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In memory of my beloved father, the storyteller.

Once again I have drawn from one of the stories he told.



M. D. T.
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Excerpt from Mildred D. Taylor’s Newbery Award–Winning Novel—

1


It was raining and had been all the day. Fact, it had been raining for some weeks, a steady, big drop kind of rain that had roads all slopped up outside and ceilings all swollen up and leaking inside. Our ole Mississippi winter it was almost finished, but not quite. In those there last few days before spring, folks had to go looking for things to do. Mostly, the womenfolks, they found something; womenfolks could always find work. Ma and my sister, Lillian Jean, they stayed inside and cooked and sewed and ironed and quilted and cleaned. But there was nothing much for menfolks to do but wait out the rain, wait for the dry-out and wait to plow and wait to plant. Pa and my brothers, R.W. and Melvin, and me, we had done chopped up all the wood needed chopping, mended all the fences and tools needed mending, and bought our seed, so we just waited.

Pa passed a goodly amount of his time up at the Wallace store. R.W. and Melvin, who were near to man-size theyselves, spent considerable hours up there too. Pa and R.W. and Melvin and the other men who gathered there would sit around that old potbellied stove. They’d play checkers some, but mostly they just talked about the hard times. They laughed and told stories and done some joking and Ma said that all helped them to pass the time, helped to ease the worry about cotton prices. Cotton had been down lower than ever for a long spell—more than two years—ever since the Depression come in ’29 and everything hit bottom. It ain’t looked like prices were ever going to rise up again and Pa said if they didn’t get to rising soon, we would all be living worse than Negroes.

There were a many days I gone up to the Wallace store myself. I ain’t had much age on me then. I was only ten so I ain’t sat much with the men inside. ’Stead, I’d sit myself right there on the floor boards of the porch, lean against a post, and watch the crossroads. Course now, watching the roads ain’t meant there was that much to see, just the forest all around and the slop of red mud. Every now and again a truck would come along or a wagon or somebody’d come walking up the road heading for the store. About once the week the bus come down this way from Jackson, made a stop in front of the store to pick up folks, then gone on west over the bridge that crossed the creek called the Rosa Lee. The next day, it come back up again, heading north. Most days, though, I just sat on that porch, looking out at the rain and the gloom and ain’t nothing much happened to break the expectedness of it all.

Fact to business I was sitting there the day Rudine Johnson and her mama come up the road carrying a couple of string-tied suitcases and looking like they were about to travel. There was a low fog and I seen them step out of it on a sudden, almost like haints in the night. Rudine was of good age, near to the same as R.W. and Melvin, and I ain’t know’d neither her nor her mama too well, so all I done was give a nod and they done give a nod back, then they stepped past me and gone in the store.

I ain’t paid them no more attention after that, leastways not till I heard Mr. John Wallace laugh. Then I turned round and looked inside. Rudine, she was standing front of the counter and her mama was right side of her. Rudine, she was kind of fingering a wide brim, summer-sky-blue hat with the tiniest little sprig of spring-like flowers tucked off to one side of it. The hat was sitting on a counter stand and Rudine, she was asking of Mr. John Wallace, who owned that store, if maybe she couldn’t try it on. That was how come Mr. John Wallace was laughing.

“Now, Rudine, you know I can’t let you try on that hat,” said Mr. John. “You can buy it now, but once you do, you gotta keep it. Can’t be bringing it back for no exchange, not after you done put it on your head.”

“Yes, suh . . . I knows . . .” She looked kind of longing like at that hat, then she done sighed deep and shook her head. “Well, I don’t ’spect it matter none. Can’t buy it noways.”

“That’s what I figured,” said Mr. John Wallace, then he turned back to Pa and R.W. and Melvin and the other men sitting around the stove. “Niggers,” he snorted, then he done laughed again.

Just ’bout when he done that, Miz Hattie McElroy and her granddaughter, Grace-Anne, come riding up. Miz Hattie was a widow lady. She used to be my teacher and she lived right up the road from the Jefferson Davis School. Uncle Moses Thompson, an old colored man, who done a lot of odd-job work for Miz Hattie, was driving. He stopped the car ’right side of the gas pump, got out, and opened the door for Miz Hattie and Grace-Anne. Grace-Anne was a pretty girl, not more than maybe four years old. She had sunshine curls and eyes green as new pine tree needles. I liked her and I liked Miz Hattie too. They was quality folks.

“’Ey, Jeremy!” squeaked Grace-Anne in that tinkle of a little voice.

“’Ey,” I done returned.

“Jeremy, child!” spoke Miz Hattie. “What you doing here all alone? Your daddy inside?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said. “Him and R.W. and Melvin.”

Miz Hattie seemed a mite displeased ’cause she give a frown. “Well, they most times are, aren’t they?” she said, and I wasn’t sure how to take that. I wasn’t sure if that was a slur against my daddy. Then she turned back to Uncle Moses Thompson. She spoke to him a few minutes, words out of my hearing, and then Uncle Moses took out the bags, set them on the porch, and drove away. When he was gone, I said, “Miz Hattie, y’all travelin’ today?”

“We going to see my mama!” answered Grace-Anne, right happy about the thing.

Miz Hattie nodded. “That’s a fact.” Then she frowned and looked up the road. “I do hope that bus is on time.”

“Why y’all takin’ the bus, Miz Hattie?” I asked. “Y’all got a car and y’all could drive on down.”

“Well, child, when Mr. McElroy was alive, we used to drive down all the time, but since he passed I just rather take the bus. I can’t drive that car myself—my nerves are too bad—and Uncle Moses can’t half see.” She laughed. “As far as I would trust him to drive is from the house to this store and back. Believe me, it’s a lot safer for us to take the bus.” Then, leaving me with a sunshine smile, she took hold of Grace-Anne’s hand and gone into the store.

Soon as they entered, Mr. John Wallace stopped his leaning against the counter and straightened up real gentlemanlike to greet her. She greeted him back, then they exchanged a few words about Miz Hattie traveling and about how both their families were doing. Then Mr. John Wallace said, “Anything in particular I can help you with today, Miz Hattie?”

“Well, I stopped in to get some candy for Grace-Anne here so she can have something while we’re traveling.”

“Yes, ma’am, we take care of that right now,” said Mr. John Wallace. “Pretty little girl like Miss Grace-Anne deserve some sweets.” He took a large glass jar of candy off the counter and bent down and held it in front of Grace-Anne so she could take whatever she pleased from the jar. Miz Hattie’s eyes wandered to the counter and that summer-sky-blue hat Rudine had been admiring. Mr. John Wallace took note. “Anything else I can do for ya, Miz Hattie?”

