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FOREWORD

“You laks dat ole train Ah see,” the Negro said to John,
watching him as he all but fell down into the railroad cut, trying
to keep sight of the tail of the train.

“Yeah, man Ah lakted dat. It say something but Ah ain’t heered it
‘nough tuh tell whut it say yit. You know whut it say?”

“It don’t say nothin’. It jes” make uh powerful racket, dass all.”

“Naw, it say some words too. Ahm comin’ heah pleny mo’ times
and den Ah tell yuh whut it say.”

When the publishing house of ]. B. Lippincott inquired if the author
of the short story “The Gilded Six Bits” was working on a novel,
Zora Neale Hurston took paper and pencil and headed for home.
She rented a room in Sanford, Florida, next door to the all-black
town where she had grown up, and began to write Jonah’s Gourd
Vine. In October 1933, a scant four months later, the manuscript was
accepted for publication.

Jonah’s Gourd Vine takes the classic form of the Bildungsroman:
John, an unlettered but determined young man, ventures forth to
make his fortune. What he learns of the world and his own nature
form the trajectory of his life and the novel.

Like those of many black Americans, John’s origins are
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murky. His mother Amy bears him while working on Alf Pearson’s
farm; she marries Ned Crittenden and moves to the other side of
Big Creek. Ned, who was raised a slave, despises John for what he
represents—for there is every indication that John is the illegitimate
son of the white judge.

Even as a young man, John is aware of the power of utterance.
His fear of the first locomotive he sees is quickly replaced by the
desire to understand it. And though he never learns to speak to his
own soul, he is fascinated by the infinite variety of nature’s music:

...John sat on the foot-log and made some words to go with
the drums of the Creek. Things walked in the birch woods,
creep, creep, creep. The hound dog’s lyric crescendo lifted over
and above the tree tops. He was on the foot-log, half way across
the Big Creek where maybe people laughed and maybe people
had lots of daughters. The moon came up. The hunted coon
panted down to the Creek...[t]he tenor-singing hound dog
went home. Night passed. No more Ned, no hurry. No telling
how many girls might be living on the new and shiny side of
the Big Creek. John almost trumpeted exultantly at the new
sun. He breathed lustily. He stripped and carried his clothes
across, then recrossed and plunged into the swift water and
breasted strongly over.

This passage contains all the elements of John's spirit—his exuberant
masculine energy, his gift for language, and his intense relationship
between his interior self and the natural world, both his headstrong
lustiness and his ability for provident forethought. (He carries his
clothes across the river, then recrosses before swimming over.)

This scene, however, occurs right after his mother’s repeated
warning not to swim the Songahatchee and John’s parting promise
to her to stop “runnin” and uh rippin” and clambin’ trees and rocks
and jumpin’.” The seeds of his inner conflict are evident.



In an ironic twist recalling the incestuous relationships in the
South, John leaves home to find work under Alf Pearson, who re-
marks, “Your face looks sort of familiar but I can’t place you” before
giving him the cast-off clothes of his legitimate son. But when the
judge’s wife objects to John driving their coach, he is put to work in
the barns.

John, who adopts Pearson as his surname, is an immediate success
among the black workers, especially the women: they seduce him
right and left. He focuses his attention on the fiery little Lucy Potts,
the smartest black girl in the area. Her excellence inspires John to
“eat up dat school,” and he joins the church when he is told that
Lucy sings in the choir. After a determined courtship, Lucy and John
become man and wife.

Although John left home at the suggestion of his mother, he soon
learns the temptation of flight. Whenever things get sticky, he runs
away. And, just as he is able to break a promise to his mother minutes
afterward without a second thought, John sees no discrepancy in
enjoying a stream of women while swearing to love Lucy body and
soul. Even before marriage, John must leave the Pearson place and
tind work at a logging camp to escape a jealous husband; and though
he swears to Lucy that “Ah loves you and you alone,” after marriage
he still cannot stay away from other women. There is Mehaley and
Big ‘Oman and then Delphine, who comforts John while Lucy lies
in labor with their fourth child. When Lucy’s brother takes their
marriage bed in partial payment of a debt, John beats him up and
is consequently summoned to court. Alf Pearson gives him money
along with some “fatherly” advice: “John, distance is the only cure
for certain diseases.”

John moves to the all-black settlement of Eatonville, Florida
(Hurston’s home town) and sends for Lucy. He grows in confidence
and takes his place in the community as a man, while Lucy’s energy
is taken up by children; all her fierce intelligence is channeled into
advising her husband. Together they forge John’s reputation as
minister of Zion Hope Church and eventually mayor in the neigh-
boring town of Sanford.
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Actually, John's “disease” is that he is too smooth a talker. He is
carried away by his own words, just as he is carried away by his
body. His stirring prayers convince him and everyone else at Zion
Hope that he has been called to preach, although his wife warns him
against confusing talent with commitment:

“Lucy, look lak Ah jus” found out whut Ah kin do. De words dat
sets de church on fire comes tuh me jus’ so. Ah reckon de angels must
tell ‘'em tuh me.”

“God don’t call no man, John, and turn "im loose uh fool.”

Perhaps his most despicable flight occurs when his younger
daughter Isis lies desperately ill; terrified that she will die, he runs
into the arms of another woman until she recovers. (Ironically, later
it is the nine-year-old Isis who stands by her dying mother.) John
returns, shamefaced, with gifts for Lucy—a new dress and a pine-
apple—that seem as blasphemous as they are ludicrous.

The procession of women continues until John meets Hattie Tyson,
who enjoins the aid of a conjure woman to keep him at her side.
Lucy’s sound advice grows wearisome to him, and her cautious in-
quiries into his infidelities finally enrage him. Remembering John’s
poor track record with promises, it is with foreboding that we hear
him swear to Lucy: “Li’l Bit, Ah ain’t never laid de weight uh mah
hand on you in malice.” When Lucy falls ill, John continues to see
other women, and Lucy makes a decisive pronouncement on John’s
sin-now-atone-later attitude: “You can’t clean yo’self wid yo’ tongue
lak uh cat.” Stung by the truth, John slaps her. She turns her face to
the wall, withdrawing her support from him, and dies.

This act of malice, which hastens Lucy’s death, is the worm that
cuts down the great vine:

And the Lord God appointed a plant, and made it come up
over Jonah, that it might be a shade over his head, to save him
from this discomfort. So Jonah was exceedingly glad because
of the plant. But when dawn came up the next day,
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God appointed a worm which attacked the plant, so that it
withered.

Jonah 4: 6-7

Indeed, John Pearson is a rapidly growing vine, and everything he
touches blossoms under his hand: he is a favorite with the women,
he is popular with the men, he is a good worker and a gifted
storyteller, and finally, as minister and mayor, he becomes both a
spiritual and a community leader. His philandering ways do not
seem to slow him down until he commits the ghastly sin of striking
his wife on her deathbed.

The worm, however, could also be Hattie, who is willing to use
magic more compelling than feminine wiles to topple the preacher.
John marries Hattie, and beats her after discovering that he’s been
“conjured.” When Hattie slyly pleads her case before Deacon Harris
(whoisjealous of John's successes with women), Harris assures her,
“Ah’d cut down dat Jonah’s gourd vine in a uh minute, if Ah had
ail de say-so.” When she files for divorce, John does not confute her
testimony.

The worm of malice burrows through the church community.
Long uneasy about the preacher’s philanderings, the congregation
of Zion Hope plans to dethrone him. On the day of reckoning, John
preaches the sermon of his life.

John’s final sermon is taken nearly verbatim from Hurston’s field
notes on a country preacher. It is a meditation on martyrdom and
heroism, reflecting John’s position before the church; after a brief
rhapsodic digression on the creation of earth, he zeroes in on Jesus,
come on his “train of mercy” to save mankind. In John’s depiction
of the Resurrection, the train of mercy turns into the “damnation
train,” which in a bizarre but effective conclusion is derailed when
the cow-catcher rams into Jesus’s side. Final Judgment is pictured
as a convention where “de two trains of Time shall meet on de
trestle.”

Surrounded by enemies who had once been friends, bitten through
at the root, John steps down from the pulpit and walks out of the
church. He decides to earn a living as a carpenter,
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but his honest efforts fail in the face of the community’s delight in
persecuting a fallen idol.

Are we to sympathize with John as a victim of malicious ill-
wishers, or condemn him for his despicable conduct toward his
wife? Since Hattie has a spell put on him, is he to blame for his ac-
tions at all?

If we look at the Biblical story of Jonah and the vine, John's “case”
becomes clearer: the prophet has predicted the fall of the great city
of Nineveh, upon which its inhabitants repent by fasting and cover-
ing themselves in sackcloth and ashes. Moved to pity, the Lord re-
vokes his sentence, and Jonah takes to the hills to sulk. After God
has caused the vine to wither, he orders the sun to beat down until
Jonah bemoans the loss of shade and exclaims that he is “angry
enough to die.” The Lord replies:

“You pity the plant, for which you did not labor, nor did you
make it grown, which came into being in a night, and perished
in a night. And should not I pity Nineveh, that great city, in
which there are more than a hundred and twenty thousand
persons who do not know their right hand from their left, and
also much cattle?”

Jonah 4:10-11

Sudden growth—fame achieved without thought or labor—must
maintain a precarious balance. Perhaps John's fatal flaw is his inab-
ility to listen to himself and consequently his reluctance to put any
effort into changing his ways. Unable to accept responsibility for his
actions, he either runs away or “licks himself clean” with fast talking.
Even the heaped-on tribulations that follow Lucy’s death fail to lead
him to an understanding of his selfishness: all he can see is the hy-
pocrisy of others. And when Lucy finally returns to him in a dream,
he is oblivious to the warning:

He killed the snake and carried Lucy across in his arms to where
Alf Pearson stood at the cross roads and pointed
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down a white shell road with his walking cane and said, “Dis-
tance is the only cure for certain diseases,” and he and Lucy
went racing down the dusty white road together. Somehow
Lucy got lost from him, but there he was on the road—happy
because the dead snake was behind him, but crying in his
loneliness for Lucy.

Instead of seeing the dream as a condemning portrait of the pattern
of his life, John believes he is meant to leave town—to run away
again, and to seek his fortune elsewhere. The proper and rich widow
Sally Lovelace takes him in, and John’s luck begin to turn: they
marry, his carpentry business picks up, and Zion Hope asks him
back. His triumphant homecoming, resplendent in the new car Sally
has bought him, brings with it the admiration of his former enemies
as well as the irresistible blandishments of a sweet young thing
named Ora. In no time at all, John succumbs to lust again; appalled
at his weakness, he flees Sanford and heads back to his wife. So sunk
in self-recrimination is he that he fails to see an oncoming train. He
is killed instantly. A man who does not learn from his mistakes is
doomed to repeat them. In many ways, John has cut himself down.

They called for the instrument that they had brought to America
in their skins—the drum—and they played uponit.... The drum
with the man skin that is dressed with human blood, that is
beaten with a human shin-bone and speaks to gods as a man
and to men as a God.

Does Jonah's Gourd Vine hold up today, apart from its unquestion-
able value as a portrait of Southern black life in the first decades of
the twentieth century—or does a sympathetic portrait of a philander-
ing preacher seem antiquated as a work of literature, politically ret-
rograde? As his first name attests, John is Everyman, and Pearson
is a surname with multitudinous echoes. In a bitter reference to the
lost ancestry of black
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slaves, he is someone’s (but whose?) son; like that archetypal Son
of God, he is “pierced” by those he has trusted; conversely, he is a
man, pierced by Adam’s rib, and his human frailty eventually causes
his downfall.

Lucy, on the other hand, is almost a parody of the faithful, be-
trayed wife: she subordinates her dreams to his ambitions, she is
rebuked and dies, the husband remarries, the children get farmed
out. And yet no one can take Lucy’s place. She haunts the novel,
and her absence is at least as compelling as John's suffering.

For its time, Zora Neale Hurston’s first novel, produced in four
months when the author was forty-two, is a remarkable achievement.
Written in the vicinity of her birthplace, Jonah’s Gourd Vine, unsur-
prisingly, does not stray far from the autobiographical—John and
Lucy are based on Hurston'’s father and mother, and Lucy’s deathbed
scene can be found in its original (with Zora as the nine-year-old
daughter) in Hurston’s autobiography, Dust Tracks on a Road. What
is striking, however, is that this young woman did not make one of
the major mistakes of first novelists—sticking too faithfully to the
“true story”—but knew how to fashion of her parents’ lives a tale
of compelling pathos and majesty.

As a work of fiction, Jonah’s Gourd Vine certainly has its flaws:
transitions that jog, a little too much “local color.” And though
Hurston can hardly be blamed for wanting to infuse the text with
the fieldwork she had done as an anthropologist, all too often her
eloquent commentary stands full-blown and self-contained, inter-
rupting the narrative flow. John’s final sermon is a case in point, for
even its masterful train imagery seems too heavy-handed a foreshad-
owing when the locomotive comes barreling out of the blue, a
modern-day deus ex machina, to seal John's fate.

But Hurston’s language is superb, rich with wordplay and pro-
verbs—not only compelling when it comes to rendering the dialect
of the Southern rural black but also as an omniscient narrator who
neither indulges nor condemns the actions of her characters but offers
the complexity of life in a story that
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leaves judgment up to the reader. John Pearson is presented as a
human being in all his individual paradoxes—troubled and gifted,
dignified and lascivious, pure and selfish—and as the exemplification
of the country preacher, he is both poet and philosopher. If language
is the chief visible sign of human beings’ pre-eminence over beasts,
then poetry is the purest expression of man’s spiritual quest. Jonah’s
Gourd Vine is a glorious paean to the power of the word, an attesta-
tion to the promise made in Langston Hughes’s famous 1926 essay,
“The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain”:

We younger Negro artists who create now intend to express
our individual dark-skinned selves without fear or shame. If
white people are pleased we are glad. If they are not, it doesn’t
matter. We know we are beautiful. And ugly too. The tom-tom
cries and the tom-tom laughs. If colored people are pleased we
are glad. If they are not, their displeasure doesn’t matter either.
We build our temples for tomorrow, strong as we know how,
and we stand on top of the mountain, free within ourselves.

RIiTA DOVE

XVii






CHAPTER 1

od was grumbling his thunder and playing the zig-zag light-
G ning thru his fingers.

Amy Crittenden came to the door of her cabin to spit out a
wad of snuff. She looked up at the clouds.

“Ole Massa gwinter scrub floors tuhday,” she observed to her
husband who sat just outside the door, reared back in a chair. “Better
call dem chaps in outa de cotton patch.”

“’Tain’t gwine rain,” he snorted, “you always talkin’ more’n yuh
know.”

Just then a few heavy drops spattered the hard clay yard. He arose
slowly. He was an older middle-age than his years gave him a right
to be.

“And eben if hit do rain,” Ned Crittenden concluded grudgingly,
“ef dey ain’t got sense 'nough tuh come in let 'em git wet.”

“Yeah, but when us lef” de field, you told ‘em not to come till you
call "em. Go 'head and call "em “fo” de rain ketch ‘em.”

Ned ignored Amy and shuffled thru the door with the chair, and
somehow trod on Amy’s bare foot. “’Oman, why don’t you git outa
de doorway? Jes contrary tuh dat. You needs uh good head stompin’,
dass whut. You sho is one aggervatin’ ‘oman.”

Amy flashed an angry look, then turned her face again to



the sea of wind-whipped cotton, turned hurriedly and took the cow-
horn that hung on the wall and placed it to her lips.

“You John Buddy! You Zeke! You Zachariah! Come in!”

From way down in the cotton patch, “Yassum! Us comin

Ned shuffled from one end of the cabin to the other, slamming to
the wooden shutter of the window, growling between his gums and
his throat the while.

The children came leaping in, racing and tumbling in tense,
laughing competition—the three smaller ones getting under the feet
of the three larger ones. The oldest boy led the rest, but once inside
he stopped short and looked over the heads of the others, back over
the way they had come.

“Shet dat door, John!” Ned bellowed, “you ain’t got the sense you
wuz borned wid.”

Amy looked where her big son was looking. “Who dat comin’
heah, John?” she asked.

“Some white folks passin” by, mama. Ahm jes’ lookin” tuh see
whar dey gwine.”

“Come out dat do’way and shet it tight, fool! Stand dere gazin’
dem white folks right in de face!” Ned gritted at him. “Yo’ brazen
ways wid dese white folks is gwinter git you lynched one uh dese
days.”

“Aw ’tain’t,” Amy differed impatiently, “who can’t look at ole
Beasley? He ain’t no quality no-how.”

“Shet dat door, John!” screamed Ned.

“Ah wuzn't de last one inside,” John said sullenly.

“Don’t you gimme no word for word,” Ned screamed at him.
“You jes” do lak Ah say do and keep yo” mouf shet or Ah’ll take uh
trace chain tuh yuh. Yo’ mammy mought think youse uh lump uh
gold ’“cause you got uh li'l" white folks color in yo’ face, but Ah’ll
stomp yo’ guts out and dat quick! Shet dat door!”

He seized a lidard knot from beside the fireplace and limped
threateningly towards John.

Amy rose from beside the cook pots like a black lioness.

“Ned Crittenden, you raise dat wood at mah boy, and you gointer
make uh bad nigger outa me.”
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“Dat’s right,” Ned sneered, “Ah feeds 'im and clothes "im but Ah
ain’t tuh do nothin” tuh dat 1i'l" yaller god cep'n wash "im up.”

“Dat’s uh big ole resurrection lie, Ned. Uh slew-foot, drag-leg lie
at dat, and Ah dare yuh tuh hit me too. You know Ahm uh fightin’
dawg and mah hide is worth money. Hit me if you dare! Ah’ll wash
yo’ tub uh “gator guts and dat quick.”

“See dat? Ah ain’t fuh no fuss, but you tryin’ tuh start uh great
big ole ruction ‘cause Ah tried tuh chesstize dat youngun.”

“Naw, you ain’t tried tuh chesstize "im nothin” uh de kind. Youse
tryin” tuh fight 'im on de sly. He is jes” ez obedient tuh you and jes’
ez humble under yuh, ez he kin be. Yet and still you always washin’
his face wid his color and tellin” “im he’s uh bastard. He works
harder'n anybody on dis place. You ain’t givin” ‘im nothin’. He
more’n makes whut he gits. Ah don’t mind when he needs chesstizin’
and you give it tuh “im, but anytime you tries tuh knock any dese
chillun 'bout dey head wid sticks and rocks, Ah’ll be right dere tuh
back dey fallin’. Ahm dey mama.”

“And Ahm de pappy uh all but dat one.”

“You knowed Ah had 'm "fo” yuh married me, and if you didn’t
want 'im round, whut yuh marry me fuh? Dat ain’t whut you said.
You washed "im up jes’ lak he wuz gold den. You jes took tuh buckin’
"im since you been hangin’ round sich ez Beasley and Mimms.”

Ned sat down by the crude fireplace where the skillets and spiders
(long-legged bread pans with iron cover) sprawled in the ashes.

“Strack uh light, dere, some uh y’all chaps. Hit’s dark in heah.”

John obediently thrust a piece of lightwood into the embers and
the fire blazed up. He retreated as quickly as possible to the farther
end of the cabin.

Ned smoked his strong home-grown tobacco twist for a few
minutes. Then he thrust out his feet.

“Pour me some water in dat wash-basin, you chaps, and



some uh y’all git de washrag.”

There was a scurry and bustle to do his bidding, but the drinking-
gourd dropped hollowly in the water bucket. Ned heard it.

“’Tain’t no water in dat air water-bucket, Ah’ll bound yuh!” He
accused the room and glowered all about him, “House full uh
younguns fuh me to feed and close, and heah ’tis dust dark and
rainin” and not uh drop uh water in de house! Amy, whut kinda
‘oman is you nohow?”

Amy said nothing. She sat on the other side of the fireplace and
heaped fresh, red coals upon the lid of the spider in which the bread
was cooking.

“John!” Ned thundered, “git yo’ yaller behind up offa dat floor
and go git me some water tuh wash mah foots.”

“You been tuh de house longer'n he is,” Amy said quietly. “You
coulda done been got dat water.”

“You think Ah’'m gwine take uh 'nother man’s youngun and feed
‘im and close "im fuh twelve years and den he too good tuh fetch
me uh bucket uh water?” Ned bellowed.

“Iss rainin’ out dere, an’ rainin” hard,” Amy said in the same level
tones.

“Dass right,” Ned sneered, “John is de house-nigger. Ole Marsa
always kep’ de yaller niggers in de house and give "em uh job totin’
silver dishes and goblets tuh de table. Us black niggers is de ones
s’posed tuh ketch de wind and de weather.”

“Ah don’t want none uh mah chilluns pullin’ tuh no spring in uh
hard rain. Yo’ foots kin wait. Come hawg-killin” time Ah been mar-
ried tuh you twelve years and Ah done seen yuh let ‘'em wait uh
powerful long spell some time. Ah don’t want mah chilluns all stove-
up wid uh bad cold from proagin” ‘round in de rain.”

“Ole Marse didn’t ast me of hit wuz rainin” uh snowin” uh hot uh
col’. When he spoke Ah had tuh move and move quick too, uh git
a hick’ry tuh mah back. Dese younguns ain’t uh bit better'n me. Let
‘em come lak Ah did.”

“Naw, Ned, Ah don’t want mine tuh come lak yuh come nor
neither lak me, and Ahm uh whole heap younger'n you.



You growed up in slavery time. When Old Massa wuz drivin’ you
in de rain and in de col'—he wasn’t don’ it tuh he’p you ‘long. He
wuz lookin” out for hisself. Course Ah wuz twelve years old when
Lee made de big surrender, and dey didn’t work me hard, but—but
dese heah chillun is diffunt from us.”

“How come dey’s diffunt? Wese all niggers tuhgether, ain’t us?
White man don’t keer no mo” ‘bout one dan he do de other.”

“Course dey don’t, but we ain’t got tuh let de white folks love our
chillun fuh us, is us? Dass jest de pint. We black folks don’t love our
chillun. We couldn’t do it when we wuz in slavery. We borned "em
but dat didn’t make ‘em ourn. Dey b’longed tuh old Massa. "Twan’t
no use in treasurin’ other folkses property. It wuz liable tuh be took
uhway any day. But we’s free folks now. De big bell done rung! Us
chillun is ourn. Ah doan know, mebbe hit’ll take some of us genera-
tions, but us got tuh “gin tuh practise on treasurin” our younguns.
Ah loves dese heah already uh whole heap. Ah don’t want 'em
knocked and 'buked.”

Ned raked his stubbly fingers thru his grisly beard in silent hostil-
ity. He spat in the fire and tamped his pipe.

“Dey say spare de rod and spile de child, and Gawd knows Ah
ain’t gwine tuh spile nair one uh dese. Niggers wuz made tuh work
and all of 'em gwine work right long wid me. Is dat air supper ready

it?”
g “Naw hit ain’t. How you speck me tuh work in de field right long
side uh you and den have supper ready jes” ez soon ez Ah git tuh
de house? Ah helt uh big-eye hoe in mah hand jes’ ez long ez you
did, Ned.”

“Don’t you change so many words wid me, ‘oman! Ah’ll knock
yuh dead ez Hector. Shet yo” mouf!”

“Ah change jes’ ez many words ez Ah durn please! Ahm three
times seben and uh button. Ah knows whut’s de matter wid you.
Youse mad cause Beaseley done took dem two bales uh cotton us
made las” yeah.”

“Youse uh lie!”

