Ross. That was the strange power. The horse teeth. Daddy Ross standing on the porch whistling through the horse-teeth gap. Momma on the porch swing humming—the swing wanting oil. Shadows stretching down the hill far, the alley fully of kids and bony-backed dogs and chickens for plucking and eating on Sunday morning with grits and flour gravy. The lump never went away like Momma say. Shadows stretching down the hill. And wind. Daddy Ross whistling through his teeth between the hole in front past where the horse lips live…. Daddy Ross touching Momma deep where it was secret. “Now you stop, Ross. Don’t you see Benjie there? Quit it, now. Quit it.” “Aw, baby, he just a kid.” Or afternoon hands ironing the white folks’ sheets—Momma working in the shade; her blue apron with red apples for pockets. Slide the yellow shade up and see Momma and Daddy Ross napping in the white sheets and shadows running down the alley far to the old ghost house where the Indian man lived in his own blood water of fast rivers loud-sounding like baby licking Momma milk and two rubber nipples like white things floating in the red rain. Or tired hands touching Daddy Ross after the sun falls past the oak tree—Benjie searching for ghost tracks with Puddin’ Head and Lollypop Johnson in the deserted shack where the Indian man lived before they buried him under the hill to make rain go fast; the ghost shack everybody said was condemned—that “Don’t have to fight this damn hill no more,” Momma said. Daddy Ross was a big black sonofabitch Ludy said once after supper—Ludy bathing Benjie on the porch in the tin-zinc tub Momma used for white folks’ wash and for regular too. He come walking on the porch, Daddy Ross, and reach down one hard black hand and pinch Benjie’s cheek. “You runt,” he said. “How you doing?” Then he pinch Ludy’s bottom—Benjie so mad he ’most splash bathwater on Daddy Ross’s favorite pointy-toed shoes. But Ludy said, “Don’t be ugly, Benjie.” Then he walk away and Ludy said, “The big black sono-fabitch.”

Ludy fifteen and a half, almost tall as Momma. And the prettiest on the alley and the fastest runner. Ludy’s hair like Momma’s; smelling olive oil and honey. Benjie’s last birthday in the winter, Ludy wore him out, gave him one to grow on, nine. Daddy Ross gave him one to grow on and one for good measure, ten. He despised Daddy Ross; even more than Daddy Earl from last summer—or Daddy Floyd. But when he remembered hard, Daddy Clark was the worst of all the daddies. Tall as a raincloud. Black as Shine-o-la shoe polish. “Uglier than homemade sin,” Momma said after he went away. Once, drunk, he kicked down the front door and hit Momma in the face—Momma standing by the wood stove in the kitchen with a nosebleed. Benjie felt the colors running again. He drew in another deep breath and let it out slow. There was a lot. He wished he wasn’t a kid all the time. Then, across the porch, he saw the yellow shade hiding Momma’s room move in the wind. His heart moved. Then, on the roof, the leaves moved—scratching fingernails against the tin. He heard Momma. She went “Oh, oh, oh.” Then Momma’s bed went like the porch swing when it wants oil, but faster. Then Daddy Ross went “Whew! Whew!” And Momma said “Oh, oh, oh” again. Then no noise came and in the hush he felt scared. He trembled. He had to go to the bathroom. He sat holding it, watching the yellow shade, listening—and the colors running.

Parnell and Rice came on up the hill—Parnell almost at the edge of the porch; Benjie rubbing his eyes harder, Parnell standing in the new rainbows.

“Benjie. Benjie McCloud,” Parnell said. “What’s a big boy like you sitting there crying for? Let’s see that face,” she said. “There, there. Tell Parnell what’s the matter.”

“Nuthin’,” he said. “Ain’t nuthin’.”

“Then blow hard here,” Parnell said.

He stuck his face straight into the white cloth.

“Again,” she said. “Harder.”

“That’s better,” she said. She wiped his eyes and put the handkerchief away. “Now then, where’s your momma? Where’s Bertha?”

“Her nap with Daddy Ross,” Benjie said.

Parnell stared at the yellow shade. She looked at Rice. Rice smiled at Benjie. Rice was nice. “Tell her I was here,” Parnell said. “Say I’ll be back this afternoon.” Parnell patted his face. Her hand was white and soft. Her hair was pasted to her head. “We need everybody tomorrow,” Parnell said. “For freedom.” Parnell tipped her head out of the sun and kissed his face. Wind blew the yellow shade. “Bye,” Parnell said. “Bye now.” Parnell waved. Just the end of her fingers moved. Parnell was going away to Rice. They went on away. In the tree, leaves and wind, fried bacon. The shade moved-Benjie blinking, but the rainbow spoiling it.







[image: image]AURABELLE


He push down hard on me with his hammer, driving his nail deep to where it hurts. It’s maybe the Lord’s way of making me suffer, of giving me my burden. But I give this fella good for his money; this big black motherfucker moaning over me with his eyes rolled back in his head. He is much to endure but he won’t go long in this heat; him with his hat still on and his overalls pulled down and the metal strap buttons raking me hard. Much to endure, the sweat popping outen every pore full of last night’s liquor, and him stinking of the barn and fields. And the weight of hisself pressing on me is like a elephant had lay his belly hard on mine and squatted down to smother out the breath from me and shut off the light from the onliest window.







[image: image]RICE


We walk along St. Catherine Street. The cafés are already open. Music from the jukeboxes drifts out through the dusty screens. Cars pass in the street, their tires sounding wet against the hot asphalt.

“Let’s take the shortcut,” I say. “Sloane Hollow’s a long way.”

“Through the woods?” Parnell says.

“What’s wrong with the woods?”

“Well, it wouldn’t look too good, now would it? You and I in the woods together. Alone.”

A group of church ladies approach, dressed in white; elderly women moving cautiously through the scarlet heat, walking in pairs beneath faded dime-store parasols and talking in hushed, recessed, secret voices. They pass and look at us with bright, denying eyes; their oiled and sanctimonious faces offended.

“Look, Rice, I know what you mean,” Parnell says, waiting until they’ve passed, her eyes darting from them to me. “But you know we’ve got to be cool. We’re not in New York.” She stares at me expectantly, her eyes light green like clear sea over sand shoals.
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