“Well . . . I was just admiring this hat here . . .” She touched it real gentle-like. “It’s so springtime . . .”

“Hat like that sure ’nough would put a little sunshine in this gloom,” said Mr. Wallace. “Why don’t you go ’head try it on, Miz Hattie? It sure would set well on your fine head of hair.”

Miz Hattie turned plumb red. “Go on with you now, John Wallace! Can’t much afford it anyway, not in these hard times.”

“Well, it won’t hurt nothin’ t’ try it on. There’s a mirror right over here.” He handed her the hat. “Go on, Miz Hattie, brighten up the place. It be a joy to see you in it.”

Miz Hattie took the hat and placed it on that mop of red hair of hers. She pinned it down with a huge stickpin. Rudine and her mama were still in the store. I seen them watching.

“Now ain’t that fine?” said Mr. Wallace. “Makes you look like a schoolgirl.”

“Well, it sure is pretty all right,” confessed Miz Hattie, primping at herself in the mirror. “It surely is. . . .”

While Miz Hattie was making up her mind about whether or not she was going to buy that hat, I seen Josias Williams coming up the road carrying a small bundle in his hand and all dressed up in his Sunday-go-to-meeting clothes. Josias was a full-grown man, some ten or more years over, but he wasn’t yet married. He said he just ain’t found his woman yet. Said, too, that was just as well ’cause there were so many mouths already to feed in his family, and that was sure enough the truth. There was a bunch of them living on a fourteen-acre spot of sharecropping land near to our place. ’Cause they were so close, Josias and me, sometimes we gone fishing down on the water Rosa Lee together. Josias and me, we was friends.

“’Ey, Josias!” I called.

He seen me and he smiled that wide-toothed grin of his. “Wet ’nough for ya?” he asked, stepping onto the porch.

I asserted it was and he laughed. “Keep it up ’round here and we gonna hafta start building ourselves an ark, just like ole Noah!”

I smiled up at him, then took note of his bundle and asked straight out, “You travelin’ today, Josias?”

“Yes, suh! Got me a chance to get myself a job. Gonna go lumberin’ ’long on the Trace. Man say I be there today, I’m gonna have me a job!”

“Well, I sho’ do hope you make it, Josias.”

“Oh, I’m gonna make it all right. Spite all this here rain, Lord smilin’ on me today! I knows He is!” Then he laughed and gone on in the store.

I got up and I gone in after him.

“Well, there, Josias,” greeted Mr. John Wallace, “what got you all dressed up on a rainy weekday like this?”

“Well, suh, Mister John, I’m gonna take myself a trip!”

“That a fact?”

“Yes, suh!”

“Now where you get money to go takin’ a trip, boy?”

“Scraped together ever’ penny I could lay my hands on. Had to borrow a little bit, but it’s gonna be worth it, ’cause I got a job waitin’ on me!”

Pa began thumping the table with his fingers. Most times he done that when things ain’t set too right with him. “Now, Josias,” he said, “what kinda job you figure waitin’ on you?”

Josias turned to Pa. “Well, Mr. Charlie, got a letter from my cousin doin’ some lumberin’ down long the Natchez Trace. He said I come on down, man’d hire me on and pay me cash money, so I’m sure ’nough goin’!”

Pa frowned. A lot of men were going begging for jobs these days. White men. And here Josias was talking about taking on a lumbering job along the Natchez Trace.

“What ’bout your plantin’, boy?” asked Mr. John Wallace. “Ain’t you got land to crop?”

“Ah, Mr. John, you know they’s plenty of hands at home for that. They ain’t gonna miss me none. Be better I’m off workin’ makin’ some cash money.”

Pa thumped the table again. “What you doin’ talkin’ ’bout cash money, nigger? White men ain’t hardly gettin’ no cash money these days. What? You think you better’n a white man?”

The smile that had been shining all cross Josias’s face sure gone quick. His eyes got big and I know’d he was scared. I had done seen that look before. “Why . . . why, no suh, Mr. Charlie. Ain’t . . . ain’t never thought such a thing.”

“Then what you doin’ standin’ up there bald-faced lyin’ for, sayin’ you done got yourself a job?”

“Why, no suh, I . . . I ain’t lyin’—”

“Then you sayin’ you can get a job when a white man can’t?”

Poor Josias, he ain’t know’d what to say. I’d’ve been him, I’d’ve been in the same fix. Pa was a mean one when it come to colored folks. Josias glanced around at Rudine and her mama. They stepped back, looking scared. Miz Hattie turned from her mirror to look at him. Grace-Anne sucked on her candy stick and stared too.

Then Pa let that hand go. He slammed it hard against the table. “That what ya sayin’?”

“No! No—no, suh, Mr. Charlie! I—I ain’t sayin’ no such a thing! I ain’t got me no job! I was jus’ sayin’ that, poppin’ off my mouth, tryin’ t’ be big! I ain’t got me no lumberin’ job, Mr. Charlie, and I ain’t got me no cash job whatsoever!”

“Then what you doin’ takin’ the bus for?”

Josias hung his head. “My cousin . . . my cousin he needin’ help on his place. He been sickly all the winter and . . . and now he needin’ me t’ help get his crop planted.”

Pa sneered, just like he know’d that all the time. R.W. and Melvin, they gone to grinning at Josias’s humiliation and started mumbling about how Negroes lie. They was proud of Pa for making Josias admit the truth and they let him know it too. The other men, they done the same.

Josias, he got what he come in for and gone out again. I waited a few minutes, then I gone out too. I ain’t liked the way Pa done talked to Josias. Josias was a nice man. He wasn’t hurting nobody. But I know’d that was the way for Pa and the other men to talk that way to Josias and for Josias to take it. Colored folks seemed always to have to take that kind of talk. One time I seen Pa and Melvin and R.W. and a whole bunch drag a colored man down the road, beat him till he ain’t hardly had no face on him ’cause he done stood up for himself and talked back. That ain’t never set right with me, the way Pa done. It wasn’t right and I just know’d that, but I ain’t never let Pa know how I was feeling, ’cause Pa he could get awful riled and riled quick. Last thing a body wanted to do, blood or not, was to get on Pa’s wrong side. You got on Pa’s wrong side and you done had it.