“Youse uh nother one, Ned Crittenden! Don’t you lak it,



don’t you take it, heah mah collar come and you shake it! Us
wouldn’t be in dis fix ef you had uh lissened tuh me. Ah tole you
when dey hauled de cotton tuh de gin dat soon ez everything wuz
counted up and Beasley give us share for yuh tuh take and haul it
straight tuh dis barn. But naw, yuh couldn’t lissen tuh me. Beasley
told yuh tuh leave hit in his barn and being he’s uh white man you
done whut he told yuh. Now he say he ain’t got no cotton uh ourn.
Me and you and all de chillun done worked uh whole year. Us done
made sixteen bales uh cotton and ain’t even got uh cotton seed to
show.”

“Us et hit up, Major Beasley say. Come to think of it "tis uh heap
uh moufs in one meal barrel.”

“No sich uh thing, Ned Crittenden. Fust place us ain’t had nothing
but meal and sow-belly tuh eat. You mealy-moufin’ round cause
you skeered tuh talk back tuh Rush Beasley. What us needs tuh do
is git offa dis place. Us been heah too long. Ah b’longs on de other
side de Big Creek anyhow. Never did lak it over heah. When us
gather de crops dis yeah less move.”

“Aw, Ah reckon we kin make it heah all right, when us don’t have
so many moufs in de meal barrel we kin come out ahead. 'Tain’t
goin’ be dat many dis time when Ah goes to de gin house.”

“How come?”

“Cause Ah done bound John over tuh Cap’n Mimms. Dat’s uh
great big ole boy, Amy, sixteen years old and look lak he twenty.
He eats uh heap and den you won't let me git de worth uh mah ra-
tions out of 'im in work. He could be de finest plowhand in Alabama,
but you won’t lemme do nothin” wid "im.”

“He don’t do nothin’? He’s uh better hand wid uh wide sweep
plow right now dan you is, and he kin chop mo’ cotton dan you,
and pick mo” dan Ah kin and you knows Ah kin beat you anytime.”
Then, as if she had just fully heard Ned, “Whut dat you say 'bout
boundin” John Buddy over tuh Cap’n Mimms? You ain’t uh gonna
do no sich uh thing.”

“Ah done done it.”

In the frenzied silence, Amy noticed that the rain had



ceased; that the iron kettle was boiling; that a coon dog struck a trail
way down the Creek, and was coming nearer, singing his threat and
challenge.

“Ned Crittenden, you know jes” ez good ez Ah do dat Cap'n
Mimms ain’t nothin” but po’ white trash, and he useter be de overseer
on de plantation dat everybody knowed wuz de wust one in
southern Alabama. He done whipped niggers nigh tuh death.”

“You call him po” when he got uh thousand acres under de plow
and more’n dat in wood lot? Fifty mules.”

“Don’t keer if he is. How did he git it? When Massa Pinckney got
kilt in de war and ole Miss Pinckney didn’t had nobody tuh look
atter de place she took and married 'im. He wan’t nothin” but uh
overseer, lived offa clay and black m’lasses. His folks is so po” right
now dey can't sit in dey house. Every time you pass dere dey settin’
in de yard jes” ez barefooted ez uh yard dawg. You ain’t gwine put
no chile uh mine under no Mimms.”

“Ah done done it, and you can’t he’p yo’seff. He gwine come git
‘im tuhmorrer. He’s gwine sleep im and feed im and effen John
Buddy’s any account, he say he’ll give uh suit uh close come
Christmas time.”

“Dis heah bindin” over ain’t nothin” but uh 'nother way uh puttin’
us folks back intuh slavery.”

“Amy, you better quit talkin” ‘bout de buckra. Some of ‘'em be
outside and hear you and turn over you tuh de patter roller, and
dey’ll take you outa heah and put uh hun’ed lashes uh raw hide on
yo’ back. Ah done tole yuh but you won’t hear.”

The clash and frenzy in the air was almost visible. Something had
to happen. Ned stood up and shuffled towards the door.

“Reckon Ahm gwine swill dat sow and feed de mules. Mah vittles
better be ready when Ah git back.”

He limped on out of the door and left it open.

“John Buddy,” Amy said, “you and Zeke go fetch uh bucket full
uh water and hurry back tuh yo” supper. De rest uh y’all git yo’
plates and come git some uh dese cow-peas and



pone bread. Lawd, Lawd, Lawd. Je-sus!”

There was a lively clatter of tin plates and spoons. The largest two
boys went after water, Zeke clinging in the darkness to his giant of
a brother. Way down in the cotton Zeke gave way to his tears.

“John Buddy, Ah don’t want you way from me. John Buddy,—”
he grew incoherent. So John Buddy carried him under his arm like
a shock of corn and made him laugh. Finally John said, “Sometime
Ah jes’ ez soon be under Mimms ez pappy. One "bout ez bad as
tother. "Nother thing. Dis ain’t slavery time and Ah got two good
footses hung onto me.” He began to sing lightly.

They returned with the water and were eating supper when Ned
got back from the barn. His face was sullen and he carried the raw
hide whip in his hand.

Amy stooped over the pot, giving second-helpings to the smaller
children. Ned looked about and seeing no plate fixed for him un-
coiled the whip and standing tiptoe to give himself more force,
brought the whip down across Amy’s back.

The pain and anger killed the cry within her. She wheeled to fight.
The raw hide again. This time across her head. She charged in with
a stick of wood and the fight was on. This had happened many times
before. Amy’s strength was almost as great as Ned’s and she had
youth and agility with her. Forced back to the wall by her tigress
onslaught, Ned saw that victory for him was possible only by
choking Amy. He thrust his knee into her abdomen and exerted a
merciless pressure on her throat.

The children screamed in terror and sympathy.

“Help mama, John Buddy,” Zeke screamed. John’s fist shot out
and Ned slid slowly down the wall as if both his legs and his insides
were crumbling away.

Ned looked scarcely human on the floor. Almost like an alligator
in jeans. His drooling blue lips and snaggled teeth were yellowed
by tobacco.

“Lawd, Ah speck you done kilt yo” pappy, John. You didn’t mean
tuh, and he didn’t had no business hittin” me wid dat raw



hide and neither chokin’ me neither. Jesus, Jesus, Jesus, Jee-sus!”

“He ain’t dead, mama. Ah see ’im breathin’.” Zachariah said,
“John Buddy sho is strong! Ah bet he kin whip ev’ry body in Nota-
sulga.”

Ned got up limpingly. He looked around and sat upon the bed.

“Amy, Ahm tellin” yuh, git dat punkin-colored bastard outa dis
house. He don’t b’long heah wid us nohow.”

“He ain’t de onliest yaller chile in de world. Wese uh mingled
people.”

Ned limped to the fireplace and Amy piled his plate with corn
bread and peas.

“Git dat half-white youngun uh yourn outa heah, Amy. Heah Ah
done took "im since he wus three years old and done for 'im when
he couldn’t do for hisseff, and he done raised his hand tuh me. Dis
house can’t hol” bofe uh us. Yaller niggers ain’t no good nohow.”

“Oh yes dey is,” Amy defended hotly, “yes dey is—jes” ez good
ez anybody else. You jes’ started tuh talk dat foolishness since you
been hangin” 'round old Mimms. Monkey see, monkey do.”

“Well, iss de truth. Dese white folks orta know and dey say dese
half-white niggers got de worst part uh bofe de white and de black
folks.”

“Dey ain’t got no call tuh say dat. Is mo” yaller folks on de chain-
gang dan black? Naw! Is dey harder tuh learn? Naw! Do dey work
and have things lak other folks? Yas. Naw dese po” white folks says
dat ‘cause dey’s jealous uh de yaller ones. How come? Ole Marse
got de yaller nigger totin” his silver cup and eatin” Berksher hawg
ham outa his kitchin when po” white trash scrabblin” ‘round in de
piney woods huntin” up uh razor back. Yaller nigger settin’ up
drivin’” de carriage and de po” white folks got tuh step out de road
and leave 'im pass by. And den agin de po” white man got daughters
dat don’t never eben smell de kitchin at the big house and all dem
yaller chillun got mammas, and no black gal ain’t never been up



tuh de big house and dragged Marse Nobody out. Humph! Talkin’
after po” white trash! If Ah wuz ez least ez dey is, Ah speck Ah’d
fret mahself tuh death.”

“Aw naw,” Ned sneered, “de brother in black don’t fret tuh death.
White man fret and worry and kill hisself. Colored folks fret uh 1i'l’
while and gwan tuh sleep. ‘Nother thing, Amy, Hagar’s chillun don’t
faint neither when dey fall out, dey jes have uh hard old fit.”

“Dass awright, Ned. You always runnin’ yo’ race down. We ain’t
had de same chance dat white folks had. Look lak Ah can’t sense
you intuh dat.”

“Amy, niggers can’t faint. Jes” ain’t in ‘em.”

“Dass awright. Niggers gwine faint too. May not come in yo’ time
and it may not come in mine, but way after while, us people is gwine
faint jes” lak white folks. You watch and see.”

“Table dat talk. Dat John is gwine offa dis place effen Ah stay
heah. He goes tuh Mimms uh he goes apin” on down de road way
from heah. Ah done spoke.”

“Naw Ned,” Amy began, but John cut her off.

“It’s all right, mama, lemme go. Ah don’t keer. One place is good
ez ‘nother one. Leave him do all de plowin” after dis!”

With his mouth full of peas and corn bread, Ned gloated, “De
crops is laid by.”

“Yeah, but nex’ year’s crops ain’t planted yit,” John countered.

So John put on his brass-toed shoes and his clean shirt and was
ready to leave. Amy dug out a crumpled and mouldy dollar and
gave it to him.

“Where you goin’, son?”

“Over de Big Creek, mama. Ah ever wanted tuh cross over.”

“Ah’ll go piece de way wid yuh tuh de Creek, John. Gimme uh
li’"dud knot, dere, Zeke, so’s Ah kin see de way back.”

“Good bye, pap,” John called from the door. Ned grunted over a
full mouth. The children bawled dolefully when John called to them.

Amy threw a rag over her bruised head and closed the door
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after her. The night was black and starry.

“John, you wuz borned over de Creek.”

“You wuz tellin” me dat one day, Ah ‘'member.”

“Dey knows me well, over dere. Maybe Ah kin pint yuh whar
some work is at.”

“Yassum. Ah wants tuh make money, so’s Ah kin come back and
git yuh.”

“Don’t yuh take me tuh heart. Ah kin strain wid Ned. Ahjes’” been
worried ‘bout you and him. Youse uh big boy now and you am
gwine take and take offa ‘im and swaller all his filth lak you been
doin” here of late. Ah kin see dat in yo’ face. Youse slow, but wid
him keerin” on lak he do now, hit takes uh Gawd tuh tell whut gwine
happen in dat house. He didn’t useter "buke yuh lak dat. But his old
mammy and dat old cock-eyed sister uh his'n put 'im up tuh dat.
He useter be crazy 'bout yuh. "Member dat big gol” watch chain he
bought fuh you tuh wear tuh big meetin’? Dey make lak he love you
better'n he do de rest on ‘count youse got color in your face. So he
tryin’ side wid dem and show ‘em he don’t. Ahm kinda glad fuh
yuh tuh be ‘'way from round ‘im. Massa Alf Pearson, he got uh big
plantation and he’s quality white folks. He know me too. Go in
Notasulga and ast fuh “im. Tell ‘im whose boy you is and maybe he
mought put yuh tuh work. And if he do, son, you scuffle hard so’s
he’ll work yuh reg’lar. Ah hates tuh see yuh knucklin” under ‘round
heah all de time. G’'wan, son, and be keerful uh dat foot-log "cross
de creek. De Songahatchee is strong water, and look out under foot
so’s yuh don’t git snake bit.”

“Ah done swum dat ole creek, mama—'thout yuh knowin’. Ah
knowed you’d tell me not tuh swim it.”

“Dat’s how come Ah worries ‘bout yuh. Youse always uh runnin’
and uh rippin” and clambin’ trees and rocks and jumpin’, flingin’
rocks in creeks and sich like. John, promise me yuh goin” quit dat.”

“Yassum.”

“Come tuh see me when yuh kin. G’bye.”

Amy was gone back up the rocky path thru the blooming
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cotton, across the barren hard clay yard. For a minute she had felt
free and flighty down there as she stood in the open with her tall,
bulky son. Now the welts on her face and body hurt her and the
world was heavy.

John plunged on down to the Creek, singing a new song and
stomping the beats. The Big Creek thundered among its rocks and
whirled on down. So John sat on the foot-log and made some words
to go with the drums of the Creek. Things walked in the birch woods,
creep, creep, creep. The hound dog’s lyric crescendo lifted over and
above the tree tops. He was on the foot-log, half way across the Big
Creek where maybe people laughed and maybe people had lots of
daughters. The moon came up. The hunted coon panted down to
the Creek, swam across and proceeded leisurely up the other side.
The tenor-singing hound dog went home. Night passed. No more
Ned, no hurry. No telling how many girls might be living on the
new and shiny side of the Big Creek. John almost trumpeted exult-
antly at the new sun. He breathed lustily. He stripped and carried
his clothes across, then recrossed and plunged into the swift water
and breasted strongly over.
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CHAPTER 2

here was a strange noise that John had never heard. He was
T sauntering along a road with his shoes in his hand. He could

see houses here and there among the fields—not miles apart
like where he had come from. Suddenly thirty or forty children
erupted from a log building near the roadside, shouting and laugh-
ing. He had been to big meeting but this was no preaching. Not all
them li’l" chaps. A chunky stern-faced man stood in the door mo-
mentarily with a bunch of hickories in his hand. So! This must be
the school house that he had heard about. Negro children going to
learn how to read and write like white folks. See! All this going on
over there and the younguns over the creek chopping cotton! It must
be very nice, but maybe it wasn’t for over-the-creek-niggers. These
girls all had on starchy little aprons over Sunday-go-to-meeting
dresses. He stopped and leaned upon the fence and stared.

One little girl with bright black eyes came and stood before him,
arms akimbo. She must have been a leader, for several more came
and stood back of her. She looked him over boldly from his tousled
brown head to his bare white feet. Then she said, “Well, folks! Where
you reckon dis big yaller bee-stung nigger come from?”

Everybody laughed. He felt ashamed of his bare feet for the
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tirst time in his life. How was he to know that there were colored
folks that went around with their feet cramped up like white folks.
He looked down at the feet of the black-eyed girl. Tiny little black
shoes. One girl behind her had breasts, must be around fourteen.
He looked at her again. Some others were growing up too. In fact
all were looking a little bit like women—all but the little black-eyed
one. When he looked back into her face he felt ashamed. Seemed as
if she had caught him doing something nasty. He shifted his feet in
embarrassment.

“Ah think he musta come from over de Big Creek. 'Tain’t nothin’
lak dat on dis side,” the little tormenter went on. Then she looked
right into his eyes and laughed. All the others laughed. John laughed
too.

“Dat’s whar Ah come from sho 'nuff,” he admitted.

“Whut you doin” over heah, then?”

“Come tuh see iffen Ah could git uh job uh work. Kin yuh tell me
whar Marse Alf Pearson live at?”

The little girl snorted, “Marse Alf! Don’t y’all folkses over de creek
know slavery time is over? 'Tain’t no mo” Marse Alf, no Marse
Charlie, nor Marse Tom neither. Folks whut wuz borned in slavery
time go 'round callin” dese white folks Marse but we been born since
freedom. We calls "'em Mister. Dey don’t own nobody no mo”.”

“Sho don’t,” the budding girl behind the little talker chimed in.
She threw herself akimbo also and came walking out hippily from
behind the other, challenging John to another appraisal of her person.

“Ah calls "em anything Ah please,” said another girl and pulled
her apron a little tight across the body as she advanced towards the
fence.

“Aw, naw, yuh don’t, Clary,” the little black-eyed girl disputed,
“youse talkin” at de big gate now. You jus’ want somebody tuh notice

uh.”
Y “Well, effen you calls "em Mista, Ah kin call ‘em Mista too,” John
talked at the little spitfire. “Whar at is Mista Alf Pearson’s place?”
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“Way on down dis road, ‘bout uh mile uh mo’. When yuh git long
dere by de cotton-gin, ast somebody and dey’ll tell yuh mo” exact.”

John shifted from one foot to another a time or two, then started
off with the long stride known as boaging.

“Thankee, thankee,” he threw back over his shoulder and strode
on.
The teacher poked his head out of the door and all the other girls
ran around behind the school house lest he call them to account for
talking to a boy. But the littlest girl stood motionless, not knowing
that the others had fled. She stood still akimbo watching John stride
away. Then suddenly her hands dropped to her sides and she raced
along the inside of the fence and overtook John.

“Hello agin,” John greeted her, glad at her friendliness.

“Hello yuhself, want uh piece uh cawn bread look on de shelf.”

John laughed boisterously and the girl smiled and went on in an-
other tone, “Whyn't you come tuh school too?”

“’Cause dey never sont me. Dey tole me tuh go find work, but Ah
wisht dey had uh tole me school. Whut Ah seen of it, Ah lakted it.”

From behind her the irate voice of a man called, “Lucy! Lucy!!
Come heah tuh me. Ah’ll teach yuh "bout talkin” wid boys!”

“See yuh later, and tell yuh straighter,” John said and walked off.

John strode on into Notasulga, whistling; his tousled hair every
which away over his head. He saw a group of people clustered near
a small building and he timidly approached.

“Dis heah mus’ be de cotton-gin wid all dem folks and hawses
and buggies tied tuh de hitchin” postes.”

Suddenly he was conscious of a great rumbling at hand and the
train schickalacked up to the station and stopped.

John stared at the panting monster for a terrified moment, then
prepared to bolt. But as he wheeled about he saw everybody’s eyes
upon him and there was laughter on every face.
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He stopped and faced about. Tried to look unconcerned, but that
great eye beneath the cloud-breathing smoke-stack glared and
threatened. The engine’s very sides seemed to expand and contract
like a fiery-lunged monster. The engineer leaning out of his window
saw the fright in John’s face and blew a sharp blast on his whistle
and John started violently in spite of himself. The crowd roared.

“Hey, dere, big-un,” a Negro about the station called to John, “you
ain’t never seed nothin” dangerous lookin” lak dat befo’, is yuh?”

“Naw suh and hit sho look frightenin’,” John answered. His candor
took the ridicule out of the faces of the crowd. “But hits uh pretty
thing too. Whar it gwine?”

“Oh eve’y which and whar,” the other Negro answered, with the
intent to convey the impression to John that he knew so much about
trains, their habits and destinations that it would be too tiresome to
try to tell it all.

The train kicked up its heels and rattled on off. John watched after
ituntil it had lost itself down its shiny road and the noise of its going
was dead.

“You laks dat ole train Ah see,” the Negro said to John, watching
him as he all but fell down into the railroad cut, trying to keep sight
of the tail of the train.

“Yeah, man, Ah lakted dat. It say something but Ah ain’t heered
it 'nough tuh tell whut it say yit. You know whut it say?”

“It don’t say nothin’. It jes” make uh powerful racket, dass all.”

“Naw, it say some words too. Ahm comin” heah plenty mo’ times
and den Ah tell yuh whut it say.” He straightened up and suddenly
remembered.

“Whar de cotton-gin at?”

“Hit’s right over dere, but dey ain’t hirin” nobody yit.”

“Ain’t lookin’ tuh git hiahed. Lookin” fuh Mist” Alf Pearson.”

“Dere he right over dere on de flat-form at de deepo’, whut yuh
want wid im?”
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“Wants tuh git uh job.”

“Reckon you kin git on. He done turned off his coachman fuh
stovin” up one uh his good buggy hawses.”

John stalked over to the freight platform.

“Is you Mist” Alf?” he asked the tall broad-built man, who was
stooping over some goods.

“Why yes, what're you want?”

“Ah wants uh job uh work, please suh.”

The white man continued to examine invoices without so much
as a glance at the boy who stood on the ground looking up at him.
Not seeing what he wanted, he straightened up and looked about
him and saw John at last. Instead of answering the boy directly he
stared at him fixedly for a moment, whistled and exclaimed, “What
a fine stud! Why boy, you would have brought five thousand dollars
on the block in slavery time! Your face looks sort of familiar but I
can’t place you. What’s your name?”

“Mama, she name me Two-Eye-John from a preachin’ she heered,
but dey call me John Buddy for short.”

“How old are you, John?”

“Sixteen, goin” on sebenteen.”

“Dog damn! Boy you're almost as big as I am. Where’d you come
from?”

“Over de Big Creek. Mama she sont me over here and told me tuh
ast you tuh gimme uh job uh work. Ah kin do mos” anything.”

“Humph, I should think you could. Boy, you could go bear-
hunting with your fist. I believe I can make a lead plowhand out of
you.”

“Yassuh, thankee, Mista Alf, Ah knows how.”

“Er, who is your mama?”

“Amy Crittenden. She didn’t useter be uh Crittenden. She wuz
jes” Amy and b’longed tuh you "fo surrender. She say Ah borned on
yo’ place.”

“Oh yes. I remember her. G'wan get in my rig. The bay horses
with the cream colored buggy. Fetch it on over here and drive me
home.”
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John went over by the courthouse to get the rig. It was some dis-
tance. As soon as he was out of earshot, one of Alf Pearson’s friends
asked him, “Say, Judge, where’d you get the new house-nigger
from?”

“Oh aboy born on my place since surrender. Mama married some
stray darky and moved over the Big Creek. She sent him over here
to hunt work and he ran into me and I'm hiring him. Did you ever
see such a splendid specimen? He'll be a mighty fine plow hand.
Too tall to be a good cotton-picker. Sixteen years old.”

“Humph! Plow-hand! Dat’s uh house-nigger. His kind don’t make
good field niggers. It’s been tried. In his case it’s a pity, because he’d
be equal to two hands ordinary.”

“Oh well, maybe I can do something with him. He seems willing
enough. And anyway I know how to work ‘em.”

When John brought the horses to a satisfactory halt before the
white pillars of the Pearson mansion, his new boss got down and
said, “Now John, take those horses on to the stable and let Nunkie
put ‘em away. He’ll show you where the quarters are. G’'wan to ‘em
and tell old Pheemy I said fix you some place to sleep.”

“Yassuh, thankee suh.”

“And John, I might need you around the house sometimes, so
keep clean.”

“Yassuh.”

“Where’s the rest of your clothes?”

“Dese is dem.”

“Well, you'll have to change sometime or other. I'll look around
the house, and perhaps I can scare you up a change or two. My son
Alfred is about your size, but he’s several years older. And er, er,
I'll fetch "em down to the quarters in case I find anything. Go "long.”

Ole Pheemy gave John a bed in her own cabin, “Take dis bed heah
if hit’s good 'nough fuh yuh,” she said pointing to a high feather
bed in one corner.

“Yassum, thankee ma’am. Ah laks it jes’ fine, and dis sho is uh
pritty house.”
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He was looking at the newspapers plastered all over the walls.

Pheemy softened.

“Oh you ain’t one uh dese uppity yaller niggers then?”

“Oh no ma’am. Ahm po’ folks jes” lak you. On’y we ain’t got no
fine houses over de Creek lak dis heah one.”

“Whus yo’ name?”

“John, but Zeke and Zack and dem calls me John Buddy, yassum.”

“Who yo’ folks is over de Big Creek?”

“Mama she name Amy Crittenden—she—"

“Hush yo” mouf, you yaller rascal, you! Ah knowed, Ah seed
reckerlection in yo’ face.” Pheemy rushed upon John, beating him
affectionately and shoving him around. “Well, Lawd a’mussy boy!
Ahm yo’ granny! Yo’ nable string is buried under dat air chanyberry
tree. ’'Member so well de very day you cried.” (First cry at birth.)
“Eat dis heah tater pone.”