I stepped out onto the porch and I seen Josias down at the far end leaning against a post. That bundle of his was set next to his feet. He seen me and put up his coat collar to warm his neck, then he crossed his arms and stared out at the crossroads, waiting on the bus. His mouth was clenched tight. He was looking right different from when he was inside the store. Then he had been scared. Now he was angry. I could see it all over him. I walked down and leaned on the post right side of him. “Josias,” I said real quiet-like. “You got yourself that lumberin’ job, ain’tcha?”

Josias flicked his eyes my way, but he ain’t said nothing.

“You got that job all right. Wish . . . wish you ain’t had to go lyin’ on yourself, Josias.”

Now Josias he looked on me long and hard. “You want me to say different? You want me dead?”

“Wh-what?”

“’Cause I backlip yo’ daddy, make him think I got somethin’ he ain’t got, that’s what gonna happen to me, boy. Sho is. Here he a white man and me black as night. Happen t’ me sure.”

“But you got yo’self a right t’ make some cash money!” I declared. “Shuckies! Ever’body wanna make some cash money, and you got a right much as anybody, Josias!”

Josias just stared at me, then looked back out at the road. He weren’t speaking to me no more.

I moved away from him and gone on down to the other side of the steps and sat on the bench ’front of them store windows. For some while Josias just stood there leaning against his post, and I sat there on my bench and we ain’t said nothing. It seemed mighty odd, the two of us on that porch and us not speaking. Rudine and her mama, they came out and gone down and stood near to Josias. After a while, Miz Hattie and Grace-Anne they came out too and they sat down beside me. Miz Hattie was wearing that springtime hat. “Jeremy!” called Grace-Anne. “You seen Granny’s hat?”

I nodded.

“It sure pretty, ain’t it?”

I glanced over at Rudine who was looking, then turned back to Miz Hattie. “Yeah . . . it sho is. . . .”

“Go on with you now!” laughed Miz Hattie, and I know’d she was feeling mighty fine-looking in that hat.

“It . . . it’s the truth, Miz Hattie. You do look pretty,” I said, and she thanked me for my praise.

I got up to leave the bench, but then Grace-Anne held out her small paper bag in front of me. “Here, Jeremy,” she said, “here, have some of my lemon drops.”

She was such a sweet thing of a little girl, but I ain’t had my mind much on lemon drops. I reached into the bag anyways, took a couple of pieces of candy, thanked her kindly, then walked on ’cross the porch to the edge and leaned against a post, just like Josias was doing. I know’d I couldn’t fault Miz Hattie ’cause Rudine couldn’t try on that hat, but I felt bad about it just the same, just like I felt bad about Josias. I wanted to go talk some more to Josias before he got on that bus and left, but he weren’t having nothing to do with me, so I just stood there leaned against my post, watching him and Rudine.

After a while I seen more folks coming up the road. It was that boy, Stacey Logan, with his grandmama and his sister, Cassie, and them brothers of his, Christopher-John and Little Man. Stacey, he was ten, same age as me. Cassie, she was ’bout seven and Christopher-John, maybe five, and Little Man no more than four. Their family owned a whole bunch of acres just west of us and that was something, them being colored. Folks said they’d been owning that land for near to fifty years, but them having land, when we was tenants ourselves living on somebody else’s place, ain’t never set too well with Pa. Being tenants wasn’t bad as being sharecroppers seeing that we owned our own mule, paid for our own seed and such, and paid our rent for the land in cash money ’stead of crops; still, we ain’t owned the land we farmed like the Logans done. Pa, he said it wasn’t right for Negroes to have more than white folks, said that ’cause of that land them Logans had got the big head and walked around prideful all the time, thinking they was good as white folks. ’Cause of that, Pa, he ain’t never took a liking to them. Me, though, I did. They was a fascination to me. They had a way ’bout them.

On this day they was looking like they was traveling too. Their grandmama was carrying a satchel in one hand and an umbrella held over herself with the other. Stacey, he was lugging a burlap sack and the rest of them younguns was each carrying a tin can and all four of ’em wore hooded calfskins to keep water shed of’em. I perked up some seeing them coming. They stepped up to the porch, and I give a nod. Their grandmama—Caroline her name was—she give a nod back, lowered her umbrella, and gone on down to the other end of the porch to stand with Josias and Rudine and her mama. Stacey, he spoke, but them other younguns ain’t said a word, like one body of them speaking was enough. They just looked at me and hurried on down the porch after their grandmama. Stacey was ’bout to follow, but then I got up my voice and I said, “’Ey . . .’ey, Stacey, y’all travelin’ today?”

He give me a look like it wasn’t none of my business, but he done answered me anyway. “Big Ma, she is.”

“Where she headin’?” I asked. It wasn’t that I was curious to know. I was just up there holding conversation. Stacey, he give me another look.

“Big Ma’s sister, she low sick. Big Ma goin’ down t’ tend to her.”

“Well, I . . . I sho hopes she be all right . . . get well right quick. . . .”

“Thank ya,” he said, then he moved away. “I gotta go.”

I give him a nod and he gone down to the other end of the porch to join the rest of his folks. Wasn’t long after that the bus coming down from Jackson showed up. The bus driver got out and gone into the store and when he come back, he spoke right polite to Miz Hattie and Grace-Anne and said they could get on the bus.

“Jeremy, help us with these bags, will you, child?” asked Miz Hattie.

“Yes’m, sure thing!” I answered quick, happy to do it. I took up a piece of their baggage and the bus driver, he picked up the other and we all got on the bus. The bus was near to full, but Miz Hattie found two seats right near the front. The bus driver, he seen Miz Hattie and Grace-Anne settled down, then he took their money for the ride, wished them a fine trip and stepped out again. I stayed on a minute to talk to Miz Hattie and Grace-Anne, but I could hear the bus driver outside as he took the colored folks’ money and told them they could get on now. Once those folks had done paid their money, the bus driver stepped back to the porch and stood there talking to Mr. John Wallace. Josias, Rudine, and her mama got on and gone straight to the back. Stacey’s and them’s grandmama got on last and all the younguns was with her, helping her with her satchel and that burlap bag Stacey carried. Their grandmama gone on past me. So did Christopher-John and Little Man. But then as that Cassie come up, she stopped, and she said: “Wait up there a minute, Big Ma! Here’s a seat. Here’s a seat right here!”

Everybody on the bus turned eyes on them. Their grandmama Caroline looked around, seen them eyes, and she let loose on Cassie. “Hush up, girl!” she snapped. “Ya hush up and come on!” Then she turned and kept on to the back of the bus where all the other colored folks was seated.

But Cassie she ain’t let up. She ain’t moved. “But what ya wanna sit all the way back there for, Big Ma?” she cried. “Can’t see nothin’ from waaay back there. This here seat much better’n . . .”

Stacey, he come behind her and he give her a good poke, then he grabbed her hand and jerked her on. She yanked back, fussing furious. “Boy, what’s the matter with you?” she screamed. “You got no cause to be hittin’ on me . . .”

“Girl, hush!” Stacey hissed at her. “Them’s white folks’ seats!”

He said that to her and his eyes fell flat on mine, and I could see he was powerful angry, just like Josias. Cassie, she looked back at that seat she had been wanting for her grandmama, then she looked at me too, and followed Stacey on down the aisle to the back of the bus. I turned back to Miz Hattie, who done shook her head and sighed. She made Grace-Anne turn around and stop staring, then she said her good-byes to me and wished me well. “You be good now,” she said.

“Yes’m,” I assured her, and I gone to the door.

“’Bye, Jeremy!” hollered Grace-Anne, waving that little hand at me.

I looked at her with them shining little curls and I give a wave back and smiled. “’Bye,” I said. “S-see y’all when ya get back.” Then I got off.

Stacey, Cassie, Christopher-John, and Little Man come right after. They had set them cans they had been carrying on the porch while they helped their grandmama on the bus. Now they gone back to the porch to gather them up; then they just stood there waiting and staring up at the bus. Their grandmama opened up a back window and poked her head out. “What y’all doin’?” she said.

Cassie spoke right up. “Waitin’ for y’all to leave, Big Ma!”

That ain’t set well with their grandmama Caroline. “Stacey, you take these here younguns on!” she ordered. “Y’all don’t need t’ be waitin’ here till I go. Now y’all go on, so’s ya can get back home and help ya mama. Miz Georgia, she waitin’ on that milk now!”

“But, Big Ma,” protested Little Man, “we wants to see y’all off!”

“Yes, ma’am,” attested Christopher-John. “We just wait right here till the bus leave—”

“I tole y’all not to wait! No tellin’ how long this bus be sittin’ here. ’Sides, ya know I don’t want y’all standin’ up here front of this store. Now do like I say! I see y’all in a few days.”

They ain’t moved.

She got to threatening. “I gotta get off this bus t’ make y’all mind? Stacey, boy, you do like I say and get these younguns ’way from here!”

Now they stirred, sure enough. “We loves ya, Big Ma!” they hollered up to her.

“Well, I loves y’all too. Now y’all run on ’long now. I wants y’all gone from here ’fore I am. Don’t y’all worry. I be all right.”

“Yes, ma’am,” they said real soft-like as they slowly moved away.

“And y’all go straight t’ home after y’all leave Miz Georgia’s! Y’all hear me now?”

“Yes, ma’am, Big Ma, we hear!” they answered. Then, looking kind of sorrowful, they backed on away, waving their good-byes, turned, and moved slowly on past the store and down the road toward the bridge. Once they stopped and looked back to see if that ole bus done moved, but it ain’t and they gone on.

Me, I gone back to my post, leaned against it hard, and stared down the bridge road. The fog was coming up thick now and I could hardly see Stacey and them as they headed for the bridge. I couldn’t make out the bridge at all. On a sudden, I had a longing to go try and talk to them Logans, and I left that post to stand by itself and shot down the road after them. As I ran, I seen two wagons coming out of the fog. It was the Henry Amoses, folks I know’d from over by Smellings Creek. One of their boys, ole green-eyed Shorty Amos, was in class with me over at Jefferson Davis. I give a wave and a shout to Shorty and his folks, and they give a wave and a shout back and they rolled on. I wondered if they was traveling today too, seemed like so many folks was. They gone on, then I hollered at Stacey and them. “’Ey, y’all wait up!” The four of them stopped sure enough, but they ain’t looked none too happy to see me. “Where y’all headed?” I asked, catching up, even though I already had that figured.

Stacey, he done give me that look, like I was asking too many questions again. “We got t’ ’tend business for Big Ma.”

But that Cassie, she spoke right up; she wasn’t so closed mouthed as Stacey. “We goin’ over to Miz Georgia’s. We takin’ her some milk.” Then she gone on strutting toward the bridge; she done had her say. That girl, she had plenty of mouth on her and she never paid me much attention one way or the other, ’ceptin’ to speak her mind.

“Yeah,” said Christopher-John, smiling right friendly at me. He was a chubby kind of a little fella and a right pleasant sort. “They cow ain’t got no more milk and they got a whole buncha younguns over there to Miz Georgia’s, and Big Ma, she say younguns need plenty of milk to grow right.”

“And we got plenty of milk!” declared Little Man. Never minding his four years, he was a boy on the prideful side and Stacey know’d it too. He give me a look, then give one to Little Man, letting him know wasn’t no need to go bragging. Little Man, he understood that look and he ain’t said another word, but I could see in his eyes he wasn’t regretting a word of his bragging. That was the way he was.

I kind of smiled, liking his prideful ways, then I took up conversation as I walked along with them. “It sure is rainin’, ain’t it?”

Stacey, he give me a quick look, like he was wondering what I was walking along with them for, then agreed. “That’s a fact,” he said.

“Can’t hardly see the bridge for all this here fog,” I commented.

“Don’t need to see it,” declared that Cassie. “Anything look poor as that bridge don’t need to get seen.”

Christopher-John, he slowed his steps. “I’m scairt of it.”

“I ain’t,” said Little Man.

“That’s ’cause you ain’t got the good sense ’nough yet to be scared,” decided Cassie. “Shoot! You give that old bridge one good sneeze, it likely to fall down.”

She was right. It was a rickety old thing, that wooden bridge, and it was good that it was only wide enough for one vehicle to cross it at a time. Story was it had been built way before the War ’tween the States, and it looked like it ain’t had much work done on it since. As we neared the bridge, the rain beat down harder and the fog settled all around, and we could hardly see a thing. Limbs of the trees, all weighted down with water, hung low, making going slow. We reached the bridge and stopped, not setting foot on it as we stared across the waters of the Rosa Lee. The creek was on the rise. Stacey, he took the first step onto the bridge. “Y’all come on,” he said. “Might’s well get on ’cross.”

Right then, Christopher-John, he gone to whining. “I don’t wanna go on that bridge!”