The field hands came in around dusk dark, eyeing John suspi-
ciously, but his utter friendliness prevented the erection of barriers
on his birth place. Amy’s son was welcome. After supper the young
folks played “Hide the Switch” and John overtook and whipped
most of the girls soundly. They whipped him too. Perhaps his legs
were longer, but anyway when he was “it” he managed to catch
every girl in the quarters. The other boys were less successful, but
girls were screaming under John’s lash behind the cowpen and under
the sweet-gum trees around the spring until the moon rose. John
never forgot that night. Even the strong odor of their sweaty bodies
was lovely to remember. He went in to bed when all of the girls had
been called in by their folks. He could have romped till morning.

In bed he turned and twisted.

“Skeeters botherin” yuh, John Buddy?” Pheemy asked.

“No’'m Ahm jes” wishin” Mist” Alf would lak mah work and lemme
stay heah all de time.” Then the black eyes of the little girl in the
school yard burned at him from out of the darkness and he added,
“Wisht Ah could go tuh school too.”
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“G’wan tuh sleep, chile. Heah ’tis way in de midnight and you
ain’thad no night rest. You gotta sleep effen you wanta do any work.
Whut Marse Alf tell yuh tuh do?”

“He ain’t tole me nothin’ yit.”

“Well, you stay heah tuh de house. Ontell he send fuh yuh. He
ain’t gwine overwork yuh. He don’t break nobody down. Befo’
surrender he didn’t had no whippin’ boss on dis place. Nawsuh.
Come tuh ‘'membrance, "tain’t nothin” much tuh do now. De crops
is laid by, de ground peas ain’t ready, neither de cawn. But Ah don’t
speck he gointer put you in de fiel’ nohow. Maybe you hand him
his drinks uh drive de carridge fuh him and Ole Miss.”

“Yassum,” drifted back from John as he slid down and down into
sleep and slumber.

That night he dreamed new dreams.

“John.”

“Yassuh.”

“I see the clothes fit you.”

“Yassuh, Ahm powerful glad dey do, ‘cause Ah laks ‘em.”

“John, I don’t reckon I'll have you to drive us again. I thought to
make a coachman out of you, but the mistress thinks you're too, er,
er—large sitting up there in front. Can’t see around you.”

“Yassuh,” John's face fell. He wasn’t going to be hired after all.

“But I've got another job for you. You feed the chickens and
gather the eggs every morning before breakfast. Have the fresh eggs
in the pantry at the big house before seven o’clock so Emma can use
some for our breakfast.”

“Yassuh.”

“And John, see to it that Ceasar and Bully and Nunkie keep the
stables, pig pens and the chicken houses clean. Don’t say anything
to “em, but when you find ‘em dirty you let me know.”

“Yassuh.”

“And another thing, I want you to watch all of my brood
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sows. As soon as a litter is born, you let me know. And you must
keep up with every pig on the place. Count "em every morning, and
when you find one missing you look around and find out what'’s
become of it. I'm missing entirely too many shoats. I'm good to my
darkies but I can’t let ‘em eat up all my hogs. Now, I'm going to see
if I can trust you.”

“Yassuh.”

“Can you read and write, John?”

“Nawsuh.”

“Never been to school?”

“Nawsubh, yassuh, Ah passed by dat one d’other day.”

“Well, John, there’s nothing much to do on the place now, so you
might as well go on down to the school and learn how to read and
write. I don’t reckon it will hurt you. Don’t waste your time, now.
Learn. I don’t think the school runs but three months and it’s got to
close for cotton-picking. Don’t fool around. You're almost grown.
Three or four children on this place go so you go along with them.
Go neat. I didn’t have slouchy folks on my place in slavery time.
Mister Alfred, my son, is studying abroad and he’s left several suits
around that will do for you. Be neat. Let’s see your feet. I don’t be-
lieve you can wear his shoes but I'll buy you a pair and take it out
of your wages. You mind me and I'll make something out of you.”

“Yassuh, Mister Alf. Thankee. Youse real good tuh me. Mama
said you wuz good.”

“She was a well-built-up girl and a splendid hoe hand. I never
could see why she married that darky and let him drag her around
share-cropping. Those backwoods white folks over the creek make
their living by swindling the niggers.”

John didn’t go to school the next day. He had truly been delighted
at the prospect of attending school. It had kept him glowing all day.
But that night the young people got up a game of “Hide and Seek.”
It started a little late, about the time that the old heads were going
to bed.

Bow-legged, pigeon-toed Minnie Turl was counting, “Ten, ten,
double ten, forty-five, fifteen. All hid? All hid?”
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From different directions, as the “hiders” sought cover, “No!”

“Three 1i'l” hawses in duh stable,
One jumped out and skint his nable.
All hid? All hid?”

“No!” from farther away.

John ran down hill towards the spring where the bushes were
thick. He paused at a clump. It looked like a good place. There was
a stealthy small sound behind it and he ran on. Some one ran down
the path behind him. A girl’s hand caught his. It was Phrony, the
womanish fourteen-year-old who lived in the third cabin from
Pheemy'’s.

“Ah’ll show yuh uh good place tuh hide,” she whispered, “nobody
can’t find yuh.”

She dragged him off the path to the right and round and about to
a clump of sumac overrun with wild grape vines.

“Right under heah,” she panted from running, “nobody can’t find
yuh.”

“Whar you goin” hide yuhself?” John asked as he crept into the
arboreal cave.

“Iss plenty room,” Phrony whispered. “Us bofe kin hide in heah.”

She crept in also and leaned heavily upon John, giggling and
giggling as the counting went on.

“Ah got up 'bout half-past fo’

Forty fo’ robbers wuz 'round mah do’
Ah got up and let ‘'em in

Hit ‘em ovah de head wid uh rollin” pin.
All hid? All hid?”

“Yeah.”

“All dem ten feet round mah base is caught. Ahm comin

There were screams and shouts of laughter. “Dere’s Gold-Dollar
behind dat chanyberry tree. Ah got yuh.”

/'Il
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“Whoo-ee! Ahm free, Minnie, Ah beat yuh in home.”

“Less we run in whilst she gone de other way,” John whispered.

“Naw, less we lay low 'til she git tired uh huntin” us and give us
free base.”

“Aw right, Phrony, but Ah loves tuh outrun ‘em and beat ‘em tuh
de base. ‘'Tain’t many folks kin run good ez me.”

“Ah kin run good, too.”

“Aw, "tain’t no girl chile kin run good ez me.”

“Ah betcha ’tis. Lucy Potts kin outrun uh yearlin” and rope im.”

“Humph! Where she at?”

“She live over in Pottstown. Her folks done bought de ole Cox
place. She go to school. Dey’s big niggers.”

“She uh 1i’l” bitty gal wid black eyes and long hair plats?”

“Yeah, dat’s her. She leben years ole, but she don’t look it. Ahm
fourteen. Ahm big. Maybe Ah’ll git married nex’ year.”

“Ahm gwine race huh jes’ soon ez Ah gits tuh school. Mista Alf
gwine lemme go too.”

“Dat’s good. Ah done been dere las’ yeah. Ah got good learnin’.
Reckon Ah’ll git uh husban’ nex’.”

Cry from up the hill, “John and Phrony, come on in. You get free
base!”

They scrambled out. John first, then Phrony more slowly, and
trudged up the hill. A boy was kneeling at the woods chopping-
block base when they came into the crowd. The crowd began to
disperse again. John started off in another direction. He looked back
and saw Phrony coming behind him, but Mehaley cut in from behind
a bush and reached him first.

“Come on wid me, John, lemme show yuh uh good place.” He
started to say that he didn’t want to hide out and talk as he had done
with Phrony. He wanted to pit his strength and speed against the
boy who was counting. He wanted to practise running, but he felt
a flavor come out from Mehaley. He could almost sense it in his
mouth and nostrils. He was cross with Phrony for following them.
He let Mehaley take his hand
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and they fled away up the hill and hid in the hay.

“De hair on yo” head so soft lak,” Mehaley breathed against his
cheek. “Lemme smoothen it down.”

When John and Mehaley came in, Minnie Turl was counting.
Everybody was hid except Phrony who sat bunched up on the door
step.

“Y’all better go hide agin,” she said.

“Somebody else count and lemme hide,” Minnie wailed. “Ah been
countin” most all de time.” She came and stood near John.

“G’wan hide, Minnie, Ah’ll count some,” John said.

“Heh! Heh!” Phrony laughed maliciously at Minnie. Minnie looked
all about her and went inside the house and to bed.

“Haley, where mah hair comb you borried from me las” Sunday?
Ah wuz nice enough tuh len’ it tuh yuh, but you ain’t got manners
‘nough tuh fetch it back.” Phrony advanced upon Mehaley and John.

“You kin git yo’ ole stink hair comb any time. Ah’ll be glad tuh
git it outa mah house. Mama tole me not tuh comb wid it ‘cause she
skeered Ah’d git boogers in mah haid.”

“Youse uh lie! Ah ain’t got no boogers in mah haid, and if you’
mamy say so she’s uh liar right long wid you! She ain’t so bad ez
she make out. Ah’ll stand on yo’ toes and tell yuh so.”

“Git back outa mah face, Phrony. Ah don’t play de dozens!” Me-
haley shoved. Phrony struck, and John and all the hiders, who came
running in at the sound of battle, had trouble stopping the rough
and tumble.

“Did y’all had words befo” yuh fell out?” Charlie asked.

“We ain’t had no words,” said Mehaley.

“Whut y’all fightin” ‘bout, if yuh ain’t mad?”

“Aw, ole fish-mouf Phrony mad 'cause John wouldn’t hide wid
her and he took and hid wid me.”

“Youse uh liar, madam! He did so hide wid me.”

“He wouldn’t stay, and Ah’ll betcha Alabama wid uh fence 'round

7y

it he won’t never hide wid yuh no mo’.
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Mehaley preened herself akimbo and rotated her hips insolently.

“Sh-sh—" Charlie cautioned, “de old heads liable tuh wake up,
and dey’ll haul off and take and frail everybody. Less all tip in tuh
bed. Iss way after midnight anyhow.”

So John overslept next morning and by the time that he had
gathered the eggs and counted the hogs it was too late for school.
He didn’t want to see Lucy anyway. Not the way he felt that day,
but late in the afternoon as he wandered over the place, he found a
tiny clearing hidden by trees.

“Dis is uh prayin” ground,” he said to himself.

“O Lawd, heah ’tis once mo” and again yo’ weak and humble
servant is knee-bent and body bowed—Mah heart beneath mah
knees and mah knees in some lonesome valley cryin’ fuh mercy
whilst mercy kinst be found. O Lawd! you know mah heart, and all
de ranges uh mah deceitful mind—and if you find any sin lurkin’
in and about mah heart please pluck it out and cast it intuh de sea
uh fuhgitfulness whar it’ll never rise tuh condemn me in de judg-
ment.”

That night John, deaf to Mehaley’s blandishments, sat in the
doorway and told tales. And Brer Rabbit and Brer Fox and Raw-
Head-and-Bloody-Bones walked the earth like natural men.

Next morning, bright and soon he stood at the school-house door.
The teacher was a stodgy middle-aged man who prided himself on
his frowns. Every few moments he lifted his head and glared about
the room. He yearned to hold his switches in his hand. He had little
ambition to impart knowledge. He reigned. Later John found out
he was Lucy’s uncle.

“Come heah, you,” he pointed his ruler at John. “Don’t you know
no better'n to come in my school and sit yo’self down without sayin’
a word to me?”

“Yassuh,” he approached the deal table that went by the name of
desk.

“If you know better, why did you do it?  ought to put forty lashes
on yo’ bare back. You come to school?”

“Yassuh.”
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“Don’t say ‘yassuh’ to me. Say “Yes suh.””

The room tittered.

“What’s yo’ name?”

“John.”

“John whut? You got some other name besides John.”

“Mama, she name me Two-Eye John—"

They burst into loud laughter. John colored and he stole a glance
at Lucy. She wasn’t laughing. Her hands and lips were tense. She
must be put out with him for being a fool. She wasn’t laughing like
the rest.

“But mama and all of ‘em at home calls me John Buddy.”

“Buddy is a nickname. What's yo” papa’ name?”

John scratched his head and thought a minute.

“’Deed Ah don’t know, suh.”

There was another short silence.

“Where do you live?”

“On Mista Alf Pearson’s place.”

“Was you born there?”

“Yes suh.”

“Well, Ah’ll jus” put you down as John Pearson and you answer
by that, you hear?”

“Yes suh.”

“Ever been to school before?”

“Naw suh.”

“Well, you get over there in de A B C class and don’t let me ketch
you talkin” in school.”

John was amazed at the number of things to be learned. He liked
to watch Lucy’s class recite. They put so many figures on the board
and called it long division. He would certainly be well learnt when
he could do that. They parsed sentences. They spelt long words.

He studied hard because he caught Lucy watching him every time
he recited. He wrote on the ground in the quarters and in a week he
knew his alphabet and could count to a hundred.

“Whut you learnin” in school, John—A, B, Ab’s?” Charlie asked
him.
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“Ah already know dat, Charlie. Ah kin spell ‘baker” too.”

“Don’t b’lieve it. Not dis quick, yuh can’t.”

“B-a-k-bak-e-r-er baker.”

“Boy, you sho is eatin” up dat school!”

“Ain’t ez smart ez some. Take Lucy Potts for instink. She’s almost
uh "fessor now. Nobody can’t spell her down. Dey say she kin spell
eve’y word in Lippincott’s Blue-back Speller.”

“Shucks! You ain’t tryin” tuh buck up tuh her in book learnin’, is
yuh? Dey tell me she kin spell ‘compresstibility,” and when yuh git
dat fur "tain’t much mo’ fuhther fur yuh tuh go.”

“She sho kin spell it, ‘cause Ah heered "er do it. Some say she kin
spell “‘Constan-ti-nople” too.”

“Ah b’lieve it. All dem Potts is smart. Her brother leads de choir
at Macedony Baptis” Church, and she trebles right ‘long wid dem
grown women and kin sing all de notes—de square ones, de round
ones, de triangles.”

“AR’ll be dere tuh heah her do it nex” big meetin’. Charlie, Ah
loves tuh heah singin’.”

“Whyn’t yuh join de choir? You oughter be able tuh sing lak git
out wid all dat ches” you got.”

“B’lieve Ah will, Charlie. Ah laks big meetin’.”

It was three weeks from the time that John started to school 'til
cotton-picking time. Prodded on all sides, he had learned to read a
little and write a few words crudely.

He was sorry when school closed for the cotton-picking but he
kept on studying. When the school re-opened for its final month he
wanted to get promoted again. He found himself spelling out words
on barns and wagons, almanacs, horse-medicine-bottles, wrapping-
paper.

He had been to church; he hadn’t enough courage to join the choir,
but every meeting he was there. Lucy tossed her head and sang her
treble and never missed a note.

When the cotton-picking began on his place, Alf Pearson said to
John, “You better go across the Creek and let your mama know how
you're getting along. If you see any good cotton pickers—anybody
that can pick more than two hundred
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a day—tell ‘em I need some hands, and you be back by tomorrow
night. I bought a brood sow over round Chehaw and I want you to
go get her.”

There was great rejoicing in Amy’s house when John climbed the
hill from the Creek.

They didn’t know him in his new clothes. They made great
“’miration” over everything. Amy cried.

“Jes’ tuh think, mah boy gittin” book-learnt! Ned, de rest uh dese
chillun got tuh go tuh school nex” yeah. Sho is.”

“Whut fur? So dey kin lay in de peni'ten’ry? Dat’s all dese book-
learnt niggers do—fill up de jails and chain-gangs. Dese boys is
comin’ ‘long all right. All dey need tuh learn is how tuh swing uh
hoe and turn a furrer. Ah ain’t rubbed de hair offa mah haid "gin no
college walls and Ah got good sense. Day ain’t goin” tuh no school
effen Ah got anythin’ tuh say "bout it. Jes” be turnin” “em fools!”

Stormy weather. John cut in.

“Mama, Mista Alf say if Ah could find some good cotton pickers
tuh tell "em he need hands. You know any? He payin’ fifty cent uh
hund’ed.”

“Dat’s more’'n dey payin’ over heah,” Ned cut in eagerly, “Amy,
whyn’t you take Zeke and Zack and y’all g'wan make dat 1i'l’
change? Ah’ll take keer de li’l” chillun and pick up whutli'l” Ah kin
git over heah. Cotton open dat side de Creek fust anyhow. By time
y’all finish over dere hit’ll jis” be gittin” in full swing over heah.”

“Reckon us could make li’l’ money. Tell “im, “Yeah,” John Buddy,
we’s comin’.”

“Zack!” Ned called, “Take dis heah jug and run over tuh de Turk
place and tell Ike tuh send me uh gallon. Pay 'im nex” week some
time.”

When the cotton was all picked and the last load hauled to the
gin, Alf Pearson gave the hands two hogs to barbecue.

That was a night. Hogs roasting over the open pit of oak coals.
Negroes from three other plantations. Some brought “likker.” Some
crocus sacks of yellow yam potatoes, and bushels of peanuts to roast,
and the biggest syrup-kettle at Pear-
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son’s canemill was full of chicken perleau. Twenty hens and six
water-buckets full of rice. Old Purlee Kimball was stirring it with a
shovel.

Plenty of music and plenty of people to enjoy it. Three sets had
been danced when Bully took the center of the hard-packed clay
court upon which they were dancing. He had the whole rib of a two-
hundred-pound hog in his hands and gnawed it as he talked.

“Hey, everybody! Stop de music. Don’t vip another vop "til Ah
says so. Hog head, hog bosom, hog hips and every kind of hog there
ever wuz is ready! Come git yourn. De chickens is cacklin” in de rice
and dey say ‘Come git it whilst iss fitten ‘cause t'morrer it may be
frost-bitten!” De yaller yams is spilin” in de ashes. It’s uh shame! Eat
it all up, and den we’s gointer dance, ‘cause we’ll have somethin’
tuh dance offa.”

The hogs, the chickens, the yams disappeared. The old folks played
“Ole Horse” with the parched peanuts. The musicians drank and
tuned up. Bully was calling figures.

“Hey you, dere, us ain’t no white folks! Put down dat fiddle! Us
don’t want no fiddles, neither no guitars, neither no banjoes. Less
clap!”

So they danced. They called for the instrument that they had
brought to America in their skins—the drum—and they played upon
it. With their hands they played upon the little dance drums of
Africa. The drums of kid-skin. With their feet they stomped it, and
the voice of Kata-Kumba, the great drum, lifted itself within them
and they heard it. The great drum that is made by priests and sits
in majesty in the juju house. The drum with the man skin that is
dressed with human blood, that is beaten with a human shin-bone
and speaks to gods as a man and to men as a God. Then they beat
upon the drum and danced. It was said, “He will serve us better if
we bring him from Africa naked and thing-less.” So the buckra
reasoned. They tore away his clothes that Cuffy might bring nothing
away, but Cuffy seized his drum and hid it in his skin under the
skull bones. The shin-bones he bore openly, for he thought, “Who
shall rob me of shin-bones when they see no
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drum?” So he laughed with cunning and said, “I, who am borne
away to become an orphan, carry my parents with me. For Rhythm
is she not my mother and Drama is her man?” So he groaned aloud
in the ships and hid his drum and laughed.

“Dis is jes” lak when Ah wuz uh girl,” Amy told Pheemy and
offered her body to the voice.

Furious music of the little drum whose body was still in Africa,
but whose soul sung around a fire in Alabama. Flourish. Break.

Ole cow died in Tennessee

Send her jawbone back to me
Jawbone walk, Jawbone talk
Jawbone eat wid uh knife and fork.
Ain’t Ah right?

CHORUS: Yeah!
Ain’t I right? Yeah!

Hollow-hand clapping for the bass notes. Heel and toe stomping
for the little one. Ibo tune corrupted with Nango. Congo gods talking
in Alabama.

If you want to see me jabber

Set me down to uh bowl uh clabber
Ain’t Ah right? Yeah!

Now, ain’t Ah right? Yeah!

Ole Ant Dinah behind de pine

One eye out and de other one blind
Ain’t Ah right? Yeah! Yeah!

Now, ain’t Ah right? Yeah!

“Looka dat boy uh yourn, Amy!” Zeke Turk urged. “Didn’t
thought he knowed how tuh dance. He’s rushin” de frog tuh de
frolic! And looka ‘Big ‘Oman,” dat gal dancin” wid ‘im. Lawd, she
shakin” yonder skirt.”
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Wisht Ah had uh needle

Fine ez Ah could sew

Ah’d sew mah baby to my side
And down de road Ah’d go.

Double clapping—

Down de road baby
Down de road baby
It’s killing mama

Oh, it’s killing mama.

Too hot for words. Fiery drum clapping.

“Less burn dat old moon down to a nub! Is dat you, Pheemy?”

“Yeah Lawd. Mah head is tilted to de grave, but Ah’ll show y’all
Ah ain’t fuhgit how. Come on out heah, Dink, and help ole Pheemy
do de Parse me lah.”

“Heel and toe. Don’t call no figgers.”

“Aw yeah, less call figgers. Go "head Bully, but don’t call it lak
you call for white folks and dey go praipsin “cross the floor lake dey
steppin on eggs. Us kin dance. Call "em, Bully.”

“Awright, choose yo’ partners.”

“Couples tuh yo’ places lak hawse tuh de traces.”

“Sixteen hands up!”

“Circle four.”

“Y’all ain’t clappin’ right. Git dat time.

Raccoon up de ‘simmon tree
Possum on de ground

Raccoon shake dem 'simmons down
Possum pass ‘em round.”

The fire died. The moon died. The shores of Africa receded. They
went to sleep and woke up next day and looked
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out on dead and dying cotton stalks and ripening possum persim-
mons.

As the final day of school closing drew near, John found life tre-
mendously exciting. The drama of Pearson’s plantation yielded to
the tenseness around the school house. He had learned to spell his
way thru several pages in his reader. He could add, subtract and
divide and multiply. He proved his new power to communicate his
thoughts by scratching Lucy’s name in the clay wherever he found
a convenient spot: with a sharp stick he had even scratched it on the
back of Pheemy’s chimney.

He saw Lucy at school every day. He saw her in church, and she
was always in his consciousness, but he had never talked with her
alone. When the opportunity presented itself he couldn’t find words.
Handling Big ‘Oman, Lacey, Semmie, Bootsie and Mehaley merely
called for action, but with Lucy he needed words and words that he
did not have. One day during the practice for school closing he
crowded near her and said, “Wisht Ah could speak pieces lak you
do.”

“You kin speak ‘em better'n me,” Lucy said evenly, “you got uh
good voice for speakin’.”

“But Ah can’t learn no long ones lak you speaks. When do you
learn "em?”

“In de night time round home after Ah git thru wid mah lessons.”

“You ain’t got many mo’ days tuh be studyin’ of nights. Den whut
you gwine do wid yo’self?”

“Mama always kin find plenty fuh folks tuh do.”

“But Ah mean in de night time, Lucy. When youse thru wid yo’
work. Don’t you do nothin” but warm uh chair bottom?”

Lucy drew away quickly, “Oooh, John Buddy! You talkin’ nasty.”

John in turn was in confusion. “Whuss nasty?”

“You didn’t hafta say ‘bottom.””

John shriveled up inside. He had intended to recite the rhymes to
Lucy that the girls on the plantation thought so witty, but he realized
that—
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Some love collards, some love kale
But I loves uh gal wid uh short skirt tail

would drive Lucy from him in disgust. He could never tell her that.
He felt hopeless about her. Soon she was recalled to the platform to
recite and John’s chance was gone. He kept on thinking, however,
and he kept on making imaginary speeches to her. Speeches full of
big words that would make her gasp and do him “reverence.” He
was glad when he was selected as the soldier to sing opposite Lucy
in the duet, “Oh Soldier, Will You Marry Me?” It meant something
more than singing with gestures beside a girl. Maybe she would
realize that he could learn things too, even if she could read the
better. He meant to change all that as quickly as possible. One day
he shyly overtook her on her way home.

“Dey tell me you kin run fast,” he began awkwardly.

“Dey told you right,” Lucy answered saucily, “whoever tole you.
Ah kin outrun most anybody ‘round heah.”

“Less we race tuh dat sweet-gum tree and see who kin beat,” John
challenged.

They were off. Lucy’s thin little legs pumping up and down. The
starchy strings of her blue sunbonnet fluttering under her chin, and
her bonnet lying back of her neck.

“Ah beat yuh!” John gloated over the foot or two that he had
gained with difficulty.

“Yeah, you beat me, but look how much mo’ legs you got to run
wid,” Lucy retorted. “Bet if Ah had dem legs nobody couldn’t never
outrun me.”

“Ah didn’t mean tuh beat yuh. Gee, us done come uh good ways!
How much further you live from heah, Lucy?”

“Oh uh little ways cross de branch.”

“B'lieve Ah’ll go see how yo’ ole branch look. Maybe it got uh
heap uh fish in it.”

“’Tain’t got no fish in it worth talkin’” ‘bout. "Tain’t hardly knee
deep, John, but iss uh great big ole snake down dere.”

“Whut kinda snake?”

“Uh great big ole cotton-mouf moccasin. He skeers me,
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John. Everytime Ah go "cross dat foot-log Ah think maybe Ah might
fall in and den he’ll bite me, or he might reah hisself up and bite me
anyhow.”

“How come y’all don’t take and kill "im?”

“Who you reckon goin” down in de water tuh strain wid uh
moccasin? He got uh hole back under the bank where you kin see
‘im, but you can’t git “im "thout you wuz down in de branch. He lay
all ‘round dere on de ground and even on de foot-log, but when he
see somebody comin” he go in his hole, all ready for yuh and lay
dere and dare yuh tuh bother im.”

“You jes” show “im tuh me. Ah can’t stand tuh be aggravated by
no ole snake and then agin Ah don’t want "im slurrin” you.”

“Sh-sh, watch out, John! He 'round heah somewhere. Can’t you
smell im? Dere he is goin” in his hole!”

John took a good look at the snake, then looked all about him for
aweapon. Finding none he sat down and began to remove his shoes.

“You ain’t goin” in dat branch!” Lucy gasped.

“Turn me go, Lucy. If you didn’t want yo” ole snake kilt yuh
oughta not showed "im tuh me.” He exulted, but pretended not to
see her concern was for him.

He looked carefully to see that no other snakes were about, then
stepped cautiously down into the water. The snake went on guard,
slowly, insolently. Lucy was terrified. Suddenly, he snatched the
foot-log from its place and, leaning far back to give it purchase, he
rammed it home upon the big snake and held it there. The snake bit
at the log again and again in its agony, but finally the biting and the
thrashing ceased. John fished the snake out and stretched it upon
the grass.

“Ooh, John, Ahm so glad you kilt dat ole devil. He been right dere
skeerin’ folks since befo” Ah wuz borned.”

“He won't skeer nobody else, lessen dey skeered uh dead snakes,”
John answered in the tone that boys use to girls on such occasions.

“Reckon his mate ain’t gonna follow us and try tuh bite us for
killin” dis one?”
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“Lucy, he can’t foller bofe us, lessen us go de same way.”

“Thass right, John. Ah done forgot, you live over on de Alf Pearson
place.”

“Yeah, dat’s right.”

“Where M’haley and Big ‘Oman live.”

“Unh hunh, Ah speck dey do live dere. Ah seen uh lot uh pullet-
size girl chillun ‘bout de place. Nearly uh hund’ed head uh folks on
dat plantation.”

A heavy silence fell. Lucy looked across the shallow stream and
said,

“You ain’t put de foot-log back, John.”

“Dat’s right. Sho nuff Ah done fuhgot. Lemme tote you "cross den.
Ah kin place it back for de other folks.”

“Doncha lemme fall, John. Maybe 'nother ole snake down dere.”

“How Ahm gonna let uh 1i'l" bit lak you fall? Ah kin tote uh sack
uh feed-meal and dat’s twice big ez you. Lemme tote yuh. Ah ’clare
Ah won’t drop yuh.”

John bore Lucy across the tiny stream and set her down slowly.

“Oh you done left yo” book-sack, Lucy. Got tuh take yuh back tuh
gitit.”

“Naw, you hand it tuh me, John.”

“Aw, naw, you come git it.”

He carried Lucy back and she recrossed the stream the third time.
As he set her down on her home side he said, “Little ez you is nobody
wouldn’t keer how fur he hafta tote you. You ain’t even uh handful.”

Lucy put herself akimbo, “Ahm uh li'l" piece uh leather, but well
put t'gether, Ah thankee, Mist” John.”

“Mah comperments, Miss Lucy.”

Lucy was gone up the hill in a blue whirlwind. John replaced the
foot-log and cut across lots for home.

“She is full uh pepper,” John laughed to himself, “but ah laks dat.
Anything "thout no seasonin’ in it ain’t no good.”

At home, Lucy rushed out back of the corn crib and tiptoed
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to see if her head yet touched the mark she had made three weeks
before.

“Ah shucks!” She raged, “Ah ain’t growed none hardly. Ah ain’t
never gointer get grown. Ole M’haley way head uh me!”

She hid and cried until Emmeline, her mama, called her to set the
table for supper.

The night of school closing came. John in tight new shoes and
with a standing collar was on hand early. Saw Lucy enter followed
by the Potts clan. Frowning mama, placid papa, strapping big sister,
and the six grown brothers. Boys with “rear-back” hair held down
by a thick coating of soap. Boys hobbling in new shoes and tight
breeches. Girls whose hair smelled of fresh hog-lard and sweet wil-
liam, and white dresses with lace, with pink or blue sashes, with
ruffles, with mothers searching their bosoms for pins to yank up
hanging petticoats. Tearful girls who had forgotten their speeches.
Little girls with be-ribboned frizzed-out hair who got spanked for
wetting their starchy panties. Proud parents. Sulky parents and off-
spring. Whispered envy.

“Dere’s Lucy Potts over dere in uh fluted dress. Dey allus gives
her de longest piece tuh speak.”

“Dat’s ‘cause she kin learn more’n anybody else.”

“Naw ’tain’t, dey muches her up. Mah Semmie could learn jes’ ez
long uh piece ez anybody if de give it tuh her—in time. Ahm gwine
take mah chillun outa school after dis and put ‘'em tuh work. Dey
ain’t learnin’ ‘em nothin” nohow. Dey makes cake outa some uh de
chillun and cawn bread outa de rest.”

Opening prayer. Song. Speech by white superintendent. Speeches
rattled off like beans poured into a tin can.

“A speech by Miss Lucy Potts.”

The shining big eyes in the tiny face. Lacy whiteness. Fierce hand-
clapping. Lucy calm and self-assured.

“A chieftain to the highland bound, cried ‘Boatman do not
tarry””—to the final “My daughter, oh my daughter.” More applause.
The idol had not failed her public.

“She kin speak de longest pieces and never miss uh word
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and say ‘em faster dan anybody Ah ever seed.” It was agreed Lucy
was perfect. Time and speeches flew fast.

Little fishes in de brook
Willie ketch “em wid uh hook
Mama fry 'em in de pan
Papa eat 'em lak uh man.

“Duet—Miss Lucy Potts, bassed by Mr. John Pearson.” They sang
and their hearers applauded wildly. Nobody cared whether the
treble was treble or the bass was bass. It was the gestures that
counted and everybody agreed that John was perfect as the phil-
andering soldier of the piece and that Lucy was just right as the over-
eager maid. They had to sing it over twice. John began to have a
place of his own in the minds of folks, more than he realized.
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CHAPTER 3

ne morning in the early spring John found Amy sitting before
the fire in Pheemy’s house.
“Howdy, mam.”

“Howdy, son.”

She rubbed her teeth and gums with the tiny snuff-brush. She had
something to say and John knew it.

“How’s everybody makin’ it over de Big Creek, maw?”

“Right middlin’, John. Us could do better but yo” pappy always
piddlin” from piller tuh post and dat keep de rest uh us in hot water.”

“Yessum. What's de trouble now?”

“Yuh know Beasley took and beat us out uh our cotton and we
ain’t hardly had nothin” tuh eat, so day "fo’ yistiddy Ned took and
kilt one uh Beasley’s yearlings way down dere in de hammock and
fetched it home dere and us cooked and et some of it and put some
of it down in salt. We thinkin’ nobody’d ever know de diffunce, but
Beasley heard de cows bellerin” when dey smelt de blood where it
wuz kilt and went down dere and found de hide. So us had tuh pack
up our things in meal sacks and when it wuz black dark us went on
over tuh de Shelby place, and us goin” work dere dis year.”

“Dat’s uh whole heap better'n Beasley’s place, but "tain’t
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nigh good ez heah. Wisht y’all would come work fuh Mist” Alf.”

“Ned, he too hard-headed tuh do dat. Ah done tried and tried but
his back don’t bend. De only difference 'tween him and uh mule is,
de mule got four good foots, and he ain’t got nairn. De minute any-
body mention crossin” dat creek, he’s good tuh make disturbiment
and tear up peace. He been over dat creek all his life jes” ez bare-
footed ez uh yard dawg and know he ain’t even got uh rooster tuh
crow fuh day, yet and still you can’t git 'im "way from dere.”

“How come you don’t quit im? Come on, and fetch de chillun
wid you!”

“You can’t know intuh dat yit, John. In times and seasons, us
gwine talk dat, but Ah come tuh take you back wid me, John.”

“Me, mama?” John asked in agonized surprise, “you know Ah
don’t want no parts of over dat Creek.”

“Mama know, son, but Mist” Shelby asted where wuz you de fust
thing and say he don’t want us "thout you.”

“Mama, Ah don’t wanta go ‘'way back over dere in dem woods.
All you kin hear ‘bout over dere is work, push-hard and pone-bread,
ole cawn bread wid nothin’ in it but salt and water! Ah laks it over
here where dey talks about biscuit-bread some time.”

“Yeah, John Buddy, mama know jes” how yuh feels and her heart
is beatin’ right wid yourn. Mama love flour bread too. But, you
know, lots uh white folks ain’t gwine be bothered wid Ned, and us
got tuh find some place tuh lay our heads. Mist” Shelby ain’t uh
mean man, but he don’t b’lieve us kin make de crop ’thout you.
Reckon you better git yo’ things and come "long.”

Amy got up wearily, the ruffles of her faded calico skirt sweeping
the floor as she moved.

“Ahm goin” and see Marse Alf ‘bout takin’ yuh. Be ready ’ginst
Ah git back, John Buddy.”

John watched her out of the door, then slowly he went out himself
and wandered about; but finally he was standing back
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of Pheemy’s cabin and gazing at the rude scratching on the adobe
chimney. “Lucy,” “Lucy Ann,” “Lucy Potts,” “Lucy and John,” “Lucy
is John’s girl,” “No nife can cut our love into,” “Lucy Pearson.”

“Oh,” John sobbed, “she ain’t gonna want no over-de-creek-nig-
ger.”

He stood there a long time before he went inside and began to
collect his things. Then he came upon the song book that Lucy’s
terrifying brother had given him when he joined the choir. There
was a crude drawing of a railroad train on it. No, he couldn’t leave
Notasulga where the train came puffing into the depot twice a day.
No, no! He dropped everything and tore out across the fields and
came out at last at the railroad cut just below the station. He sat
down upon the embankment and waited. Soon in the distance he
heard the whistle, “Wahooom! Wahup, wahup!” And around the
bend came first the smoke stack, belching smoke and flames of fire.
The drivers turning over chanting “Opelika-black-and-dirty! Opelika-
black-and-dirty.” Then as she pulled into the station, the powerful
whisper of steam. Starting off again, “Wolf coming! Wolf coming!
Wolf coming! Opelika-black-and-dirty, Opelika-black-and-dirty!
Auh—wah-hoooon”—into the great away that gave John's feet such
a yearning for distance.

The train had been gone a long time when Alf Pearson’s buggy
pulled up beside John.

“What are you doing down here, John, with Amy looking all over
Macon County for you?”

“Jes” come down tuh hear whut de train say one mo’ time, Mist’
Alf”

“Get in and drive me down to get the mail, John. How’s the hogs
getting on?”

“Jes’ tine, Mist” Alf. S’pectin” two mo’ litters dis week. Dat make
five litters since New Year’s. Ain’t lost one since Chris'mas, neither.”

“Splendid, John, splendid.”

“Mist” Alf, Ah don’t treasure 'cross dat creek. Lemme stay heah
wid you, please suh.”
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“John, I'm not sending you over there. Your mother is taking you.
If you're ever in need of a job, come on back here and behave yourself
and I'll look after you. No matter where you are, don’t steal and
don’t get too biggety and you'll get along. Touch the horses up a
little. I'm in a hurry.”
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CHAPTER 4

here was work a plenty on the Shelby place. John and Ned were
T plowing the rocky hillsides. As they turned the furrows John
always strode several feet in advance of Ned. The older man

limped behind his plow, stumbling now and then, slashing the mule
and swearing incessantly.

“Gawd uhmighty! Git up heah, you hard-tailed bastard! Confound
yuh, gee! John Buddy, whar you gwine?”

“Ahm goin’ tuh git me uh sweat-rag tuh wipe mah face wid. Ahm
tired uh sweat runnin” intuh mah eyes.”

“You jes’ tries tuh keep from workin’, John. Out nearly all night
proagin’ over de Creek and now yuh don’t wanta do nothin”.”

“Ah done plowed uh acre and uh half tuh yo” one, and nowhere
you put yo’ foot down but whut "tain’t uh rock dere. Nobody can’t
make nothin’ on dis place—look lak God jus’ stood up and throwed
uh handful uh rocks. If dis ain’t work, "tain” uh hound dawg in
Georgy.”

“Jes’ you stay from over dat Creek, runnin” after all dem gals and
git yo’ night rest, dem rocks wouldn’t be so worrysome.”

“Ah do mo’ of it than you right now. Dis ain’t no slavery time,”
John flung back over his shoulder as he started towards the house.
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“Yuh done got powerful biggity since yuh been on dat Pearson
place,” Ned muttered to himself, “Can’t say uh word, "thout he got
tuh gimme two fuh one.”

Amy stood trembling between her son and her husband. The
other children were growing up and imitating everything that John
did, as closely as possible. Zack and Zeke were already trying on
John's hats and ties. Their whole talk was “over de Creek,” and “man
when us git on dat ole train.” Amy had managed to keep things on
an even keel by soothing John’s feelings and reminding Ned that if
John went over to Notasulga to choir practice and meeting, that he
was now seventeen and ought to have a little freedom. So it had
gone, and now the cotton was knee-high. The crops more than half
made. She breathed a little easier. She was at the house putting on
a pot of collard greens when John came in for the sweat-rag.

“Mama, better tell Ned tuh leave me be. Tell 'im tuh stop his
bulldozia. Ah done heered "im lyin” tuh Mist” Shelby makin” out Ah
don’t do nothin’—hard ez Ah works.”

“He be’s drunk when he keer on lak dat and his likker tell im tuh
talk. Don’t pay "im no mind.”

“But, mama, ev'ry time Ah go cross de Creek he look lak he go
crazy and git tuh blasphemin’ ‘bout no ‘count gals. Ah don’t keer if
he do be peepin’ through his likkers he got tuh quit dat. Sho ez gun’s
iron, he got tuh quit dat. He don’t know nothin’ ‘bout—'bout no gal
Ah keeps comp’ny wid.”

“Heah de rag yuh wanted, John. Go "long back tuh work and Ah’ll
give Ned uh straightenin’. Dat is if he kin stand uh straightenin”.”

Ned was sullen when John returned but he said nothing. He took
part of his humor out on the mule and held the other inside him.
He said to himself as he stumbled along behind his plow, “Damn
biggity rascal! Wisht Ah had im tied down so he couldn’t move! I'd
put uh hund’ed lashes on his bare back. He know he got de advant-
age uh me. He don’t even know his pappy and he ought tuh be
proud Ah took and married his ma and made somethin” out of "im.
He ought to be humble,
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but he ain’t, and plenty folks right now on account uh his yaller skin
will put “im above me. Wisht Ah knowed somethin” that would
crumple his feathers! But he sho” is makin” dis crop, though. Ah
oughter clear more'n uh hund’ed dollars. Effen Ah do, Ahm gwine
buy me uh hawse and buggy, and ain’t gwine low nobody tuh hitch
it up but me.”

That evening the things unsaid laid a steamy blanket over talk.
John made the long journey over the creek and Ned fumed.

“Whyn’t you tell John whut yuh got tuh say, Ned?” Amy slapped
back, “You been tellin’ ‘im.”

“’Cause Ah don’t want tuh hafta kill ‘im, dat’s how come. He must
smell hisself—done got so mannish. Some fast ‘'omanish gal is grin-
nin’ in his face and he tries tuh git sides hisself.”

Amy smoked her pipe and went on to bed. The children too. Zeke
and Zack were in the woods trying out a new coon dog and came
in after moon-up. John came home later.

When Amy brought dinner to the field next day John took his
bucket and went off alone to eat. With a huge hickory tree between
him and the others, he pulled out the three cornered note and read
again and again.

Sweet Notasulga, Chocklit Alabama Date of kisses, month of
love Dere John, you is my honey. I won’t never love nobody
else but you. I love choir practise now. Sugar is sweet, and lard
is greasy, you love me, don’t be uneasy.

Your darling,
LUCY ANN POTTS

Ned called several times before John heard him.

“John Buddy! You John! Come heah and take holt uh dese plow
lines.”

“Yes suh,” John said at last.

“Don’t set dere and answer me. When Ah speak, you move!”

“Ah, Ahm comin’, but Ah ain’t goin” tuh run fuh nobody.”
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“Looka heah, John, Ahm sick uh yo’ sass. Ah got it in me tuh tell
yuh and if Ah don't tell yuh, Ah’ll purge when Ah die. Youse uh
good fuh nothin” trashy yaller rascal—ain’t fit tuh tote guts tuh uh
bear.” A sudden frenzy took Ned, “Anyhow, Ah done made up mah
mind tuh beat you nelly tuh death. You jes’ spilin” fuh uh good kil-
lin”! Drop dem britches below yo” hocks, and git down on yo” knees.
Ah means tuh straighten you out dis day.”

As he said this, Ned snatched off the trace-chain from the plow
and turned upon John who was still twenty feet or more from his
step-father. When Ned whirled about with the doubled trace-chain
in his right fist he found not a cowering bulk of a boy but a defiant
man, feet spread wide, a large rock drawn back to hurl.

“Don’t you vary! Dog damn yuh!” John challenged. “Come uh-
nother step and Ah’ll bust yuh wide open, wid dis rock. You kin
cuff and kick Zeke and them around but Ah done promised Gawd
and uh couple uh other men tuh stomp yo’ guts out nex’ time you
raise yo’ hand tuh me.”

For a throbbing space the two stood face to face. Ned turned and
hobbled off.

“Stand dere! Jes” you stand dere till Ah go git mah double-barrel
britch-loader and Ahm gointer blow yo’ brains out!”

Ned limped off towards the house. John held his pose until the
older man dipped below the first rise. Then he let fall his arm, and
walked back towards the hickory tree.

“Ahm gointer git behind dis tree and if dat ugly-rump nigger
come back here wid dat gun, Ahm gointer bust 'im wide open wid
uh rock ‘fore he know whut hit ‘im. Humph! Ah don’t b’lieve he
gone at no britch-loader nohow. He gone "cause he got skeered Ah
wuz goin’ take dat trace-chain ‘way from “im and lay it ‘cross his
own back.”

John waited a long time. Ned could have gone twice the distance
and returned with a gun. If he could have looked over the hill he
would have seen Ned “proaging” off to the Turk place to get a gallon
of red-eye-for-courage. Finally John came out from behind the
hickory tree and loosed the mules from
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the plows and looped up the plow lines on the hames.

“Shucks! Ahm goin’ ‘"way from heah.” It came to John like a revel-
ation. Distance was escape. He stopped before the burnt-off trunk
of a tree that stood eight or ten feet high and threw the character of
Ned Crittenden upon it.

“And you, you ole battle-hammed, slew-foot, box-ankled nubbin,
you! You ain’t nothin” and ain’t got nothin” but whut God give uh
billy-goat, and then round tryin’ tuh hell-hack folks! Tryin” tuh kill
somebody wid talk, but if you wants tuh fight,—dat’s de very corn
Ah wants tuh grind. You come grab me now and Ah bet yuh Ah’ll
stop you from suckin’ eggs. Hit me now! G’'wan hit me! Bet Ah’ll
break uh egg in yuh! Youse all parts of uh pig! You done got me jus’
ez hot ez July jam, and Ah ain’t got no mo” use fuh yuh than Ah is
for mah baby shirt. Youse mah race but you sho ain’t mah taste. Jus’
you break uh breath wid me, and Ahm goin’ tuh be jus’ too chastisin’.

“Ahm jus” lak uh old shoe—soft when yuh rain on me and cool
me off, and hard when yuh shine on me and git me hot. Tuh keep
from killin” uh sorry somethin’ like yuh, Ahm goin’ way from heah.
Ahm goin’ tuh Zar, and dat’s on de other side of far, and when you
see me agin Ahm gointer be somebody. Mah 1i'l’ finger will be bigger
than yo” waist. Don’t you part yo’ lips tuh me no mo’ jes” ez long ez
heben is happy—do Ah’ll put somethin” on yuh dat lye soap won't
take off. You ain’t nothin” but uh big ole pan of fell bread. Now dat’s
de word wid de bark on it.”

John stepped back a few paces, balanced his rock, hurled it against
the stump with all his might and started across the field to the creek.

The involuntary beauty of sunset found him once again upon the
plantation of his birth exulting among the herd, and finding
Pheemy’s cabin good to be in.
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CHAPTER 5

ello, John.”
I I “Hello, Bully.”

“Whut you doin” back over here?”

“Come tuh git me uh job uh work again. Whuss de news?”

“Oh de white folks is still in de lead. Seen Mist” Alf yit?”

“Naw, goin” up tuh de big house now.”

“Soon’s yuh git back tuh de quarters Ah got uh bug tuh put in yo’
ear.”

“Awright, be back tuhreckly.”

There were more used suits in Alf Pearson’s clothes closet and
John received them.

“My son, Mister Alfred’s, clothes don’t fit you now as well as they
did last year, John. Too tight. Reckon I'll have to give you mine from
now on. By the way, John, I've lost two hogs since you've been gone.
Get back on your same job. Can you read and write fairly well now,
John?”

“Yes suh.”

“That’s fine. I want you to take this note book and keep up with
the groceries and fertilizer and feed that the folks in the quarters
draw. It’s hard for me to do it with running the bank and watching
slick politicians. I had thought my son would have been home by
now to help me, but it seems to take quite a long time to finish
studying in Paris.”
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“Yes suh.”

“You just take everybody’s name on a separate page and put down
everything they get the moment you hand it to "em.”

“Yes suh.”

“And John, if you've been fooling around Duke’s wife, leave her
alone. He’s been up here to me about it. Don’t start no fight about
it. There’s plenty single girls around here.”