“Gotta go on it,” Stacey told him. “Gotta cross it to get to Miz Georgia’s.”

“Well, then, I—I’ll jus’ wait right here for y’all,” Christopher-John said.

“Naw, you won’t neither!” exclaimed Stacey. “Now come on! Give me your hand.” Stacey, he done put his foot down now and wasn’t nothing poor little ole Christopher-John could’ve done to dispute that. So, reluctant-like, he took Stacey’s hand, and all them Logans stepped onto the bridge.

I gone with them. We took some slow steps, listening all the while to the creaking of the wooden planks beneath our feet; then that Cassie started up grumbling. “Now what if a car or a truck or somethin’ come ’long while we on this thing? Can’t see the other side.”

“We hear whatever comin’,” Stacey told her.

“With all this rain?” she asked.

“Folks drivin’ in a fog this way, Cassie, always honk their horns.”

Christopher-John, he looked up all big-eyed. “You—you sure, Stacey?”

“Yeah . . . got nothin’ to worry ’bout.”

“Nothin’ to worry ’bout if the horn’s workin’,” Cassie took note.

Stacey, he done give her a look like she was a pure bother to him, but she ain’t seemed to care.

“And what ’bout if a wagon come?” she gone on. “Wagon ain’t got no horn.”

Look like to me, Stacey he was getting right put out with her. “Cassie, wagon ain’t got no horn cause it don’t need no horn! It don’t go fast like a car! Now come on and just hush up! We gotta get this milk up to Miz Georgia’s and get on home!”

Then Little Man he give a shout, set down his bucket and dashed right up to the rail. Little Man wasn’t much afraid of nothing. He picked up a rock and threw it off the bridge, then leaned against the rail and stared down into the water trying to see where that rock done gone.

“Man!” Stacey let go of Christopher-John’s hand and ran over to the rail to rescue Little Man. “Get ’way from there!”

Obedient-like, Little Man stepped back, pointing at the water. “Ya see, Stacey? Ya see how far I done throw’d that rock?” He was sure enough proud of himself.

Cassie, she run over to the rail and looked over too. “Owwww, y’all oughta see this water!”

“I don’t wanna see it!” Christopher-John yelled back. “I don’t even wanna see nothin’ on this bridge!” he declared, and saying that, he took off back toward the store.

Stacey, he gone after him. Cassie, she ain’t paid no attention to neither one. She had her eyes set straight down, looking at the bridge. I gone over to see what she was studying on so hard and I seen where one of the planks had rotted through, leaving a fine view of the water flowing beneath the bridge. Cassie, I had learned a long while ago, was a mighty curious girl, so I wasn’t hardly surprised when she leaned down to get a better look, then lay right flat down on the bridge and peered through that hole.

“Y’all come see!” she hollered.

I know’d she was talking to her brothers, not me, but I got down flat on the bridge too, next to her, and give a look anyways. The water looked right close, like it was ’bout to leap up and snatch us. Little Man come dashing over as well, but before he got to us and the hole, Stacey, tugging Christopher-John after him by the hand, caught Little Man and yelled: “Cassie! Get up from there, off’n that bridge!”

Cassie, she looked around. “Ah, come on, Stacey, take a look. Water ain’t never been this high before.”

But Stacey, he put his foot down hard now. He had hold of both Little Man and Christopher-John, and he wasn’t about to be putting up with Cassie. “Cassie, I said get up from there!” he hollered. “Now I want y’all to stop foolin’ round! Christopher-John, open your eyes! Little Man, quit your wiggling! Cassie, come on! We gotta get this milk to Miz Georgia’s and get home. Now, let’s go!”

’Minded now of their mission, Cassie, Christopher-John, and Little Man done as Stacey ordered. Cassie, she got herself up, Christopher-John opened his eyes, and Little Man fell right into line and the four of them continued on across the bridge. They ain’t paid me no more attention and I ain’t gone after. Still, I give them another holler and they looked back. “Y’all take care now!” I called.

“Yeah . . . you too!” Stacey answered, like he’d forgotten I was even along. Then they gone on, walking into the fog. I ain’t tried to follow. I know’d I wasn’t welcomed. All I wanted was to be friends with them Logans, let ’em know how I was feeling ’bout ’em, but I just couldn’t seem to get no way close to ’em. I watched them till I couldn’t see them no more; then I turned and headed back to the Wallace store.

By the time I got to the store, I found there was a bit of a ruckus going on. The bus was still there, and the bus driver was hollering to high heaven. “Now I ain’t gonna tell y’all again,” he cried. “Y’all gonna get off! Ain’t room for everybody!”

I eased on up, wondering what was happening. Then I seen the bus was full up and I seen too Mr. and Miz Henry Amos and a bunch of their red-haired children standing on the porch loaded down with traveling gear. They looked to be waiting to get on. The bus driver stood inside the bus, right up front by his seat. Standing there in the aisle was more of that Amos clan.

“Come on!” the bus driver ordered.

I thought he was maybe talking to the Amoses standing in the aisle, but they ain’t moved. Folks sitting in back, the colored folks, they moved and they moved quick. They give up their seats and come forward. The Amoses moved on back and sat down. The colored folks, they got off the bus. Stacey’s and them’s grandmama, she got off too. She got off without a word, carrying her satchel in one hand and that burlap bag in the other. She looked out, up and down the road. She looked at me, but she ain’t said nothing. Her face was set, and it was set hard. She turned and moved slowly on down the road, away from the store, away from the bus toward home. Her head was straight up and she ain’t looked back, not one time. Rudine and her mama, they got off too. So did all the other colored folks traveling down from Jackson. I waited for Josias to step on down, but he ain’t come. I give a hard look inside and I seen him still sitting on that backseat and that bus driver, he done seen him too.

“Nigger!” he hollered at Josias. “Ain’t I done tole you to get off this bus?”

“Y-yes, suh. But I—I done paid my money . . .”

“You get it back.”

“Y-yes, suh, but I . . . I gots to go on this bus! I gots to go today!”

“What for?”

“I . . . I got business,” acclaimed Josias. “I got awful ’portant business.”

The driver, he laughed. “Onliest important business I done ever know’d a nigger to have is with a jug of liquor or some gal. Which one waitin’ on you, boy?”

Josias ain’t answered. He just done sat there on that backseat, his head hung all low. I know’d how come he wanted to go so bad, but I know’d too, he couldn’t tell that bus driver how come. Wouldn’t have made no difference anyways, I reckon.