“Ah ain’t studyin’ ‘bout his Exie, Mist” Alf. He better talk tuh her.
She de one come pullin” on me.”

Alf Pearson laughed heartily and gave John a playful shove.

“Get along you rascal you! You're a walking orgasm. A living
exultation.”

“Whut’s dat, Mist” Alf?”

“Oh never mind about that. Keep up with the pigs.”

That night M'haley and Big ‘Oman and Bootsie got up a game of
“Hide and Seek” but John counted and let the other boys hide. The
game ended fairly early. John had been around behind the house to
look at his writing and the chimney and found it all defaced, so he
didn’t want to play. When the game was over he called Bully aside.

“Bully, Ah wrote some writin” on de back uh An’ Pheemy’s
chimbley.”

“Yeah, Ah know you did. Fack is, ev'rybody know yuh did, and
dat’s de very crow Ah wants tuh pick wid yuh.”

“Is you heard who took and scratched it, and put smut out de
chimbley all over it and mommucked it all up?”

“You ain’t mad, is yuh?”

“Yeah, Ahm mad. Ahm jes’ ez hot ez Tucker when de mule kicked
his mammy, and any man dat tell me tuh mah face dat he done it
he got tuh smell mah fist. You know who done it, Bully?”

“Don’t yuh say Ah tole yuh and when you go tuh git atter her,
don’t you call my name, but M’haley took and done dat when she
heered you wuz singin’ in de choir. Some of ‘em say you jes” done
it so you could git a chance tuh see Lucy Potts.”

“Whut M’haley got tuh do wid dat? Ah feel lak Ah could take

s

and lam her wid lightnin’.
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“Why doncher do it, John? If ‘twas me felt bad lak you do, Ah’d
beat her jes” ez long ez she last. Anyhow she takin” de under currents
on you.”

“Naw, Ah don’t choose beatin” lady people. Uh man is crazy tuh
do dat—when he know he got tuh submit hisself tuh “'em. Ahm gittin’
sleepy. B'lieve Ah’ll turn in.”

Bully went away whistling, and John made to go inside to bed.

“John!” in a soft whisper from around the corner of the house.
“Come heah, John.”

John stepped to the corner, “Who dat callin” me?”

“Aw, you come see,” the voice retreated into the shoulder-high
cotton. John followed.

“Whut you want wid me, M"haley?”

“Look lak you ain’t glad youse back.”

“Yes Ah is, M’haley, but "tain’t lak de fust night Ah come. Ah
reckon all de new done wore off de plantation.”

“’Tain’t de plantation. Dat’s jes” de same. Ah reckon you jes’ ain’t
got time tuh strain wid us quarters niggers now. You sings on de
choir at Macedony.”

“Whut's singin’ notes got tuh do wid it? It jus’ "tain’t new no mo”.”

“Naw, you jes” stuck on dat 1i'l"’ ole Lucy Ann, and she ain’t
nothin’ but uh baby. She ain’t but leben years ole.”

“She twelve now, goin’ on thirteen. She had her birth night de
day befo” mines. Her'n on December 31, and mine’s January 1. Ain’t
dat funny?”

“Ahm fifteen, so goody, goody, goody.”

John said nothing. After a while M’haley said, “John, Ah thought
once me and you wuz gointer make uh wed.” He stood stolid and
silent.

In the silence she threw her arms about John’s passive neck and
swung herself off the ground, then lay still against him.

“John.”

“Hunh.”

“Feel mah heart. Put yo” hand right heah. Ain’t it beatin” hard?
Dat’s ‘cause Ahm so glad youse back. Feel it again. My
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heart is rearin” and pitchin’ fur you lak uh mule in uh tin stable.
John, Ah loves you, Ah swear Ah does. You so pretty and you ain’t
color-struck lak uh whole heap uh bright-skin people. John?”

“Hunh.”

“John, hug me till mah dress fit tight.”

The next day John whitewashed Pheemy’s chimney, and wrote
Lucy’s name in huge letters across it, and on Sunday he was at church
far ahead of anybody else, with a three-cornered note in his hymn-
book.

“Hope ole big-mouf M'haley don’t come pukin” her guts "round
heah,” he thought aloud. This was another day and another place.
Pearson’s quarters and M’haley had no business here. His eye
wandered out of the window and down the dusty road. A bunch of
girls approached in starchy elegance. “Lawd, dat look lak M’haley
now—comin’ heah tuh bull-doze and dominize.”

John fell to his knees and prayed for cleansing. He prayed aloud
and the empty house threw back his resonant tones like a guitar box.

“Dat sho sound good,” John exulted. “If mah voice sound dat good
de first time Ah ever prayed in de church house, it sho won’t be de
las’.” He arose from his knees and before the drove of girls had
reached the steps John had forgotten all about his sins and fears, but
he retreated to the choir-stand out of M’haley’s reach.

As soon as Lucy took her seat before him he leaned forward and
thrust his hymn-book into her hand. She coyly dropped hers, and
he picked it up and pretended to search for a song. Lucy slyly did
the same and read:

Dere Lucy:

Whin you pass a mule tied to a tree,

Ring his tail and think of me.
Your sugger-lump,
JOHN
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John read:

Long as the vine grow "round the stump
You are my dolling sugar lump.
Mama whipped me last night, because Bud told her we
was talking to each other.
Your sweet heart,
Lucy ANN

John was so sweetly distracted by this note that he was blind and
deaf to his surroundings. Bud Potts had rapped loudly and import-
antly and had gestured with his hands as if he were pushing a wash-
basket of clothes up on a high shelf for the choir to rise. Everyone
was standing but John. He never noticed this until Oral Johnson
nudged him.

“Get yo’ pitch!” Bud ordered as if he were giving the order to fire
on Fort Sumter.

“Basses—duh-h-h-h. Y’all got it? Altos—fah-h-h—Trebles—me-
e-e-e—. Pay "tension dere, Lucy!”

Satisfied in the matter of the pitch, Bud took a full breath and
broke out thru his nose—“Duh, duh, duh, duh! Dole la fee so lah so
fee.” The altos were right behind the basses and fighting in haughty
jerks for sound supremacy—*“fah! fah! me! sol! fah-so-la-so-lah-so-
fah!” The trebles pitched out in full, Ory behind the pack and keened
furiously to make up for lost time, “—me, me, ray, do! Me-fah-lah-
so-lah-so-fah! Oh me, me, me,—”

It was a hard race and hotly contended at the top of the lungs all
the way. The trebles won because while altos, basses and even other
trebles forgot their notes in confusion and fell by the wayside, Lucy
never missed a note. Bud growled away in the bass but Lucy treed
him and held him growling in discomfiture out upon a limb until
the end of the piece cut him down.

John beat the bass notes by a vigorous side-to-side motion of his
head and everybody in the audience thought they heard him singing
them.
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The preacher arose.

“Ah takes mah tex” and Ah takes mah time.” He pursed up his
wrinkled black face and glared all over the church. No one accepting
the challenge he went on—*"Ah takes mah tex” ‘tween de lids uh de
Bible,” and slammed it shut. Another challenging glare about the
room. Same results. “Don’t you take and meddle wid whar Ah takes
mah tex’. Long ez Ah gives yuh de word uh Gawd, "tain’t none uh
yo’ business whar Ah gits it from.”

For two hours his voice beat about the ears of the people and the
“Amen’s” rocked and rolled back to the pulpit.

John heard little of it. He studied the back of Lucy’s head and
shoulders and the way the white rice buttons ran down her back
and found plenty to entertain him the whole while.

When the cotton had been picked and ginned, Alf had John to
pick out the hogs for the barbecue. The same elaborate preparations
as usual. Same high laughter, but John sat passively in a doorway
with Zeke who was getting tall and emitting ram odors.

“Less we dance, John Buddy. Ah wants tuh swing one dem gals.”

John laughed scornfully, “Whut you know ‘bout swingin” gals?
You don’t eben know how tuh dance.”

“Dat’s much ez you know. Ah done been tuh four, five frolics
‘cross de Creek since you been gone.”

Phrony came dashing up, hair wrapped with blue rag strings and
reeking of lemon extract used as a perfume.

“John how come you ain’t dancin’?”

“Ah got uh bone in mah leg,” John bantered.

“Aw come on, John.”

“Go head on, Phrony. You got plenty boys "sides me. Ah tell yuh
Ah got uh bone in mah leg.”

“Sho 'nuff, John? When did you git it in dere? You wuz walkin’
all righ” jes” fo” dark.”

“He jes” funnin’ wid yuh,” Zeke cut in, “’/Course he got uh bone
in his leg. How he goin’ tuh walk if he ain’t? Come on and lemme
switch yo’ coat.”
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Zeke grabbed Phrony by the point of her elbow and they plunged
into the cauldron of sound.

John sat on, thinking of the words on the chimney back, but soon
Exie found him.

“John, how come you ain’t in de play party? M"haley dancin” wid
Bully.”

”S}l,ne’s uh much-right gal. Much right for Bully ez it is for me.”

Exie laughed happily, “Big ‘Oman huntin” you too and plenty
mo”.”

“Whut for?”

“Dey say de dance don’t go so good "thout you. Dey say de boys
neither de gals don’t do 'round when you ain’t dere lak dey do when
yo’is.”

“Dey done "thout me "fo” dey seen me. Ah jes” don’t feel lak no
dancin” and whoopin” and hollerin” t'night.”

“Me neither. Less we all jes” set and talk, John.”

“Naw, Gawd! Ah don’t want Duke pickin’ no fight wid me over
you. You his'n.”

“Us ain’t got no courthouse papers. Dat’s commissary license us
got. Ah kin quit anytime, and then agin effen Ah had courthouse
license Ah got divorce in mah heels.” She picked up John’s hand
and pulled it into her lap. Just then M’haley walked up to them.

“Oh ’scuse me,” she turned away scornfully, “Ah didn’t reckon
you wuz so busy, John,” she whirled and ran back to the dance.

“You better g'wan back tuh de play party, Exie. M"haley’s goin’
tuh tell Duke on you.”

“Let her tell "im, tell 'im, turn “im up and smell 'im.”

John rose. “Ah got tuh step off a li'l’ piece. Ah’ll be right back.”
He walked off and Exie started on back to the fire. Half way she met
Duke, and John could hear the struggle of battle. He turned about
and hurried to them.

“Whut you beatin” Exie ‘bout? She ain’t done nothin’.”

“If she wan’t doin’” nothin’, whut y’all doin” up heah in de
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dark?” He struck her violently in the face again. John stepped
between them.

“Don’t lam dis ‘oman no mo’, Duke. She ain’t did a thing wrong.
You wanta beat on somebody, hop me. Mah shoulders is broad.”

Besides the ones who had heard M'haley say out loud that John
and Exie were up the hill in the dark too busy to dance, there were
others who had heard what Duke said when he left the fire-lit circle.
So the crowd had surrounded the three. Exie, bruised but exultant,
John and Duke standing face to face.

“Fight, fight, you no kin. Kill on 'nother "twon’t be no sin,” Nunkie
shouted.

Old Pheemy stepped between and scattered the crowd.

“Neb mind,” Duke threatened as he was led away, “Ah ain’t
through wid you, John Pearson. Ahm goin’ git yuh! Ahm goin’ tuh
git yuh if Ah have tuh steal yuh! Youse bigger'n me, but mah Barlow
knife’ll even us up.”

The dance went on. John danced a little with Big ‘Oman and
Bootsie but he wasn’t flamboyant.

In the bed with Zeke later he said, “Zeke, Ahm goin” "way from
here.”

“You ain’t skeered uh Duke, is yuh?”

“Naw, Duke cuts and shoots too, but all de shootin’ he do is shoot
fuh home if somebody git behind "im, and cut fuh de nearest way.
He don’t fight no men-folks. He’s uh woman-jessie. Beat up women
and run from mens. Ah ain’t got him tuh study ‘bout, but Ah feel
lak Ah weighs uh thousand pounds and it’s mah heart make me feel
that away.”

“How come?”

“Y’know dat li’l” gal dat trebles in de choir at Macedony—de one
whut don’t wrop her hair, de onliest one up dere dat don’t wrop
her hair no time wid all dat cord-string lake de rest? Well, Ah loves
her, and she say she love me too, and Ah betcha old moufy M"haley
uh some uh dese other niggers goin” make out Ahm goin” wid Exie,
and dat’s whut me and Duke lak tuh fought over, and then agin
Mist” Alf done tole
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me not tuh fool wid Exie and Duke goin” up tuh de big house and
tell uh lie on me.”

“If yuh go off somewhere, John Buddy, lemme go wid yuh, heah,
Please?”

“You too little. Ain’t but fourteen, and if Ah go ‘way from heah
atall, Ahm goin’ tuh de tie-camp and cut cross ties. Man asted me
tuh go yistiddy in Notasulga. Yuh makes good money too.”

“John Buddy, please. Heah?”

“Naw, you stay 'round heah and watch out for Lucy. Git word
tuh me iffen any ole mullet-head tries tuh cut me out. Ahm gointer
write tuh you and you way-lay her and git her tuh read it fuh yuh.”

“Aw, Ah kin read too. Ah kin read some.”

“Whut kin you read?”

“In de fust reader it say, ‘“This is Ned. He has a dog,” Ah kin read
dat lak anything. Dat’s uh heap, ain’t it?”

“Dat’ll do, but Ah ain’t goin tuh write ‘bout no Ned in de fust
reader, and neither no dawg. You do lak Ah tell yuh, and if she say
she don’t pay dese niggers’ talk no mind, you git de word tuh me
quick ez yuh kin, heah, Zeke?”

“Unhunh.”

“Yuh see, she got de advantage uh me ‘cause she knows Ah love
her, but Ah don’t know whether she love me or not. Lots uh folks
makes ‘miration at her. You stay 'round heah and back mah fallin’,
and then nex’ time Ah’ll take you "long.”

“Aw right, John Buddy.”

The next morning John was gone—walked to Opelika and on to
the tie-woods on the Alabama River.
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CHAPTER 6

t was dusk-dark when John walked into the tie-camp. At some

distance away he could see a group of men bunched on the

ground beside a small fire. Gaming. They were so intent that John
was right on them before they knew. When somebody saw him,
there was a breathy cry, “De buckra!” Somebody grabbed up the
dice and everyone made to run. John laughed and stepped up among
them.

“Ha, ha! Y’all thought Ah wuz white, didn’t yuh?”

Everyone laughed except Coon Tyler. He was every bit as large
as John and several years older. He looked up at John out of red,
angry eyes and growled, “You oughter quit goin’ 'round skeering
folks. You better hail fo’” you tuh walk up on me agin.”

John kept on laughing. “Lawd, y’all sho wuz snatchin” and
grabbin’. Ah ought not tuh uh said nothin” and some uh y’all would
uh been to Selma in five minutes.”

Coon would not be amused, “You scoundrel-beast, you git from
over de game!”

John stepped back a little, not in fear but in surprise.

“You ain’t mad, is yuh?” he asked.

One of the men said, “Don’t pay Coon no mind, he jes” funnin’
wid yuh.”

Seeing the passive attitude in John, Coon blazed, “Funnin’?
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Y’all know Ah don’t joke and Ah don’t stand no jokin’. "Tain’t
nothin’ in de drug store’ll kill yuh quick ez me.”

“Mah name is Ezeriah Hill, but de lady people calls me Uncle
Dump,” the oldest man in the group said to John, “Whuss yo’ name,
boy?”

“John. Where de boss at?”

“He gone intuh town. Be back tuhreckly. He goin” hiah yuh "cause
us needs help. Come on lemme show yuh uh place tuh sleep.”

John followed him into the bunk house. “Heah whar you sleep
at. Eve’ybody scorch up dey own grub. Be ready tuh hit de grit by
daylight.”

“Yes suh.”

“Chaw tuhbacker uh smoke?”

“Naw suh.”

“Wall you gwine learn 'cause you can’t keep dis camp grub on
yo’ stomach lessen yuh do. Got tuh learn how tuh cuss too. Ah kin
see you ain’t nothin” but uh lad of uh boy. Mens on dese camps is
tull uh bulldocia "til dey smell uh good size fist. Den dey dwindles
down tuh nelly nothin”.”

All next day John wielded a broad axe, a maul and pestle with
the rest. He found that he liked the rhythmic swing, the chant
“Cuttin’ timber!” with the up stroke of the axe. Then the swift, sure
descent, “Hanh!” Up again, “Cuttin’ ties! Hanh.” All day long,
“Cuttin’ timber! Hanh! Cuttin’ ties, hanh!”

A boy called Do-dirty because of his supposed popularity with
and his double-crossing of women, took John to town with him
Saturday night. John was eager to go so he could buy writing paper
and a pencil. He got it and then Do-dirty proudly showed him the
town, and the town’s women. It was late Sunday evening when they
returned to camp and from one thing to another it was two weeks
before John wrote to Ezekiel.

And when a month passed and he got no answer he began to feel
that there would never be a word from Lucy. He went to town often.
On the nights that he stayed in camp he was the
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center of camp life. He could chin the bar more times than anyone
there. He soon was the best shot, the fastest runner and in wrestling
no man could put his shoulders to the ground. The boss began to
invite his friends out to watch the fun. John won his first match by
pinning Nelse Watson from another camp to the ground, but his
greatest stunt was picking up an axe by the very tip end of the helve
and keeping the head on a level with his shoulders in his out-
stretched arm. Coon could muscle out one axe, but John could bal-
ance two. He could stand like a cross, immobile for several seconds
with an axe muscled out in each hand. Next to showing muscle-
power, John loved to tell stories. Sometimes the men sat about the
tire and talked and John loved that. One night Do-dirty began, “Y’all
wanta heah some lies?”

“Yeah,” said Too-Sweet, “Ah evermore loves lies but you can’t
tell none. Leave John tell ‘em "cause he kin act ‘em out. He take de
part uh Brer Rabbit and Brer B’ar and Brer Fox jes” ez natche’l.”

“Aw, “tain’t nothin’ tuh "im,” Coon grumbled, “y’all make me
sick.”

Saturday afternoon Do-dirty looked off towards the West and
cried, “Looka yonder! Who dat comin” runnin’?”

Everybody looked but John. He was inside getting ready to go to
town.

“Do John Buddy work at dis heah camp?” he heard and recognized
Zeke’s voice.

“Come inside, Zeke!” he called out quickly.

Zeke came in and sat down on the bunk beside John. No words.
Happiness radiated from one to the other.

“You seen Lucy?”

“Yeah, two times.”

“Whut she say?”

Zeke tugged at a letter inside his clothes.

“She writ dis tuh yuh and tole me tuh mail it, but Ah run off and
bring it tuh yuh. Yuh see Ah ain’t got yo’ letter till day befo” yestiddy.
‘Cause pappy wouldn’t leave me go tuh town
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tuh de Post Office. John Buddy, you goin’ tuh leave me stay wid
yuh? Hunh?”

John spelled slowly thru his letter and smiled, “Yeah, you kin stay
whut 1i'l" time Ahm goin’ tuh be heah. Two mo” pay days and Ahm
gone. Got tuh take uh birthday gif’ tuh Lucy. Wisht Ah could give
her Georgy under fence.”

“John Buddy, Ahm hongry. Feel lak Ah ain’t dirtied uh plate dis
week.”

“Wait uh minute. Ah’ll stir yuh up uh Ash-cake and you kin sop
it in some syrup. Maybe Ah ain’t goin’ tuh town nohow now.”

John went outside and fixed the fire and put the bread in the hot
ashes and covered it up.

“Reckon Ah better git uh bucket uh water, Zeke. You watch de
bread. It’s uh good li’l” piece tuh de spring.”

Zeke watched the bread and took it out of the ashes when it was
thoroughly brown. John had not returned. Most of the men lounged
about outside. Finally Coon said to Zeke, “You better run down de
hill dere and see whut’s de matter wid yo” big buddy. Pant’er got
‘im, maybe.”

All alarm, Ezekiel leaped up and flew down the path he had seen
John take. In a few minutes he saw John coming.

“Where you goin’, Zeke?”

“Huntin” yuh. Skeered uh brute-beast had done kotched yuh.”

When they got back to the bunk house, John gave Zeke his tin
plate and set the gallon jug of syrup before him.

“He’p yo’self, Zeke and grow hair on yo’ chest.”

Zeke poured a plate full of syrup and looked for the Ash-cake.
“Whar at de bread is?” he asked John.

“You seen it since me.” John answered. He looked about and
seeing the suppressed laughter on the men’s faces he asked, “Where
de bread Ah took and cooked fuh mah li'l" bubber?”

General laughter. John got angry. “Ah say, who took and done
‘'way wid mah bread? Whoever done it mus’ be skeered tuh own
it.”
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Coon first, laughing instantly, “Ah et yo’ damn bread. Don’t you
lak it, don’t yuh take it, heah mah collar, come and shake it.”

“Yeah and Ahm gointer shake it too dis day and year of our Lawd,
and if Ah don’t, Gawd knows, Ahm gointer give it uh common trial.
My gal don’t "speck me tuh run.”

They flew at each other and the others scrambled out of the way.
Coon was too wise to clinch. He stayed his distance and slugged,
but his wariness wore him out. Trying to hit and duck at the same
time, he struck out ten or twelve times and landed one high on the
enemy’s head. John ran in and landed one smack in his enemy’s
mouth, and while Coon was spitting out his teeth, he ripped a mule-
kicking right to the pit of Coon’s stomach and the fight was over
and done.

John felt good. His first real fight. Something burned inside him.
He tasted blood in his mouth, but there was none actually. He wished
somebody else would hit him. He wanted to feel himself taking and
giving blows.

“You be keerful how you hit folks, Jawn,” Uncle Dump cautioned,
“you don’t know yo” own strength. Dat man (indicating Coon) is
hurt bad.”

“He been pickin’ on me ever since Ah been heah, and Ah been
takin” and takin’ "til mah guts is full.”

An hour before Lucy’s letter had arrived Coon might have eaten
John’s Ash-cake and offered other insults safely. Now John was
different. There was something about Lucy that stuck another and
stiffer bone down his back.

He walked over and looked upon the fallen Coon. His surly black
face was relaxed in a vacuous manner—blowing bloody foam out
thru his swollen lips at every breath.

“Nex” time he fool wid me, Ah bet Ah’ll try mah bes’ tuh salivate
‘im. He try tuh be uh tush hawg—puttin’ out his brags everywhere.”

He cooked Zeke more bread and soon the camp had settled down
to normal. Somebody put Coon in his bunk, and he never spoke a
word until after John had taken Zeke to town.

“Know whut,” he lisped to the others, “dat boy slipped up
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onme, but Ahm gwine git even wid him. "Tain’t too late. Seben years
ain’t too long fuh uh coudar tuh wear uh ruffled bosom shirt. Ahm
gwine gently chain-gang fuh dat same nigger.”

“Aw,” Dump disparaged, “you got uh belly full uh John. You
ain’t wantin’ no mo’ uh him.”

“Yeah Ah wants tuh fight “im, but not wid no fist. Ah flies hot
quick but Ahm very easy cooled when de man Ahm mad wid is
bigger'n me.”
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CHAPTER 7

ohn and Zeke got back to Notasulga in time for the Christmas
J tree at Macedony, and John put a huge China doll on the tree for

Lucy. She didn’t know he had returned until he walked in during
the singing and sat across the aisle from her.

At home, Emmeline Potts pounced upon the large package. “Dis
is uh stray bundle dat didn’t come from de Sunday School and it
didn’t come from dis house.” She opened it. “Lucy Ann, read dis
piece uh paper and tell me who give you dis great big play-pritty.”

Lucy faltered. She turned the paper around two or three times.

“John Pearson.”

“Dat big yaller boy from cross de Creek?”

“Yes ma’am.”

“Whut he doin’ givin’ you uh present?”

“Ah don’t know'm.”

“Yes you do, madam. Dere’s uh bug under dat chip. Mind yuh
now, mah young lady; Ah ketch you foolin” wid boys, ‘specially uh
yaller bastard, Ahm uh goin’ tuh put hick’ries tuh yo” back tuh set,
Miss Potts. Ah done tole Artie Mimms he kin have yuh when yuh
git sixteen.”
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CHAPTER 8

If Pearson welcomed John back with a bluff cursing out.
A “I told you to leave Duke’s woman alone. I didn’t tell you
to leave the place. Don’t gimme excuses nor back talk. G'wan
to work. I'll be glad when some good girl grabs you and makes
something out of you. Stop running away. Face things out.”

That Sunday Mehaley got two of her friends to go to Macedony
with her, though they all belonged to Shiloh.

“Less go slur dat li'l’ narrer-contracted Potts gal,” she urged.
“Somebody say John put uh great big doll-baby on de tree fuh her
and den agin he bought her gold hoop ear-rings fuh her birthday.
Course Ah don’t believe he done no sich uh hot-do, but she fool wid
me tuhday Ah means tuh beat her til she rope lak okra, and den
agin Ah’ll stomp her 'til she slack lak lime.”

They crowded near Lucy after preaching, but old Emmeline was
ever at Lucy’s elbow. John had written Lucy to meet him at the
spring, but Lucy was not permitted the liberty.

“Naw, you ain’t goin” lolly-gaggin’ down tuh no spring wid all
dese loose gals. You goin’ git in dis road 'head uh me and g’'wan
home.”

Emmeline was most emphatic, but while she said her good
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byes to her friends, John came up and tipped his hat.

“How yuh do, Mis’ Potts.”

“Howdy John,” she glared like noon.

“Mis’ Potts, kin Ah scorch Mis” Lucy home?”

“Lucy ain’t takin’ no comp’ny yit. She ain’t but fourteen and Ah
don’t turn mah gals loose tuh take comp’ny ’til dey sixteen, and
when Ah does Ah picks de comp’ny mahself. Ah ain’t raisin’ no gals
tuh throw ‘'way on trash.”

Richard Potts spoke up. “Whut make you got tuh plow so deep,
Emmeline? Ack lak "tain’t nobody got feelings but you. All right,
son, Ah reckon it won’t hurt nothin” if yuh walk ‘long wid Lucy jes’
ahead uh us. But she too young tuh court.”

The world turned to red and gold for Lucy. She had read the
jealousy and malice in Mehaley’s face, and John had asked for her
company right in front of Mehaley and her crowd! He had faced her
hard-to-face mama! She stretched up another inch. There was little
to say on the way home, but she had made those big girls stand back.
There was one moment when they reached the bend in the road a
moment before Richard and Emmeline and John had squeezed her
arm. The whole world took on life. Lucy gave no sign that she noticed
the touch but in one flash she discovered for herself old truths.

John noted the prosperous look of the Potts place. It was different
from every other Negro’s place that he had ever seen. Flowers in
the yard among whitewashed rocks. Tobacco hanging up to dry.
Peanuts drying on white cloth in the sun. A smoke-house, a spring-
house, a swing under a china-berry tree, bucket flowers on the porch.

“Stay and have dinner wid us,” Richard Potts invited.

John stayed but ate little, and in his presence Lucy cut peas in two
and split grains of rice, for which she was coarsely teased by her
brothers until John left her, shamefaced.

Another look from his gray eyes that Lucy knew was her look and
nobody else’s, and John loped on off to Pearson’s.

The next morning Lucy found a hair upon her body and exulted.

“Ahm uh woman now.”
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The following Saturday when she stripped to bathe in the wooden
wash tub, she noted that tiny horizontal ridges had lifted her bust
a step away from childhood.

She wrote John a long letter and granted him her special company.
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CHAPTER 9

ou Lucy!” Emmeline scolded as she struggled along behind
Y John and Lucy on the way from church, “Ain’t Ah done tole

yuh and tole yuh not tuh let no boys be puttin” dey hand all
over yuh? You John! You stay arm-length from dat gal and talk it
out. You got uh tongue.”

Lucy and John sniggered together slyly and walked an inch or
two farther apart.

“Good Gawd, dey could drive uh double team between us now,”
John complained.

“Talk loud, Ah don’t "low no whisperin” tuh no gal uh mine.”

They talked about the preaching and the new hymn-books and
the proposed church organ. Some were for the innovation but the
majority of the congregation thought that kind of music in a church
would be sinful to the extreme. Emmeline stayed close enough to
hear every word.

At home Lucy’s married sister, Dink, sympathetically inveigled
Emmeline into the kitchen where she was dishing up dinner. Lucy
and John sat in the parlor with the crayon enlargements on easels
and the gilded moustache-cups and saucers on wire props and the
religious mottoes on the wall.

John cleared his throat to speak, but Emmeline popped in at that
moment and took her seat beside the center table. John

71



was on one side of the room behind her and Lucy was on the other
side facing her.

“Ahbeen keepin’ comp’ny wid you uh long time, ain’t Ah, Lucy?”

“Yeah, mighty nigh uh year now.”

“And you ain’t never had manners 'nough tuh ast me fuh her
comp’ny reg’lar,” Emmeline snapped.

Conversation died. On the lower shelf of the center table John
spied Lucy’s double slate with the slate-pencil suspended from it
by a string.

“Dis de same slate you use in school, ain’t it, Lucy?”

“Unhunh.”

John opened the slate and wrote a few words in it as softly as
possible. Emmeline seemed neither to see nor hear the scratching of
the pencil, but when John leaned forward and tried to hand the slate
past Emmeline to Lucy, Emmeline’s hand flew out like a cat’s paw
and grabbed the slate. She looked on both sides and saw no writing,
then she opened it and looked hard at the message, “I got something
to tell you. Less go for a walk.” Emmeline couldn’t read a word and
she was afraid that no one would read it correctly for her, but one
thing she was sure of, she could erase as well as the world’s greatest
professor. She spoiled out the words with a corner of her apron, and
put the slate back under the table. Not a word was passed.

“Mama!” from the kitchen.

“Whut you want, Dink?”

“Come turn dis sweet bread out on uh plate. Ahm skeered Ah’ll
make it fall uh tear it, tryin” tuh git it out de pan.”

Emmeline went grumbling to the rear.

“Less set on de piazza,” John suggested, “Maybe us kin git uh
word in edgeways 'fo” she git back.”

“Aw right.”

They went out on the porch and sat slyly side by side—Lucy in
the old red rocker, and John on a cow-hided straight chair.

“Lucy, Ah loves yuh.”

Emmeline burst out of the parlor.
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“Lucy! Whut you doin’ settin” on top uh dat boy?”

“Ah ain’t settin” on top of ‘im. Uh milk cow could git between
us.”

“Don’t you back talk me. When Ah speak you move. You hear me
Lucy?”

“Yessum.”

“How come you ain’t movin’? Mah orders is five feet apart. Dink
know befo’ she married Ah never 'lowed her tuh set closer dan five
feet and you know it and when Ah don’t low tuh one, Ah ain’t
gwine 'low tuh de other. Heifer! Move dat chear ‘'way from dat boy!”

Silence.

“Lucy!”

“Yessum.”

“Is you deef?”

“Nom.”

Richard came in from the barn at that moment and called his wife.

“Aw, Emmeline, don’t plow so deep. You puts de shamery on
folks. Come on inside and hep Dink fix de dinner. Ahm hongry.”

“Naw, Ah see she done got hard-headed, and Ahm gwine pray
fuh her. Hard-headed chillun never come tuh no good end. Mind
whut Ah say! Ahm gwine tell God about you, madam.”

She pulled back the curtain in the parlor so that she could see
every move on the porch and prayed.

“O Lawd and our Gawd, You know Ah tries tuh raise mah chillun
right and lead ‘em in de way dat dey should go, and Lawd You
know it “tain’t right fuh boys and gals tuh be settin” on top one
‘nother; and Lawd You know You said You'd strike disobedient
chillun dead in dey tracks, and Lawd make mine humble and
obedient, and tuh serve Thee and walk in Thy ways and please tuh
make ‘em set five feet apart, and when Ah done sung mah last song,
done prayed mah last prayer, please suh, Jesus, make up mah dyin’
bed and keep mah chillun’s feet p’inted tuh de starry pole in glory
and make
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‘em set five feet ‘part. Dese and all other blessin’s Ah ast in Jesus
name, Amen, and thang Gawd.”

“Aw Emmeline, dat prayer uh yourn ain’t got out de house,”
Richard commented, “it’s bumblin’ ‘round ‘'mong de rafters right
now and dat’s fur as it’ll ever git.”

Out on the porch John said softly, “Meet me tuhmorrer “cross de
branch by dat swee” gum tree "bout fo” o’clock.”

“Aw right. Aincha goin’ tuh stay and have some dinner wid us?”

“Naw, Ah don’t choose none. Dey got baked chicken at de big
house and Ah eats from dere whenever Ah wants tuh. You gointer
be sho’ tuh be at our tree?”

“Unhunh.”

“Sho now?”

“Unhunh.”

“S’pos’n yo’ mah uh some of de rest of ‘em ketch yuh?”

Lucy threw herself akimbo. “Humph, dey can’t do nothin” but
beat me, and if dey beat me, it sho won't kill me, and if dey kill me
dey sho can’t eat me. Ah’ll be dere jus” as sho as gun’s iron.”

“’Bye den, Lucy. Sho wisht Ah could smack yo’ lips.”

“Whut’s dat you say, John?”

“Oh nothin’. ‘Bye. Doan let de booger man ketch yuh.”

“Don’t let ole Raw-Head-and-Bloody-Bones waylay yuh neither.”

John was at the tree long before Lucy. He was sitting on the knurly-
roots tying his handkerchief into a frogknot when he saw her coming
diffidently down the hill on the Potts side of the branch. Presently
she was standing before him.

“’Lo, Lucy.”

“Hello, John. Ah see you fixin” tuh make soap.”

“Whut make you say dat, Lucy?”

“Ah see yuh got yo’ bones piled up.”

She pointed to his crossed legs and they both laughed immoder-
ately.

“Miss Lucy, uh Lucy, whyn't yuh have some set down?”

“Unrack yo’” bones den and make room.”
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Lucy sat down. John untied his handkerchief and Lucy plaited
rope-grass. John attempted another knot but fumbled it nervously.
Lucy caught hold of the handkerchief also.

“Lemme he’p yuh wid dat, John. Ah know how tuh tie dat. Heah,
you take dem two corners and roll ‘em whilst Ah git dese fixed.”

They both held the handkerchief taut between them. But before
the knot could be tied John pulled hard and made Lucy lean towards
him.

“Lucy, something been goin” on inside uh me fuh uh long time.”

Diffidently, “Whut, John?”

“Ah don’t know, Lucy, but it boils up lak syrup in de summer
time.”

“Maybe you needs some sassafras root tuh thin yo” blood out.”

“Naw, Lucy, Ah don’t need no sassafras tea. You know whuss de
matter wid me—but ack lak you dumb tuh de fack.”

Lucy suddenly lost her fluency of speech. She worked furiously
at the love-knot.

“Lucy, you pay much "tention tuh birds?”

“Unhunh. De jay bird say ‘Lazness will kill you,” and he go to
hell ev’ry Friday and totes uh grain uh sand in his mouf tuh put out
de fire, and den de doves say, “‘Where you been so long?"”

John cut her short. “Ah don’t mean dat way, Lucy. Whut Ah wants
tuh know is, which would you ruther be, if you had yo’ ruthers—uh
lark uh flyin’, uh uh dove uh settin’?”

“Ah don’t know whut you talkin’ ‘bout, John. It mus’ be uh new
riddle.”

“Naw ’tain’t, Lucy. Po” me, Lucy. Ahm uh one wingded bird.
Don’t leave me lak dat, Lucy.”

Suddenly Lucy shouted, “Look, John, de knot is tied right, ain’t
it pretty?”

“Yeah, Lucy iss sho pretty. We done took and tied dis knot, Miss
Lucy, less tie uh 'nother one.”

“You got mo” han’kerchiefs in yo” pocket?”

75



“Naw. Ah ain’t studyin’ "bout no hankechers neither. De knot Ah
wants tuh tie wid you is de kind dat won’t come uh loose "til us rises
in judgment. You knows mah feelings.”

“How Ah know whut you got inside yo” mind?”

“Yeah yuh do too. Y’all lady people sho do make it hard fuh us
men folks. Look me in de eye Lucy. Kiss me and loose me so Ah kin
talk.”

There was an awkward bumping of mouths. Lucy had had her
tirst kiss.

“Lucy, Ah looked up intuh Heben and Ah seen you among de
angels right 'round de throne, and when Ah seen you, mah heart
swole up and put wings on mah shoulders, and Ah “gin tuh fly
‘round too, but Ah never would uh knowed yo’ name if ole Gab’ull
hadn’t uh whispered it tuh me.”

He extended his hands appealingly.

“Miss Lucy, how ‘bout changin” frum Potts tuh Pearson?”

“Yeah, John.”

“When?”

“Whenever you ready fuh me. You know mo’ ‘bout dat dan Ah
do.”

“How ’bout on yo’ birthday, Lucy? Us kin make merry fuh uh
heap uh things den at de same time.”

“Aw right, John.”

It was coldish on the December night, as Lucy made ready to meet
John at the church. She had only finished her wedding-dress the
day before, and only her father had seemed to care whether she had
one or not. Now the puffed and laced little dress of light gray
cashmere lay across the bed with her new shoes and six starchy
petticoats loaded down with lace of her own making.

“Lucy Ann!” Emmeline bawled from the kitchen.

“Whut, mama?”

“Don’t you answer me no ‘whut’! Ah’ll come in dere and stomp
yo’ guts out. Whut you got all dis fiah goin” fuh?”

“Mama, you know Ah got tuh bath mah self ‘fo” Ah put on dese
clothes.”

“Ah keers nothin’ ‘bout no bathin’. "Nother thing, you
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done kilt up fo” uh mah fryin’-size chickens, madam, and got "em
all cooked.”

“No'm, Ah ain’t kilt none uh yo’ chickens. Dem wuz mah own
Ah kilt fuh mah weddin”.”

“How come dey yourn? You stinkin’ 1i'l” heifer you!”

“’Cause dem is some uh Lay-over’s biddies dat Ah raised. Papa
gimme dat hen las’ year, and tole me tuh start raisin’ mahself some
chickens, so’s Ah have uh good start when Ah git married, and you
know Ah got twenty odd from her now.”

“Youse uh lie, madam. Eve’y chicken on dis place is mines. Ah
woulda give yuh uh few fuh seed if you wuz marryin” anybody.
Here Artie Mimms is wid sixty acres under plow and two mules
and done ast me fuh yuh ever since yuh wuz ten years old and Ah
done tole im he could have yuh and here you is jumpin” up, goin’
over mah head, and marryin’ uh nigger dat ain’t hardly got changin’
clothes.”

“He is got changin’ clothes.”

“Hush up! Maybe he got clothes, but he ain’t got uh chamber pot
tuh his name nor uh bed tuh push it under. Still he kin take you outa
uh good home and drag yuh off tuh Pearson’s quarters.”

“Mama, yuh been hell-hackin” me eve’ since us tole yuh us wuz
gointer git married. Whut Ah keer "bout ole Artie Mimms?”

“He ain’t ole!”

“He is so ole, too. Ah looked at 'im good last big meetin’. His
knees is sprung and his head is blossomin” fuh de grave. Ah don't
want no ole springy-leg husband.”

“You better want one dat kin feed yuh! Artie got dat farm and
dem mules is paid fuh. He showed me and yo’ paw de papers las’
week.”

“Whut Ah keer how many mules he got paid fuh? Ah ain’t
speckin’ tuh live wid no mules. You tryin” tuh kill me wid talk. Don’t
keer whut yuh say, Ahm gointer marry John dis night, God bein’
mah helper.”

Lucy had been fixing her bath all during the talk. She now closed
the room door, flung off her clothes with a savage
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gesture and stepped into the tub.

Instantly Emmeline’s angry hand pushed against the latched door.
“Whose face you slammin” uh door in, madam? Ah means tuh bring
you down offa yo” high horse! Whar dem peach hick’ries? Somebody
done done ‘'way wid mah switches. Aaron! You go cut me five uh
six good peach switches and don’t bring me nothin” dat ain’t long
ez mah arm. Dis gal done provoked me. Ah been tryin” tuh keep
offa her back ’til dat trashy yaller bastard git her outa dis house, but
she won’t lemme do it. Go git dem hick’ries so Ah kin roast ‘em in
dis fiah. Ah birthed her, she didn’t birth me, and Ah’ll show her she
can’t run de hawg over me.”

“Yessum, mama, Ahm gwine.”

“Make haste, Aaron. Go in uh speedy hurry!”

Lucy spoke from the wash-tub, “Mama, "tain’t no use in you
sendin” Aaron out tuh be cuttin” and ruinin” papa’s peach trees,
‘cause Ahm tellin” anybody, ole uh young, grizzly or gray, Ah ain’t
takin” no whippin’ tuhnight. All mah switches done growed tuh
trees.”

“Whuss dat you say in dere, madam?”

Richard drove 'round to the front and hitched the horse and buggy
at that moment.

“Whut's all dis racket gwine on in heah?” he demanded.

“Dat youngest gal uh your'n done sassed me out, and dared me
tuh hit uh. Ah birthed uh but now she’s older'n me. She kin marry
dat yaller wretch, but Ah means fuh her tuh tote uh sore back when
he gits uh.”

“Aw dry up, Emmeline, dry up! She done done her pickin’, now
leave her be. If she make her bed hard, she de one got tuh lay on it.
"Tain’t you. Git yo’ clothes on fuh de weddin’. Us Potts can’t leave
our baby gal go off tuh git married by herself.”

“Me! Ah ain’t gointer put mah foot in de place. Ahm gointer let
folks see whar Ah stand. Ah sho ain’t gwine squench mah feelin’s
fuh Lucy and dat John and you and nobody else—do Ah’ll purge
when Ah die.”

Richard tucked Lucy into the buckboard and drove the
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silent little bundle to the church huddled against him. His arm about
her gave his blessing but he knew that she would have gone anyway.
He but made the way easier for her little feet.

To Lucy, Macedony, so used to sound and fervor, seemed cold
and vacant. Her family, her world that had been like a shell about
her all her life was torn away and she felt cold and naked. The aisle
seemed long, long! But it was like climbing up the stairs to glory.
Her trembling fear she left on the climb. When she rode off beside
John at last she said, “John Buddy, look lak de moon is givin” sun-
shine.”

He toted her inside the house and held her in his arms infant-wise
for a long time. “Lucy, don’t you worry ‘bout yo’ folks, hear? Ahm
gointer be uh father and uh mother tuh you. You jes’ look tuh me,
girl chile. Jes” you put yo’ ‘pendence in me. Ah means tuh prop you
up on eve’y leanin’ side.”
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CHAPTER 10

month after he was married John had moved up into the house-

servants’ quarters just back of the big house. John had achieved

a raise in his wages. Alf Pearson had given them among other
things a walnut bed with twisted posts, as a wedding present, and
Lucy loved it above all else. She made it a spread and bolster of
homemade lace.

After a few months Mehaley began to waylay John at the pig pens
and in devious ways to offer herself. John gradually relaxed and
began to laugh with her. She grew bolder. The morning after Lucy’s
first son was born, when he found her at the chicken house before
him, he said, “Mehaley, Ah ain’t gonna say Ah ain’t laked you "cause
youse soft and nice, but Ah got Lucy, and Ah don’t keer how she
feel uh nothin’, Ah’ll want her right on. Ah tastes her wid mah soul,
but if Ah didn’t take holt uh you Ah’d might soon fuhgit all ‘bout
yuh. Pomp love you—you go marry Pomp. He’ll do fuh yuh lak uh
man. You better take and marry im.”

“Ah don’t want no Pomp! John Buddy, you know’d me “fo” yuh
knowed Lucy. If y’all wuz ever tuh quit would yuh marry me, John
Buddy?”

“Us ain’t never gonna do no quittin’ 'til one uh us is six feet in de
ground, and if you git de notion tuh run tell her a whole mess tuh
back her feelin’s and tear up peace, you better take
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wings and fly ‘fo” Ah find it out. You hear me? Nothin” ain’t gointer
part us.”

So when Pomp Lamar, the new hoe hand, fell beneath Mehaley’s
mango call—exotic, but fibrous and well-bodied—she answered
“Yes” quickly with a persuasive kiss.

“But Ahm got tuh be married real, Pomp.”

“And dat’s whut Ah means tuh do, M’haley, come nex’ pay-day.”

“And less we g’'wan off dis farm, Pomp. You know is too much
back-bendin” and mule-smellin” on cotton plantations. Less go on
some public works, lak uh sawmill uh sumpin’. Ah kin git long wid
anybody any whar so long ez you half-way treat me right.”

“M’haley, you might not know it, but youse gittin” uh do-right
man. Whenever you needs somebody tuh do uh man’s part Ah’ll
be 'round dere walkin” heavy over de floor.”

Next pay-day the quarters was gathered at Mehaley’s mother’s
cabin. Quantities of sweet biscuits had been cooked up along with
the chickens. The wedding was set for eight o’clock and the crowd
was there—all except Pomp. People began to ask questions that had
no answers. Mehaley didn’t get dressed. She was asked why she
was still in her working clothes.

“Humph! Y’all think Ahm gwine put mah trunk on mah back and
de tray on mah head, and dat man don’t never come? Naw indeed!
Ah ain’t gwine tuh dress tuh marry no man "til unless he be’s in de
house.”

“You reckon he done run off?” Nunkie asked.

“Aw naw,” Duke dissented. “He tole me he wuz crazy tuh marry
Haley. He jus” keepin’ colored folks time. When white folks say eight
o’clock dey mean eight o’clock. When uh colored person say eight
o’clock, dat jes” mean uh hour ago. He'll be heah in plenty time.”

It was after nine when the bridegroom arrived. “Where you been
at all dis time?” Mehaley’s mother wanted to know.

“Ah couldn’t stand on de flo” wid M’haley in dem ole
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sweaty britches. Ah been off tuh borry me some clothes tuh git
married in.”

Mehaley began to dress with the interference of ten or more ladies.
Finally she was ready, but a quarrel arose as to who was to perform
the ceremony. Mehaley’s father wanted to do it, but her mother had
invited the pastor.

“Ah don’t keer if you is her pappy,” the mother stated, “you ain’t
nothin” but uh stump-knocker and Ah wants dis done real. Youse
standin’ in uh sho 'nuff preacher’s light. G'wan set down and leave
Elder Wheeler hitch “em right. You can’t read, no-how.”

“Yes, Ah kin too.”

“Naw, you can’t neither. G'wan sit down. If us wuz down in de
swamp whar us couldn’t git tuh no preacher, you’d do, but here de
pastor is. You ain’t nothin” but uh jack-leg. Go set in de chimbley
corner and be quiet.”

“You always tryin’ tuh make light uh mah preachin’,” the husband
defended, “but Gawd don’t. Dis de fust one uh mah chillun tuh
jump over de broomstick and Ah means tuh tie de knot mah own
self.”

Around eleven o’clock, the pastor, worn out by the stubbornness
of the father, retired from the field, and the couple stood upon the
floor.