“’Ey, boy, you hear me talkin’ t’ ya?” Josias, he reared up his head. “What business ya got?”

Josias stood. He picked up his bundle of clothes and he give up his seat. He took himself some slow steps to the front of the bus. I moved over to the door waiting to say my spell to him, but he still ain’t got off. He stopped hisself right front of that driver and he gone to pleading. “Please, boss . . . I got to get to the Trace t’day. Please, boss. I done got my ticket. I done made all my plans. Folks spectin’ me. I gots t’ go on this bus!”

“Nigger, I said you gettin’ off.”

“Boss, please . . .”

That bus driver, he ain’t give Josias chance to say no more. He jerked Josias forward to the door, put his foot flat to Josias’s backside, and give him a push like Josias wasn’t no more ’n a piece of baggage, and Josias, he gone sprawling down them steps into the mud. The bus driver, he throw’d Josias’s bundle after him, his ticket money too. I ain’t know’d what to say. Josias, he done looked at me, then he picked hisself up. He picked up his bundle and his money and walked away, back toward the bridge. “Josias!” I called. “Wait on up a minute, will ya? Josias!”

I run after him but Josias, he ain’t stopped.

“Josias! I’m right sorry! Sorry ’bout you can’t go on that bus! Josias, ya hear me . . . ?”

He stopped now and looked back at me. I stopped too. “Well, that’s jus’ the way, ain’t it?” he done said.

I nodded that it was and he gone on, and I just stood there staring after him. I was staring so hard on him I ain’t heard Pa coming. Next thing I know’d, Pa was all over me. Pa could hit ya’ blind from any side and he done got me good this time.

“Pa!” I yelped.

“Ain’t I done told you ’bout snivelin’ after niggers?”

“But, Pa, I wasn’t—”

He struck me again. “Don’t you backlip me!” He boxed my ears good.

“No, suh, Pa.”

“Now you leave off being so friendly with these niggers, ya hear me? They got they place in this world and we got our’n and they place ain’t ’long ’side us ’cause they ain’t the same as us. You understand me, boy?”

I hung my head and took to studying my feet. “Y-yes, suh, Pa.” But that wasn’t the truth. I ain’t understood. No, suh, I sure ain’t. I liked that boy Stacey and that girl Cassie and little ole Christopher-John and Little Man. I liked Josias too. But I ain’t told Pa that. To me, folks was just folks, but Pa he jus’ ain’t stood for no wrong way of thinking, so I ain’t spoke up.

Pa gone on back into the store, and I looked up from studying my feet. I looked back at the store, then up toward the bridge. The fog was so thick I couldn’t see the bridge or Josias, but I run for them anyway. Soon’s I figured I was out of Pa’s hearing, I started to calling Josias. I know’d he was there up ahead and I know’d he heard me, but he ain’t waited for me and he ain’t answered. I ain’t give up though. I kept on running.

Then I heard the bus. I looked back, done seen its lights coming, and I jumped out the way onto the bank at the side of the road. That ole bus it passed and I jumped right on back down again and gone speeding after it. The bus headed on to the bridge. I done too. I ran, ready to bust my whole heart out trying to catch up with Josias. I run like a lightnin’ strike.

I got to the bridge, and I got to tiring. My ole feet just couldn’t seem to pick theyselves up and flatten down one more time. I couldn’t see Josias, but I could see that bus shooting ’cross the bridge like it was scairt something was ’bout to catch up with it. I put all my mind to moving my feet, to racing that bus, but the bus it broke clean away from me. It gone too fast, I reckon, ’cause it wasn’t half across when it spun out crazy, zigging and zagging on them rotten planks, then zinged off like a bullet into the railing, smashed through it, and shot straight down into the waters of the Rosa Lee.

I ran toward the broken railing. Josias, he come through the fog, back from the other way. Josias, he done caught me as I run up ’cause I was flying now and he hadn’t’ve caught me, I’d’ve gone over into that water too. Josias held me and we stood there staring off that broken rail with the rain pounding down on us. The bus was all bellied up like a dead catfish and was sinking fast. Then I thought of Miz Hattie and Grace-Anne, and I screamed. “Josias! All them folks! Josias! They gonna die!”

Josias, he put his hands on my shoulders and calmed me down, made me remember I was a man. “Now, Jeremy, you go on back t’ that store,” he said. “You go right now, ya hear? Get your pa, your brothers, ever’body else ya can! Tell ’em the bus done gone off the bridge!”

“But Miz Hattie and Grace-Anne, Josias—”

“I see to ’em. I’m gon’ go right on down t’ see ’bout ’em all. Now you run, boy! You run fast now!”

I wasn’t hardly in my right mind when I nodded that I would, but somehow my legs done straightened out and Josias done pushed me away from him, and I gone sprinting back across that bridge and over that slop of a road. I weren’t tired no more, but I was plenty scairt. ’Fore I run all the way down to the store, I looked back to the bridge. There was a break in the fog, but I couldn’t see Josias. He had already slipped into the water. I run on and gone to hollering, “Pa! The bus done gone off the bridge! Pa! Pa! Come quick, Pa! The bus done gone off the bridge!”

What with all the rain beating down, ain’t nobody heard me till I got on the porch and stormed inside, and Pa, he ain’t looked too pleased with me. He squinted his eyes and barked: “Boy, what kinda ruckus you carryin’ on?”

Another time, I’d’ve gone to stammering, but wasn’t no time for stammering now. “Pa, come quick!” I shouted loud and I shouted hard. “The bus, it done gone off the bridge! I seen it, Pa! Jus’ now! I seen it!”

“Oh, Lord!” exclaimed Mr. John Wallace. “Ya sure? Ya ain’t funnin’ now, boy, is ya?”

“I seen it, Mr. John!” I screamed back. “Me and Josias, we both done seen it!”

The men ain’t waited no longer. They all jumped up and run outside for the bridge. I was near to out of breath, but I ain’t took me no time to rest. I shot down that road right with them and I ain’t slowed down. We come to the bridge, and Pa and Mr. Wallace, R.W. and Melvin and the other grown-up folks, they run straight for where the bus gone off. The railing, course it was gone and all there was left was a big open space. The men, they gone for that hole and stopped just short of going off theyselves into the water. They all stood there like they ain’t ’spected to see that bus, but it was right there. I ain’t lied. Then Pa, he took charge. “Melvin, R.W.! Y’all go the west bank! Rest of us, we take the east!”