“Whar yo’ shoes, Pomp?” Mehaley asked. “You ain’t gwine marry
me barefooted, is yuh?”

“Dey over dere under de bed. Yo’ paw and the preacher argued
so long and dem new shoes hurted mah foots so bad, Ah took "em
off. Now Ah can’t git ‘'em back on. Dat don’t make uh bit uh
diff'rence. You goin” tuh see mah bare foots uh whole heap after
dis.”

So Mehaley Grant stood up to marry Pomp Lamar and her father
Woody Grant, who had committed the marriage ceremony to
memory anyway, grabbed an almanac off the wall and held it open
pompously before him as he recited the questions to give the lie to
the several contentions that he could not read.

“Ah now puhnounce you man and wife.”
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“Bus’ her, Pomp, bus’ her rat in de mouf. She’s yourn now, g'wan
Pomp. Les see yuh kiss her!”

After many boisterous kisses, the women took Mehaley by the
arm and led her off.

“Us goin’ and bath M’haley fuh huh weddin’-night. Some uh y’all
men folks grab Pomp, and give him uh washin” off.”

Mehaley got out of bed that night after the guests had all gone
home.

“Whar yuh gwine, Haley?”

“Huntin” fuh mah box uh snuff.”

“Yo’ box uh snuff? Gal, don’t you know you jes’ got done married
tuh uh husband? Put out dat light and come git back under dese
kivvers.”

“Naw, Pomp, not "til Ah gits uh dip uh snuff. Ah wants it real
bad.”

She hunted about until she found it. “Lawd,” she cried, “you see
some dem women done messed ‘round and spilt soap suds in mah
snuff!”

She sat down before the fireplace and wept, hard racking sobs.
Pomp’s assurance that she would have a dozen boxes from the
Commissary first thing in the morning did not comfort her, and it
was only when her stormy tears had exhausted her that she let her
new husband lead her back to bed. In his arms, she said, “Pomp,
don’t fuhgit you said you wuz gwine take me ‘'way fuhm heah.”

“Cose Ah is, Haley. Nex’ pay-day, sho.” He kept his word.

At sundown on the evening of their leaving, Lucy was on her knees
at the praying ground, telling God all her feelings.

“And oh, Ah know youse uh prayer-hearin” God. Ah know you
kin hit uh straight lick wid uh crooked stick. You heard me when
Ah laid at hell’s dark door and cried three long days and nights.
You moved de stumblin” stone out my way, and now, Lawd, you
know Ahm uh po’ child, and uh long ways from home. You prom-
ised tuh be uh rock in uh weary land—ubh shelter in de time uh
storm. Amen.”

Lucy and John raced around their house in the later after-
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noons playing “Hail Over” and “Hide the Switch,” and Lucy grew
taller. The time came when she could no longer stand under John's
outstretched arm. By the time her third son was born she weighed
ninety-five pounds.

John had added weight to his inches and weighed two hundred
and fifteen pounds, stripped. There was no doubt about it now. John
was foreman at Pearson’s. His reading and writing had improved
to the degree where Alf could trust him with all the handling of
supplies.

“John,” Alf said to him one day, “you damn rascal! that girl you
married is as smart as a whip and as pretty as a speckled pup. She’s
making a man of you. Don’t let her git away.”

“Oh good Lawd, naw! Mist” Alf, she even nice. Don’t talk ‘bout
her never partin” from me. Dat sho would put de affliction on me.”

“Well, John, you’d better keep Big "Oman out of that Commissary
after dark. Aha! You didn’t think I knew, did you? Well, I know a
lot of things that would surprise folks. You better clean yourself
up.”

The hand of John's heart reached out and clutched on fear. Alf
Pearson shoved him on out of his office and returned to work,
chuckling. Two days later Big ‘Oman was gone. It got said that she
was shacked up with somebody in a tie-camp on the Alabama River.

A month later John said, “Lucy, somebody done wrote Mist” Alf
‘bout uh drove uh cows dey wants tuh sell “im. He say fuh me tuh
go look over ‘em and see whut dey worth. Be back Sad’day.”

“Iss been rainin” uh lot fuh you tuh be goin” uh long way, John.”

“Goin’ on horse-back, Lucy. De water ain’t goin” bother me.”

Lucy said no more. John didn’t notice her silence in the haste of
his departure, but a few miles on down the road he said, “Humph!
Lucy ain’t frailed me none wid uh tongue. Wonder how come dat?”

On Thursday John was cheerfully riding away from Lucy,
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but at daybreak on Saturday he was dressed and ready to ride back.

“John, you ain’t gwine leave me, is yuh?” Big ‘Oman sobbed,
“thought you come to stay. De big boss say you kin git uh job right
heah.”

“Ah got uh job, Big "'Oman. Done been off too long now.”

The weeping girl clung to his stirrup. “When you comin’ back tuh
me, John?”

“In times and seasons, Big ‘Oman. Lemme go now. All at rain
yistiddy and las” night makes bad travelin’. Bad 'nough when Ah
wuz comin’. De later it gits, de higher de river.”

He dashed off quickly and rode hard, counting the miles as he
went.

“Eighteen miles from home. 'Leben mo’ miles. Heah ’tis de
river—eight mo’ miles.”

The river was full of water and red as judgment with chewed-up
clay land. The horse snorted and went mincing down to the bridge.
Red water toting logs and talking about trouble, wresting with tim-
ber, pig-pens, and chicken coops as the wind hauls feathers, gouging
out banks with timber and beating up bridges with logs.

“Gitup, Roxy! Us got tuh cross dis river, don’t keer if she run high
ez uh bell-tower, us got tuh cross. Come on up dere. Let de damn
bridge shake, bofe us kin swim.”

Midway over, a huge log struck the far end of the bridge and tore
it loose from the shore and it headed down stream. The whole
structure loosened, rolled over and shot away.

John freed himself and struck out for shore. Fifty feet or more
down stream Roxy landed, snorting her loss of faith in the judgment
of man. John felt himself being carried with the stream in spite of
his powerful stroke, but inch by inch he was surely gaining land.
The neighing of Roxy had attracted the attention of a white squatter
on the farther shore and John saw people looking on his fight with
the Alabama.

There was a cry from the shore, a thud at the back of his head and
he sank.
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John strode across infinity where God sat upon his throne and looked
off towards immensity and burning worlds dropped from his teeth.
The sky beneath John's tread crackled and flashed eternal lightning
and thunder rolled without ceasing in his wake.

Way off he heard crying, weeping, weeping and wailing—wailing
like the last cry of Hope when she fled the earth. Where was the
voice? He strained his eye to see. None walked across the rim bones
of nothingness with him, but the wailing wailed on. Slowly John
saw Lucy’s face. Lucy wept at a far, far distance, but the breath of
her weeping sent a cold wind across the world. Then her voice came
close and her face hung miserably above his, weeping. She brought
the world with her face and John could see without moving his head
the familiar walls of their house.

Gradually things came closer. The gourd dipper, the water-bucket,
the skillets and spiders, and his wife so close above him, forearm
across her face, retching in tears.

“Whuss de matter, Lucy? You thought Ah wuzn’t never comin’
back? Don’t you know nothin’ couldn’t keep me "way from you?”

“John! Ah thought you wuz dead.”

“Naw, Ah ain’t dead. Whatever give you de idea Ah wuz dead,
Lucy?”

”]}Sey brought yuh home fuh dead dis mawnin” and iss nelly
sundown now and you ain’t moved, and you ain’t spoke ’til jus’
now.”

“Who brung me home?”

“De Bickerstaffs. Say de bridge washed uhway wid yuh and de
hawse on it, and you got hit by de timber. Yo’ lip is cut deep and
yo” head is hurted in de back and uh bad place right dere side yo’
nose.”

“Umph, umph, umph! Lawd have mussy. Ah thought Ah been
sleep. So dat’s how come Ahm all wet up and mah face hurt me so,
eh?”
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“Yeah, and John, Ahm so glad you ain’t dead ‘way from me and
mah li'l’ chillun, and then agin Ah hated tuh think "bout you herded
tuh judgment in yo’ sins.”

A silent wait.

“You can’t lay on dis floor all night. Ah got tuh git yuh in de bed
some way uh nother. Lemme go call somebody tuh he’p me muscle
yuh. Ah sent fuh mah folks but tain’t been nobody from dat side
yet.”

The next day John called Lucy to him.

“Lucy.”

“Yeah, John.”

“Dey done tole you ‘bout Big ‘Oman and me?”

“Yeah, John, and some uh yo’ moves Ah seen mahself, and if you
loves her de bes’, John, you gimme our chillun and you go on where
yo’ love lie.”

“Lucy, don’t tell me nothin” ‘bout leavin” you, ‘cause if you do
dat, you’ll make two winters come in one year.”

There was a feeling silence.

“Lucy, Ah loves you and you alone. Ah swear Ah do. If Ah don’t
love you, God’s gone tuh Dothan.”

“Whut make yuh fool wid scrubs lak Big ‘Oman and de rest of
‘em?”

“Dat’s de brute-beast in me, but Ah sho aim tuh live clean from
dis on if you low me one mo’ chance. Don’t tongue-lash me—jes’
try me and see. Here you done had three younguns fuh me and fixin’
have uh 'nother. Try me Lucy.”

The next big meeting John prayed in church, and when he came
to his final:

You are de same God, Ah

Dat heard de sinner man cry.

Same God dat sent de zigzag lightning tuh
Join de mutterin’ thunder.

Same God dat holds de elements

In uh unbroken chain of controllment.

Same God dat hung on Cavalry and died,

Dat we might have a right tuh de tree of life—

88



We thank Thee that our sleeping couch
Was not our cooling board,

Our cover was not our winding sheet...
Please tuh give us uh restin’ place
Where we can praise Thy name forever,

Amen.

“Uh prayer went up tuhday,” Deacon Moss exulted to Deacon
Turl. “Dat boy got plenty fire in im and he got uh good strainin’
voice. Les” make im pray uh lot.”

Deacon Turl agreed and went on home to his chicken dumplings.

John never made a balk at a prayer. Some new figure, some new
praise-giving name for God, every time he knelt in church. He rolled
his African drum up to the altar, and called his Congo Gods by
Christian names. One night at the altar-call he cried out his barbaric
poetry to his “Wonder-workin” God so effectively that three converts
came thru religion under the sound of his voice.

“He done more’n de pastor,” Moss observed. “Dat boy is called
tuh preach and don’t know it. Ahm gwine tell him so.”

But Moss never did. Lucy’s time was drawing nigh and a woman
named Delphine drifted into town from Opelika. John was away
from both home and church almost continually in the next month.

Alf went to see Lucy.

“Lucy Ann, where’s that husband of yours?”

“He’s out 'round de barn somewheres, ain’t he, Mist” Alf?” Lucy
asked. She knew he was not there. She knew that Alf Pearson knew
he was not there and that Alf Pearson knew that she knew he was
not there, but he respected her reticence.

“Lucy, you oughta take a green club and flail John good. No
matter what I put in his way to help him along, he flings it away on
some slut. You take a plow-line and half kill him.”

When Alf was gone Lucy looked drearily up the path for her
husband and saw her oldest brother coming with his double team.
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“Lawd a mussy!” she groaned and dropped into a chair. A heavy
knocking at the door.

“Who dat?”

“Iss me, Bud. Lemme come in right now. Ahm in uh big hurry.”

Lucy opened the door feebly and Bud’s stumpy figure thrust itself
inside aggressively as if it said in gestures, “Who you tryin” tuh keep
out?”

“Lucy, Ah come tuh git dat three dollars you borried offa me.”

“Well, Bud, tuh tell yuh de truth, Ah ain’t got it right dis minute.
Mah husband ain’t here, but he’ll be here pretty soon, then he’ll pay
yuh sho, Bud.”

“Who don’t know he ain’t here? How he gointer be here, and
layin” all ‘round de jook behind de cotton gin wid Delphine?”

“You better come back, Bud, when he’s here and tell ‘im all dat
tuh his face.”

“And whut it takes tuh tell 'im, Ah got it! He ain’t nothin” but uh
stinkin” coward or he wouldn’t always be dodgin” back uh yuh. Ah’ll
tell ‘im all right. "Tain’t no fight in him.”

“G’wan home, Bud. If papa wuzn’t dead you wouldn’t come heah
lak dis—and me in mah condition.”

“Ah know you done wished many’s de time you had married
Artie Mimms.”

“Naw. Not nary time.”

“Gimme mah money and lemme go "fo” Ah git mad agin.”

“Ah tole you Ah ain’t got no money and won’t have none till John
come.”

“You ain’t gonna git none den—dat is if he ever come. Some folks
say he done quit you fuh dat Delphine. She strowin’ it herself all
over Macon County and laffin” at yuh. You jes” dumb tuh de fact.”

“You can’t pay no "tention tuh talk. Dey’s talkin” everywhere. De
folks is talkin” in Georgy and dey’s talkin’ in Italy. Ah don’t pay
dese talkers no mind.”

“Gimme de money, Lucy, and lemme go.”
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“Done tole yuh Ah ain’t got no money. Come back heah when
John is home.”

“Naw, Ah ain’t gonna do nothin’ lak dat. Ah come heah wid de
determination tuh git mah money uh satisfaction, one.”

“But, don’t you see Ah ain’t in no fix tuh be fretted all up this uh
way? G’'wan leave me uh lone.”

Bud looked around him contemptuously. “Humph! Here mah
sister is cooped up wid three li’l” chillun in uh place ain’t big uh-
nough tuh cuss uh cat in "thout gittin yo” mouf full uh hair.”

“G’wan way from me, Bud. Ahm too sick tuh be worried.”

“Naw, Ah means tuh have something fuh mah money. Gimme
dat bed.”

“Dat big one wid de knobs on it?”

“Yep. Who you reckon want de tother one dat dem chillun done
wet in? Move! Don’t you git in mah way. Move! If you wuz married
tuh anybody you wouldn’t be in no sich uh fix.”

The bed was down in a twinkling, the feather mattress and bolster
heaped upon the floor, while Bud dragged out the head and foot
pieces. Lucy sank down upon the mattress and fought the lump in
her throat. When her brother returned for the rails and slats, Lucy
was crumpled in a little dark ball in the center of the deep mound
of feathers.

“Bud, you ought'n tuh take dat bed. Mist” Alf give it tuh us. Dat’s
our weddin’ bed.”

“He oughta give 'im mo’. Git up offa dat air mattress!”

“Ah ain’t, and if you don’t git offa dis place Ah’ll call Mist” Alf.
Ah bet you'll leave here then.”

“Aw Ah ain’t skeered uh no white man. Ah been free ever since
Grant took Richmond.”

But in a few moments Bud was gone and Lucy was shivering and
weeping upon the feather mattress.

“Hezekiah,” she called to her oldest boy, “run down tuh de
quarters lak uh 1i'’l’ man and tell An” Pheemy tuh come quick. Run
on, son. Youse five years ole now, youse uh great big boy. Hurry
up.”
p”Mama, Ahm hungry.”
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“Mama know it too. Run on now. Run fast, Hezekiah! Show mama
how fas’ you kin run. Oh Gawd have mussy on me! Have mussy in
uh mos” puhticular manner. Have mussy on mah ever-dyin” soul!”

Before midnight Lucy in awful agony upon her pallet on the floor
had given birth to her first daughter.

The odor of airless childbirth hung over the stuffy room. Pheemy
with the help of Old Edy and Della performed the ancient rites.

Edy and Della sweetened the mother and put a clean meal-sack
sheet beneath Lucy, but only Pheemy could handle the after-birth
in the proper way, so that no harm could come to Lucy. That is she
buried it shoulder deep to the east of the house beneath a tree, then
she returned and attended to the navel string of the baby and adjus-
ted the belly-band.

“Della, you and Edy kin go "long now. Ah kin see after Lucy.”

They went reluctantly. As soon as the sound of their feet died
away Pheemy asked, “How you feelin’ inside, honey?”

“Lawd, An’ Pheemy, Ah got somethin’ in mah heart ain’t got no
name. Ah layin” here right now tryin’ tuh find some words for feel-
in’s. Look lak mah right heart ain’t beatin’ no mo”.”

“Neb mine, Lucy, ‘bout de words. You needs sleep and rest and
some chicken gruel. Ah gwine bring yuh some. Ahm gwine find
some sheep pills so de baby kin have some sheep shadney.”

That night Pheemy fell asleep in a chair before the fire. The chil-
dren full of corn pone and buttermilk had been asleep since early
night. Lucy alone saw John when he crept in towards morning. She
shut her eyes and pretended sleep. John stood looking down upon
her for a long time. Lucy, later, thru the crack of her eye saw him
examining the new-born baby, and felt him timidly tucking the
covers under her feet, and heard him stretching himself on the floor
beside the mattress; heard the deep breathing of his sleep. She raised
herself upon her elbows and looked at him hard. She looked at the
flicker-
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ing fire, the rude dingy walls and everything in the room and knew
that she’d never lose the picture as long as she lived. She stretched
out her hand nearest her husband and rested the fingers on his
tousled head. With her other arm she cuddled her baby close, and
fell into a deep, healthful sleep.

When Lucy woke up, old Hannah was riding high. The light was
strong in her face. She looked about and asked Pheemy, “Where
John?”

“He at de barn—done chopped up uh tree for wood. Oughter be
‘bout through wid his work by now. You better suckle dat chile.”

John crept in and stood before Lucy while her fat daughter
searched hungrily for the nipple.

“Lucy, whut you doin” sleepin” on de floor?”

“Dat’s all Ah got tuh sleep on, John Buddy.”

“Where de weddin’ bed at?”

“Bud come took it fuh dat1i'l’ change us owe "im fuhm las’ year.”

“When he come got it?”

“Yistiddy.”

He hung his head a moment.

“Lucy, kin Ah see de baby?”

“She nussin’ now, John. Soon’s she git through.”

“Dat ain’t no trouble.” He stooped and picked up mother and
child and sat with them in his lap. “Lucy, Ahm sho proud uh dis
1i'l" girl chile you done had. Dat’s jus” whut Ah wanted—uh girl so
us could have it fuh uh doll-baby. An” Pheemy, don’t Lucy have de
biggest babies? Dis chile it almost big as her. She so little Ah hafta
shake de sheets tuh find her in de bed.”

She slapped him feebly.

“Ain’t you got no better sense dan tuh set in uh man’s lap and
box his jaws? He’s liable tuh let yuh fall thru his legs.” He stopped
laughing abruptly. “An” Pheemy you fed mah wife and slopped
mah three li'l" pigs?”

“Look in de meal-barrel and see.”

John didn’t look. Pheemy’s words told him. He laid Lucy
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again upon the pallet and left. As he stepped thru the wire fence
gap at Bud’s place he saw Bud riding up the path behind him on his
mule, his huge bull whip coiled upon his saddle-horn.

“Gid up dere, Sooky!” Bud Potts held his eyes stubbornly before
him. John Pearson’s hand flung out, grasped the mule’s bridle close
to the bit, and shoved the animal back upon its haunches.

“Gid down, Bud. You might kin beat me, but if you do, eve’ybody
goin tuh know you been in uh fight. So good uh man, so good uh
man.”

“Whut you mean, John, comin” here pickin’ uh fuss lak dat?”

“Ah ain’t come tuh pick no fuss, Ahm come tuh fight. God bein’
mah helper Ah means tuh teach yuh how tuh go proagin’ 'round
takin’ folkses weddin” beds when dey ain’t home and flinging dey
wives on de floor. Gid down!”

“If you wuz any kind uh man, all dis wouldn’t come tuh pass. De
white folks and eve’ybody is sick and tiahed uh de way you keerin’
on. Nohow you can’t beat me. Ahm uh man.”

“Maybe Ah can’t, but Ahm so goin’ tuh give it uh common trial.
Hit de ground! If Ah don’t beat yuh, you kin go and tell de word
Ah give it uh po’ man’s trial.”

Bud tried to ride off, but he was snatched scuffling to the ground
and hammered to his knees time and time again. When he swore
no more, when he begged for mercy no more, John picked him up
and heaved him across the rump of the mule and recrossed the
branch.

Almost home he remembered the empty meal-barrel and swerved
off into the Weens” wood lot where droves of piney wood rooters
nosed for ground nuts. John laid a shoat by the heels and stuck it
expertly before it had squealed more than three or four times.
Looking all about to see if he was seen, he swung the hog over his
shoulder and took the back way home.

By that time the sun was washing herself in the bloody sea and
splashing her bedclothes in red and purple. John built a
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tire under the washpot, and dressed his meat before he came inside
the house. When Lucy opened her eyes from a nap, crude slabs of
pork steak were sizzling in the skillets.

“Where you git all dat fresh meat from, John?”

“Neb” mind where Ah got de meat from. You jes” eat 'til you git
plenty. Ah’ll get out and throw uh natural fuh you any time. You
got uh man tuh fend fuh yuh.”

“Lawd knows Ah do needs one. Me and mah po’ li'l” chillun been
singin” mighty low ‘round here.”

“Now, Lucy, don't start dat talk ‘bout breakin” up and quittin’
‘cause Ah ain’t goin’ tuh hear dat. Youse mah wife and all Ah want
you tuh do is gimme uh chance tuh show mah spunk.”

“Good Lawd, John, dat’s all justice been beggin’ righteous tuh
do—be uh man. Cover de ground you stand on. Jump at de sun and
eben if yuh miss it, yuh can’t help grabbin” holt uh de moon.”

“Li’l’ Bit, please don’t tongue lash me,” there was a short pause,
“’cause Ah done beat Bud nelly tuh death, and dat’s plenty tuh think
uhbout—by rights Ah oughta kilt 'im.” He rubbed his swollen
knuckles.

“Oh mah Gawd! When?”

“Dis evenin’—jus’ "fo” Ah come home, Lucy. Ah wouldn’t be no
man atall tuh let yo” brother uh nobody else snatch uh bed out from
under you, mo’ special in yo” condition.”

“John dat’s goin’ tuh cause trouble and double, Bud hate you and
now you done hit “im he ain’t goin” tuh let his shirt-tail touch “im
till he tell it tuh de white folks. Lawd, me and mah po’ chilluns. If
dey ever git yuh on dat chain-gang Ah never speck tuh see you live
no mo”.”

“Ah ain’t goin” tuh no chain-gang. If dey ever git in behind me,
ANl tip on “cross de good Lawd’s green. Ah’ll give mah case tuh
Miss Bush and let Mother Green stand mah bond.”

“Dey liable tuh grab yuh, "fo” yuh know it.”

“Aw les’ squat dat rabbit and jump uh 'nother one. You ack lak
you done cut loose.”

“Naw, Ah ain’t cut loose but look lak wese tied tuhgether
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by uh long cord string and youse at one end and Ahm at de other.
Way off.”

“You kin take in some de slack.”

“Don’t look lak it.”

“Aw, lemme see de caboose uh dat. Less eat dis hog meat and
hoe-cake. Jes” ‘cause women folks ain’t got no big muscled arm and
tistes lak jugs, folks claims they’s weak vessels, but dass uh lie. Dat
piece uh red flannel she got hung "tween her jaws is equal tuh all
de fistes God ever made and man ever seen. Jes’ take and ruin a man
wid dey tongue, and den dey kin hold it still and bruise ‘im up jes’
ez bad.”

“Say whut yuh will or may, you tryin” tuh loud talk me, but, John,
you gives mah folks too much tuh go on. Ah wants mah husband
tuh be uh great big man and look over “em all so’s Ah kin make "em
eat up dey talk. Ah wants tuh uphold yuh in eve’ything, but yuh
know John, nobody can’t fight war wid uh brick.”
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CHAPTER 11

uke came panting up to Lucy’s late the next afternoon. Lucy
was propped up in a rocker and Pheemy was washing baby
rags.