My brothers and all the other men, they done obeyed his words quick! And quick as spit, they gone to running. But ’fore Pa gone into the waters, he looked back at me. “Jeremy, boy!” he yelled. “You go on up t’ the church there and ring that bell! Ring it loud, ya hear me? Ring it so’s everybody round’ll hear! Ring it so’s folks’ll come!”

“Yes, suh, Pa!” I promised, and he gone into the water.

I started to do like Pa said, but then I seen Stacey and them come running onto the bridge, back from delivering their milk. They ran right to that busted rail, and they was hollering, “What happened? What done happened?” Then they seen the bus and they screamed. “Big Maaaa!”

I run right over. “She all right!” I cried. “Your grandmama, she fine! She gone on home!”

They looked like they ain’t believed me.

“But . . . but she was on that bus,” said Stacey.

I shook my head. “Naw . . . naw, Stacey, she wasn’t.”

“She was so too on that bus!” Cassie, she screamed back.

“Naw . . .” I looked at them feeling right ashamed to tell them what happened, but I done it. “Wasn’t . . . wasn’t ’nough room for everybody, and the bus driver, he . . . he done made all the colored folks get off. Your grandmama, Josias, Rudine, and her mama, they all got off.”

The four of them just stood there staring at me, as if they couldn’t trust my words.

“What? Y’all don’t believe me?” I said. “I wouldn’t lie to y’all! ’Specially not ’bout somethin’ like this! Josias, he down there, ask him y’all don’t believe me! Ask Josias! He was headin’ back to home when that bus gone over and he down there now pullin’ folks out! Y’all don’t believe me, just y’all ask him!”

Stacey looked over the bridge. The fog had drifted back and there was no sign of Josias. He looked at me again, then he said, real quiet-like, “Come on. We goin’ home.”

“But, Stacey, Big Ma—” started Cassie.

Stacey’s eyes were set right on me. “She at home,” he said, and I know’d he believed me. Then, without another word, he took off streaking down the bridge and Cassie, Christopher-John, and Little Man, they was right behind him, running hard as they could for home. I started to follow after ’cause the church was back up that way, but then the fog shifted and I seen Josias come out of the water and he was carrying a small bundle that looked like it wasn’t no more than a wet doll with sunshine hair, and I ain’t moved. He laid his bundle down on the bank, real gentle-like. He laid it right down next to a still, white body with a summer-sky-blue hat pinned to its hair. He laid it right next side to Miz Hattie.

“Josias!” I screamed, and he looked up to the bridge and me standing there. Then I run down from the bridge, shrieking to the heaven above. “Miz Hattie! Miz Hattie! Grace-Anne!” I run right for them bodies lying so still and unmoving on the bank. Josias, though, he caught up with me before I got to them.

“Hold on there, boy,” he said. “Hold on.”

“Josias, they ain’t . . . they ain’t—”

“Yes, suh, boy . . . they is.”

I shook my head and looked up at him. “But how come, Josias? How come?”

Josias, he shook his head too and he give a mighty sigh. “Ain’t for me t’ know. Can’t go questionin’ the ways of the Lord. Onliest thing I know is that the good book, it say the Lord He work in mighty mysterious ways.”

“But, Josias—”

“Jeremy!”

I looked to the other side of the water. It was Pa.

“Ain’t you gone yet?” he hollered. “I said go ring that bell! Now, get!”

I looked up at Josias. He patted my shoulder and said real soft-like, “Go on, boy. Go on and ring the bell.”

I glanced again at Miz Hattie and Grace-Anne, again at Josias, and I turned and I ran back up the bank to the road. I ran down past the store, ran down toward the school of Jefferson Davis and the church. The rain was beating hard on me now and I was glad of it, ’cause I was crying hard too. Weren’t much difference between rain and tears, and I ain’t needed to wipe neither one away. I run straight up to the church, straight up to the belfry and I rung that bell, rung that bell as hard as I could, and all the while I was crying ’cause I couldn’t understand nothing about the day, about how come Miz Hattie and Grace-Anne was on that bus, and Josias, and Stacey’s and them’s grandmama and Rudine and her mama wasn’t. Mysterious ways, Josias done said. Well, if the Lord was punishing, how come Grace-Anne and Miz Hattie? They ain’t hurt nobody.

I rung that bell till I figured I couldn’t ring it no more, then as folks started coming in answer to the bell, I run with them back to the Rosa Lee. Josias was still there, hauling folks out. I gone down to the bank, took one more look at Miz Hattie and Grace-Anne, then I gone to join Josias. I slipped into the water and give him a hand.

Me and Josias, we was there all the day.
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“Little Man, would you come on? You keep it up and you’re gonna make us late.”

My youngest brother paid no attention to me. Grasping more firmly his newspaper-wrapped notebook and his tin-can lunch of cornbread and oil sausages, he continued to concentrate on the dusty road. He lagged several feet behind my other brothers, Stacey and Christopher-John, and me, attempting to keep the rusty Mississippi dust from swelling with each step and drifting back upon his shiny black shoes and the cuffs of his corduroy pants by lifting each foot high before setting it gently down again. Always meticulously neat, six-year-old Little Man never allowed dirt or tears or stains to mar anything he owned. Today was no exception.

“You keep it up and make us late for school, Mama’s gonna wear you out,” I threatened, pulling with exasperation at the high collar of the Sunday dress Mama had made me wear for the first day of school—as if that event were something special. It seemed to me that showing up at school at all on a bright August-like October morning made for running the cool forest trails and wading barefoot in the forest pond was concession enough; Sunday clothing was asking too much. Christopher-John and Stacey were not too pleased about the clothing or school either. Only Little Man, just beginning his school career, found the prospects of both intriguing.

“Y’all go ahead and get dirty if y’all wanna,” he replied without even looking up from his studied steps. “Me, I’m gonna stay clean.”

“I betcha Mama’s gonna ‘clean’ you, you keep it up,” I grumbled.

“Ah, Cassie, leave him be,” Stacey admonished, frowning and kicking testily at the road.

“I ain’t said nothing but—”

Stacey cut me a wicked look and I grew silent. His disposition had been irritatingly sour lately. If I hadn’t known the cause of it, I could have forgotten very easily that he was, at twelve, bigger than I, and that I had promised Mama to arrive at school looking clean and ladylike. “Shoot,” I mumbled finally, unable to restrain myself from further comment, “it ain’t my fault you gotta be in Mama’s class this year.”

Stacey’s frown deepened and he jammed his fists into his pockets, but said nothing.