“Hates tuh tell yuh, Lucy, but dey done got im.”

“Do, Jesus.”

“Yassum, de high sheriff put his hand on his shoulder down dere
by de deepo’ ‘bout uh hour uh go. Bud Potts swo” out de warrant,
and den Weens say he goin” have 'im bound over tuh de big cote.
Sho is bad, and you in yo’ condition.”

“Where dey got im, Duke?”

“In de big jail. Cy Perkins, Jestice uh de Peace, goin’ tuh bind "im
over. Den Judge Pearson’ll set on de case nex’ cote day.”

Lucy rose abruptly, “Ahm goin’, Pheemy. You take keer mah
chillun.”

“Lucy, yo’ body ain’t healed up yit. You can’t go.”

“Ah specks tuh be back "fo” dark, An” Pheemy.”

“Gal, you ain’t but three days out uh labor. De elements is pizen
tuh yuh, and effen yuh git lated ’til after sundown, de pizen night
air sho will be de last uh you.”

Lucy flung the plaid shawl about her head and shoulders. “And,
An’ Pheemy, if de baby cries tuh nuss "fo” Ah git back, jus’ give her
uh sugar-tit tuh suck on and keep her pacified.”
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Lucy stepped out of the cabin door and was gone. In due time she
stood in Cy Perkins’ office where he was holding court. She saw her
brother’s bruised and beaten face. She saw her husband handcuffed
and humble, his eyes turned away from the world.

The court had not set. She still had time if she worked fast. She
held her shawl under the chin with the frail fingers of one hand as
she went and stood before her brother.

“Don’t come puttin” up no po” mouf tuh me, Lucy. Git out mah
face,” Bud shouted before she could speak. “Dis case ain’t uh goin’
tuh be nol prossed uh nothin” else. Ah wouldn’t squash it fuh mah
mammy. You made yo’ bed now lay in it.”

She turned away. Cy Perkins called her.

“Howdy, Lucy.”

“Well, Ah thankee, Mist” Perkins. Ah come tuh see ‘bout mah
husband.”

“Got any bail money, Lucy? That’s what you need.”

“Naw suh. Ah come wid jus” whut Ah stand in, ‘cause Ah ain’t
got nothin’ else, but Ah come.”

Cy Perkins looked hard at the forlorn little figure. Lucy stood be-
fore him with her large bright eyes staring and not knowing she
stared. Suddenly she sat down because she couldn’t stand any more.

“Look like you're sick, Lucy.”

“Mah troubles is inward. Mist” Perkins.”

“Her new baby ain’t but three days old,” Duke volunteered.

Perkins fumbled with his papers, never looking at Lucy the while.
John remained with head hung down and face averted except for
one begging glance at Lucy. Finally the Justice of the Peace arose
and beckoned Lucy into his back office.

“Don’t try to stand up, Lucy. Set down before you fall down. It’s
too bad that you are out at a time like this. Listen, Lucy, this is seri-
ous. Your family is well thought of 'round here and lots of folks
think John needs a good whipping before he goes to the gang. If he’s
got any friends he better call on ‘'em now. Tell you the truth, Lucy,
if it wasn’t for you,
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and me knowing your papa so well, [ wouldn’t have parted my lips,
but your husband is in a mess of trouble.”

“Thankee, Mist” Perkins. Ah got fo” 1i'l’ chillun 'round mah feet;
if dey send John off Ah don’t know whut’ll ‘come uh us all.”

“Have you been to Judge Alf yet?”

“Naw suh. Ah hates tuh go "cause he done cautioned John good
tuh behave hisself, but Ah reckon Ah better.”

“Hurry across there to his office. I won'’t set court until you get
back.”

Lucy didn’t come back. She all but collapsed on the steps of
Pearson’s office, and he sent her home in his buggy. Alf Pearson
strode across to Perkins’ office and asked that the prisoner be re-
leased in his charge and it was done. Weens was paid for his hog,
but John was bound over to the big court for the assault upon his
brother-in-law. There was a great deal of loud whispering about
night-riders and the dark of midnight, but nobody touched John as
he drove Judge Pearson home.

“John, I'm not going to ask you why you’ve done these things,
partly because I already know, and partly because I don’t believe
you do.”

“If Ah had uh knowed "twuz gointer raise all dis rukus.”

Alf laughed sardonically, “Of course you did not know. Because
God has given to all men the gift of blindness. That is to say that He
has cursed but few with vision. Ever hear tell of a happy prophet?
This old world wouldn’t roll on the way He started it if men could
see. Ha! In fact I think God Himself was looking off when you went
and got yourself born.”

“Yes suh, Ah speck so.”

They turned into the cedar-lined drive that led up to the big,
columned veranda.

“John, distance is the only cure for certain diseases. Here’s fifty
dollars. There are lots of other towns in the world besides Notasulga,
and there’s several hours before midnight. I know a man who could
put lots of distance between him and this place before time, even
wearing his two best suits—one over the other. He wouldn’t fool
with baggage because it would
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hold him back. He would get to a railroad twenty-five or thirty miles
off.”

John assisted Alf Pearson to alight.

“Good bye, John. I know how to read and write and I believe Lucy
does too.”

He strode up the steps of his veranda very straight and stiff, as if
he had an extra backbone in his back.

In the early black dark John was gone. Lucy feverishly peeped
thru first one crack then another, watching up the big road after him.

“Lucy, whyn't you stay in dat bed?” Pheemy grumbled. “You
look lak youse jes” determined tuh be down sick and Ah already got
mah hands full wid dese chilluns.”

“An’ Pheemy, Ahm standin” on de watch wall. Reckon de patter
rollers’ll ketch "im?”

“Lawd naw. He pitched out towards Chehaw and dem folks is in
Notasulga waitin” fuh midnight.”

The hours went past on their rusty ankles and midnight stood
looking both ways for day.

“Hush!” said Lucy, “dey’s comin

Pheemy listened hard but couldn’t hear a thing.

“Dat’s all right, An” Pheemy, Ah don’t zakly hear nothin’ neither,
but uh far uhway whisper look lak it’s puttin’ on flesh.”

They stood peering for a quarter of an hour or more at the narrow
slit of the big road visible from the cabin. Then sure enough as si-
lently as horsemen can, rode twenty or thirty men in the cloud-
muddied moonlight. Slowly, watchfully, as they passed the big gate
that led to the quarters and on past the stately cedar drive.

“How come dey ain’t turned in?” Lucy asked, a tremble.

“Dey ain’t gwine set foot on Judge Alf Pearson’s place, if dey run
on im outside dey’d grab 'im. Dey might go in some folks” quarters,
but "tain’t never no patter roller set foot on dis place. Dey know big
wood from brush.”

Pheemy told the truth, but she was only embolden to speak

I,I/
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after the last rider had passed the big gate, and faded into the dis-
tance.

“Maybe dey already got 'im.”

“Aw naw, gal, g’'wan tuh rest. Dey jes’ bluffin” tuh skeer us black
folks.”

The next day Chuck Portlock met Alf Pearson and tried to say
casually, “Say, Judge dey tell me dat nigger run off. You got any
notion which way he went?”

“Afraid not, Chuck. I've treed many a coon in my time, but I don’t
believe I've got a drop of bloodhound in me.”
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CHAPTER 12

ohn’s destination was purely accidental. When he came out upon
J the big road to Chehaw, he overtook another Negro. They hailed
each other gladly in the early dawn.

“Where you bound fuh?” John asked.

“Tuh ketch me uh high henry.”

“Whuss dat?”

“Uh railroad train, man, where you been all yo” days you don’t
know de name of uh train?”

“Oh, 'bout in spots and places. Where you bound fuh when you
git on de train?”

“Tuh Florida, man. Dat’s de new country openin” up. Now git me
straight, Ah don’t mean West Florida, Ah means de real place. Good
times, good money, and no mules and cotton.”

“B’lieve Ah’ll go "long wid yuh.”

“Man, dat calls fuh more’n talk. Dat calls fuh money.”

“How much?”

“Twenty odd dollars. ‘Cordin” tuh where at you goin’.”

“Where you goin’?”

“Tuh uh town called Sanford. Got uh sister dere. She keep-in” uh
boardin” house,” he looked John over, “she’s uh fine lookin’, portly
‘oman; you better come ‘long.”

“Um already married, thankee jes’ de same. Man, Ah got uh putty
‘oman. Li'l" bitsa thing. Ahm sho tuh send fuh her
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soon ez Ah git settled some place.”

“Aw shucks man, you ain’t lak me. Ah don’t take no women no
place. Ah lets every town furnish its own.”

They bought their tickets and John sat in a railway coach for the
first time in his life, though he hid this fact from his traveling mate.
To him nothing in the world ever quite equalled that first ride on a
train. The rhythmic stroke of the engine, the shiny-buttoned porter
bawling out the stations, the even more begilded conductor, who
looked more imposing even than Judge Pearson, and then the red
plush splendor, the gaudy ceiling hung with glinting lamps, the
long mournful howl of the whistle. John forgot the misery of his
parting from Lucy in the aura of it all. That is, he only remembered
his misery in short snatches, while the glory lay all over him for
hours at the time. He marvelled that just anybody could come along
and be allowed to get on such a glorified thing. It ought to be extra
special. He got off the train at every stop so that he could stand off
a piece and feast his eyes on the engine. The greatest accumulation
of power that he had ever seen.
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CHAPTER 13

s John and his mate stepped off the train at Sanford, they were
met by a burly, red-faced white man who looked them over
sharply—which gave them both the fidgets. Finally he asked,
“Where y’all come from?”
“Up de road uh piece in Wes’ Florduh,” John’s partner answered,
much to his relief.
“Want work?”
“Ah kinda got uh job promised tuh me already,” John’s mate
answered again.
“How 'bout you, Big Yaller?”
“Nawsuh, Ah ain’t got no job. Ah would love tuh hear tell uh
one.”
“Come along then. Ever done any work on uh railroad?”
“Nawsuh, but Ah wants tuh try.”
“Git yo duds then. We going over to Wildwood. Dollar a day.
Seaboard puttin” thru uh spur.”
That night John slept in the railroad camp and at sun-up he was
swinging a nine-pound hammer and grunting over a lining bar.
The next day he wrote Lucy and sent her all of his ready money.
All day long it was strain, sweat and rhythm. When they were
lining track the water-boy would call out, “Mr. Dugan!”
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The straining men would bear down on the lining bars and grunt,
“Hanh!”

“Hanh!”

“Got de number ten!”

“Hanh!”

“Got de pay-car!”

“Hanh!”

“On de rear end.”

“Hanh!”

“Whyncher pick ‘em up!”

“Hanh!”

“Set it over.”

“Hanh!”

And the rail was in place. Sometimes they’d sing it in place, but
with the same rhythm.

When Ah get in [llinois

Ahm gointer spread de news about de Floriduh boys
Sho-ove it over

Hey, hey, can’t you live it?

Then a rhythmic shaking of the nine-hundred-pound rail by
bearing down on the bars thrust under it in concert.

“ Ahshack-uh-lack-uh-lack-uh-lack-uh-lack-uh-lack-uh-hanh!”

Rail in place.

“Hey, hey, can’t you try?”

He liked spiking. He liked to swing the big snub-nosed hammer
above his head and drive the spike home at a blow. And then the
men had a song that called his wife’s name and he liked that.

“Oh Lulu!”

“Hanh!” A spike gone home under John’s sledge.

“Oh, oh, gal!”

“Hanh!”

“Want to see you!”

“Hanh!”
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“So bad.”

“Hanh!”

And then again it was fun in the big camp. More than a hundred
hammer-muscling men, singers, dancers, liars, fighters, bluffers and
lovers. Plenty of fat meat and beans, women flocking to camp on
pay-day.

On Sunday John and his breaster went into town to church. The
preacher snatched figure after figure from the land of images, and
the church loved it all. Back in camp that night, John preached the
sermon himself for the entertainment of the men who had stayed in
camp and he aped the gestures of the preacher so accurately that
the crowd hung half-way between laughter and awe.

“You kin mark folks,” said Blue. “Dass jes” lak dat preacher fuh
de world. Pity you ain’t preachin’ yo’self.”

“Look, John,” said his breaster, “dey’s uh colored town out "cross
de woods uh piece—maybe fifteen tuh twenty miles, and dey’s uh
preacher—"

“You mean uh whole town uh nothin” but colored folks? Who
bosses it, den?”

“Dey bosses it deyself.”

“You mean dey runnin’ de town "thout de white folks?”

“Sho is. Eben got uh mayor and corporation.”

“Ah sho wants tuh see dat sight.”

“Dat’s jes” whar Ah wants tuh take yuh nex” Sunday. Dey got uh
Meth’dis’ preacher over dere Ah wants yuh tuh mark. He talk thru
his nose and he preaches all his sermons de same way. Sho would
love tuh hear you mark im.”

“Ah’ll sho do it. Whut’s de name uh dat town?”

“Eatonville, Orange County.”

The Negro mayor filled John with almost as much awe as the train
had. When he was leaving town that Sunday night he told his friend,
“Ahm comin” back tuh dis place. Uh man kin be sumpin” heah "thout
folks tramplin” all over yuh. Ah wants mah wife and chillun heah.”

There were many weeks between John and the little Negro village.
He would resolve to move there on next pay-day, but
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trips to town, and visitors to camp defeated his plans.

But a letter from Lucy nerved him and he found work pruning
orange trees in Maitland, the adjacent white town, and went to live
in Eatonville.

He had meant to send for Lucy within the month, but one thing
and another delayed him. One day, however, in a fit of remorse he
went and drew down a month’s wages in advance and sent the
money to Judge Pearson for his wife because he was ashamed to
write to her.

He was working for Sam Mosely, the second most prosperous
man in Eatonville, and borrowed his team to meet Lucy at the train.

He wouldn’t let her walk down the coach steps, but held wide his
arms and made her jump into his bosom. He drove the one mile
from the depot in Maitland to the heart of Eatonville with a wagon
full of laughter and shouts of questions.

“Glad tuh see me, Lucy?” John asked as soon as he had loaded
the battered tin trunk and the feather bed on the wagon and sprung
into the driver’s seat.

“’Course, John.”

“Is you only mouf glad or yuh sho nuff glad?”

“Sho nuff, but one time Ah thought you sho took uh long time
tuh write tuh me and send fuh us.”

“You looks lak new money ‘round heah, honey. Ah’d send fuh
you, if Ah didn’t had bread tuh eat. Look how our li'l” gal done
growed.”

“Yeah she walkin” and talkin’. You been "way from us might nigh
uh yeah.”

The children exclaimed at the fruit clustered golden among the
dark glistening foilage.

“Ah got y’all plenty oranges at de house, y’all chaps. Yo’ papa
lookin” out fuh yuh.”

“You got us uh house, John?” Lucy asked happily.

“Ah mean where Ah been stayin” at. Ah reckon us all kin git in
dere.”

“’Tain’t no mo” houses in town?”

“Yeah, two, three vacant, but us ain’t got much money.
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Sendin’ fuh y’all and all, and den us ain’t got nothin” tuh go in uh
house but ourselves.”

“Dat ain’t nothin’. You go git us house of our own. 'Tain’t nothin’
lak being yo” own boss. Us kin sleep on de floor "til we kin do better.”

Lucy sniffed sweet air laden with night-blooming jasmine and
wished that she had been born in this climate. She seemed to herself
to be coming home. This was where she was meant to be. The
warmth, the foliage, the fruits all seemed right and as God meant
her to be surrounded. The smell of ripe guavas was new and alluring
but somehow did not seem strange.

So that night John and his family were housekeeping again. John
went to the woods at the edge of town and filled three crocus sacks
with moss and each of the larger children had a sack apiece for a
mattress. John and Lucy took the baby girl upon the feather mattress
with them.

Next morning Lucy awoke at daylight and said to John in bed,
“John, dis is uh fine place tuh bring up our chillun. Dey won't be
seein’ no other kind uh folks actin” top-superior over ‘em and dat’ll
give’em spunk tuh be bell cows theyselves, and you git somethin’
tuh do "sides takin’ orders offa other folks. Ah ‘bominates dat.”

“Whut's it goin’ tuh be, Lucy?”

“You knows how tuh carpenter. Go ast who want uh house built,
and den you take and do it. You kin prop up shacks jus” as good as
some uh dem dat’s doin” it.”

And to John's surprise people wanted houses built all over Orange
County. Central Florida was in the making.

“And now less don’t pay Joe Clarke no mo’ rent. Less buy dis
place, John.”

“Dat’s uh bigger job than Ah wants tuh tackle, Lucy. You so big-
eyed. Wese colored folks. Don’t be so much-knowin’.”

But the five acre plot was bought nevertheless, and John often sat
on Joe Clarke’s store porch and bragged about his determination to
be a property owner.

“Aw, "tain’t you, Pearson,” Walter Thomas corrected, “iss dat1i'l’
handful uh woman you got on de place.”
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“Yeah,” Sam Mosely said earnestly, “Anybody could put hisself
on de ladder wid her in de house. Dat’s de very ‘oman Ah been
lookin” fuh all mah days.”

“Yeah, but Ah seen uh first, Sam, so you might jus’ ez well quit
lookin’,” John said and laughed.

“Oh Ah knows dat, John. "Twon’t do me no good tuh look, but
yet and still it won’t hurt me neither. You might up and die uh she
might quit yuh and git uh sho nuff husband, and den she could
switch uh mean Miss Johnson in dat big house on Mars Hill.”

“Hold on dere uh minute, Sam,” John retorted half in earnest amid
the general laughter, “less squat dat rabbit and jump uhnother one.
Anyhow mah house liable tuh be big ez your’n some uh dese days.”

“Aw, he jes’ jokin” yuh, Pearson,” Joe Clarke, the mayor inter-
vened, “I god, you takin’ it serious.”

When John got home that night Lucy was getting into bed. John
stopped in the hallway and took his Winchester rifle down from the
rack and made sure that it was loaded before he went into the bed-
room, and sat on the side of the bed.

“Lucy, is you sorry you married me instid uh some big nigger
wid uh whole heap uh money and titles hung on tuh him?”

“Whut make you ast me dat? If you tired uh me, jus’ leave me.
Another man over de fence waitin fuh yo” job.”

John stood up, “Li’l" Bit, Ah ain’t never laid de weight uh mah
hand on you in malice. Ain’t never raised mah hand tuh yuh eben
when you gits mad and slaps mah jaws, but lemme tell you somethin’
right now, and itain’t two, don’t you never tell me no mo” whut you
jus’ tole me, ‘cause if you do, Ahm goin’ tuh kill yuh jes” ez sho ez
gun is iron. Ahm de first wid you, and Ah means tuh be de last.
Ain’t never no man tuh breathe in yo’ face but me. You hear me?
Whut made you say dat nohow?”

“Aw, John, you know dat’s jus” uh by-word. Ah hears all de wo-
men say dat.”

“Yeah, Ah knows dat too, but you ain’t tuh say it. Lemme
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tell you somethin’. Don’t keer whut come uh go, if you ever start
out de door tuh leave me, you'll never make it tuh de gate. Ah means
tuh blow yo’ heart out and hang fuh it.”

“You done—"

“Don’t tell me "bout dem trashy women Ah lusts after once in uh
while. Dey’s less dan leaves uh grass. Lucy do you still love me lak
yuh useter?”

“Yeah John, and mo’. Ah got mo’ tuh love yuh fuh now.”

John said, “Neb mine mah crazy talk. Jus’ you hug mah neck tight,
Ah’d sweat in hell fuh yuh. Ah’d take uh job cleaning out de Atlantic
Ocean jus’ fuh yuh. Look lak Ah can’t git useter de thought dat you
married me, Lucy, and you got chillun by me!”

And he held Lucy tightly and thought pityingly of other men.

The very next Sunday he arose in Covenant Meeting and raised
the song, “He’s a Battle-Axe in de Time Uh Trouble,” and when it
was done he said, “Brothers and Sisters, Ah rise befo” yuh tuhday
tuh tell yuh, God done called me tuh preach.”

“Halleluyah! Praise de Lawd!”

“He called me long uhgo, but Ah wouldn’t heed tuh de voice, but
brothers and sisters, God done whipped me tuh it, and like Peter
and Paul Ah means tuh preach Christ and Him crucified. He tole
me tuh go, and He’d go with me, so Ah ast yo’ prayers, Church, dat
Ah may hold up de blood-stained banner of Christ and prove strong
dat Ah may hold out tuh de end.”

The church boiled over with approval, “Ah knowed it! Tole 'im
long time uhgo dat’s whut he wuz cut out fuh. Thang God. He’s
goin’ tuh be uh battle-axe sho 'nuff—Hewin” down sinners tuh re-
pentance.”

His trial sermon had to be preached in a larger church—so many
people wanted to hear him. He had a church to pastor before the
hands had been laid on his head. The man who preached his ordin-
ation sermon was thrown in deep shadow by the man who was to
be ordained.

111



The church he pastored at Ocoee did all they could to hold him,
but the membership was less than a hundred. Zion Hope, of Sanford,
membership three hundred, took him to her bosom, and her mem-
bership mounted every month.

John dumped a heavy pocketbook into Lucy’s lap one Monday
morning before he took off his hat.

Lucy praised him. “We goin’ tuh finish payin” fuh dis place wid
dis money. De nex’ time, us buy de chillun some changin’ clothes.
You makin” good money now, John. Ah always knowed you wuz
goin’ tuh do good.”

He wore the cloak of a cloud about his shoulders. He was above
the earth. He preached and prayed. He sang and sinned, but men
saw his cloak and felt it.

“Lucy, look lak Ah jus” found out whut Ah kin do. De words dat
sets de church on fire comes tuh me jus’ so. Ah reckon de angels
must tell ‘'em tuh me.”

“God don’t call no man, John, and turn im loose uh fool. Jus” you
handle yo” members right and youse goin’ tuh be uh sho 'nuff big
nigger.”

“Ain’t Ah treatin” "'em good, Lucy? Ah ain’t had no complaints.”

“Naw, you wouldn’t hear no complaints ‘cause you treatin’ ‘em
too good. Don’t pomp up dem deacons so much. Dey’ll swell up
and be de ruination of yuh. Much up de young folks and you got
somebody tuh strain wid dem ole rams when dey git dey habits on.
You lissen tuh me. Ah hauled de mud tuh make ole Cuffy. Ah know
whuts in “im.

“Don’t syndicate wid none of ‘em, do dey’ll put yo’ business in
de street.” Lucy went on, “Friend wid few. Everybody grin in yo’
face don’t love yuh. Anybody kin look and see and tell uh snake
trail when dey come cross it but nobody kin tell which way he wuz
goin’ lessen he seen de snake. You keep outa sight, and in dat way,
you won't give nobody uh stick tuh crack yo” head wid.”

As he swaggered up to Joe Clarke’s store porch in his new clothes,
putting and taking with his yellow cane, Sam Mosely teased, “Well,
John done got tuh be uh preacher.”
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“Yeah Ah is, and Ah ain’t no stump-knocker neither. Ah kin go
hard.”

“Maybe so, John, but anybody kin preach. Hard work and hot
sun done called uh many one. Anybody kin preach.”

“Naw dey can’t neither. Take you for instance.”

“Don’t want tuh. Ahm de mayor.”

“You ain’t goin’ tuh be it after de 18th day of August. Watch and
see.”

“Who gointer be it; Joe Clarke? He said he wuzn’t runnin’.”

“Naw, Ahm gointer be de mayor.”

“You runnin’ fuh mayor?”

“Not now but Ahm goin’ tuh run when de time come, and