Christopher-John, walking between Stacey and me, glanced uneasily at both of us but did not interfere. A short, round boy of seven, he took little interest in troublesome things, preferring to remain on good terms with everyone. Yet he was always sensitive to others and now, shifting the handle of his lunch can from his right hand to his right wrist and his smudged notebook from his left hand to his left armpit, he stuffed his free hands into his pockets and attempted to make his face as moody as Stacey’s and as cranky as mine. But after a few moments he seemed to forget that he was supposed to be grouchy and began whistling cheerfully. There was little that could make Christopher-John unhappy for very long, not even the thought of school.

I tugged again at my collar and dragged my feet in the dust, allowing it to sift back onto my socks and shoes like gritty red snow. I hated the dress. And the shoes. There was little I could do in a dress, and as for shoes, they imprisoned freedom-loving feet accustomed to the feel of the warm earth.

“Cassie, stop that,” Stacey snapped as the dust billowed in swirling clouds around my feet. I looked up sharply, ready to protest. Christopher-John’s whistling increased to a raucous, nervous shrill, and grudgingly I let the matter drop and trudged along in moody silence, my brothers growing as pensively quiet as I.

Before us the narrow, sun-splotched road wound like a lazy red serpent dividing the high forest bank of quiet, old trees on the left from the cotton field, forested by giant green and purple stalks, on the right. A barbed-wire fence ran the length of the deep field, stretching eastward for over a quarter of a mile until it met the sloping green pasture that signaled the end of our family’s four hundred acres. An ancient oak tree on the slope, visible even now, was the official dividing mark between Logan land and the beginning of a dense forest. Beyond the protective fencing of the forest, vast farming fields, worked by a multitude of share-cropping families, covered two thirds of a ten-square-mile plantation. That was Harlan Granger land.

Once our land had been Granger land too, but the Grangers had sold it during Reconstruction to a Yankee for tax money. In 1887, when the land was up for sell again, Grandpa had bought two hundred acres of it, and in 1918, after the first two hundred acres had been paid off, he had bought another two hundred. It was good rich land, much of it still virgin forest, and there was no debt on half of it. But there was a mortgage on the two hundred acres bought in 1918 and there were taxes on the full four hundred, and for the past three years there had not been enough money from the cotton to pay both and live on too.

That was why Papa had gone to work on the railroad.

In 1930 the price of cotton dropped. And so, in the spring of 1931, Papa set out looking for work, going as far north as Memphis and as far south as the Delta country. He had gone west too, into Louisiana. It was there he found work laying track for the railroad. He worked the remainder of the year away from us, not returning until the deep winter when the ground was cold and barren. The following spring after the planting was finished, he did the same. Now it was 1933, and Papa was again in Louisiana laying track.

I asked him once why he had to go away, why the land was so important. He took my hand and said in his quiet way: “Look out there, Cassie girl. All that belongs to you. You ain’t never had to live on nobody’s place but your own and long as I live and the family survives, you’ll never have to. That’s important. You may not understand that now, but one day you will. Then you’ll see.”

I looked at Papa strangely when he said that, for I knew that all the land did not belong to me. Some of it belonged to Stacey, Christopher-John, and Little Man, not to mention the part that belonged to Big Ma, Mama, and Uncle Hammer, Papa’s older brother who lived in Chicago. But Papa never divided the land in his mind; it was simply Logan land. For it he would work the long, hot summer pounding steel; Mama would teach and run the farm; Big Ma, in her sixties, would work like a woman of twenty in the fields and keep the house; and the boys and I would wear threadbare clothing washed to dishwater color; but always, the taxes and the mortgage would be paid. Papa said that one day I would understand.

I wondered.

When the fields ended and the Granger forest fanned both sides of the road with long overhanging branches, a tall, emaciated-looking boy popped suddenly from a forest trail and swung a thin arm around Stacey. It was T.J. Avery. His younger brother Claude emerged a moment later, smiling weakly as if it pained him to do so. Neither boy had on shoes, and their Sunday clothing, patched and worn, hung loosely upon their frail frames. The Avery family share-cropped on Granger land.

“Well,” said T.J., jauntily swinging into step with Stacey, “here we go again startin’ another school year.”

“Yeah,” sighed Stacey.

“Ah, man, don’t look so down,” T.J. said cheerfully. “Your mama’s really one great teacher. I should know.” He certainly should. He had failed Mama’s class last year and was now returning for a second try.

“Shoot! You can say that,” exclaimed Stacey. “You don’t have to spend all day in a classroom with your mama.”

“Look on the bright side,” said T.J. “Jus’ think of the advantage you’ve got. You’ll be learnin’ all sorts of stuff ‘fore the rest of us . . . .” He smiled slyly. “Like what’s on all them tests.”

Stacey thrust T.J.’s arm from his shoulders. “If that’s what you think, you don’t know Mama.”

“Ain’t no need gettin’ mad,” T.J. replied undaunted. “Jus’ an idea.” He was quiet for a moment, then announced, “I betcha I could give y’all an earful ’bout that burnin’ last night.”

“Burning? What burning?” asked Stacey.

“Man, don’t y’all know nothin’? The Berrys’ burnin’. I thought y’all’s grandmother went over there last night to see ’bout ’em.”

Of course we knew that Big Ma had gone to a sick house last night. She was good at medicines and people often called her instead of a doctor when they were sick. But we didn’t know anything about any burnings, and I certainly didn’t know anything about any Berrys either.

“What Berrys he talking ’bout, Stacey?” I asked. “I don’t know no Berrys.”

“They live way over on the other side of Smellings Creek. They come up to church sometimes,” said Stacey absently. Then he turned back to T.J. “Mr. Lanier come by real late and got Big Ma. Said Mr. Berry was low sick and needed her to help nurse him, but he ain’t said nothing ’bout no burning.”

“He’s low sick all right—’cause he got burnt near to death. Him and his two nephews. And you know who done it?”

“Who?” Stacey and I asked together.

“Well, since y’all don’t seem to know nothin’,” said T.J., in his usual sickening way of nursing a tidbit of information to death, “maybe I ought not tell y’all. It might hurt y’all’s little ears.”

“Ah, boy,” I said, “don’t start that mess again.” I didn’t like T.J. very much and his stalling around didn’t help.

“Come on, T.J.,” said Stacey, “out with it.”

“Well . . .” T.J. murmured, then grew silent as if considering whether or not he should talk.

We reached the first of two crossroads and turned north; another mile and we would approach the second crossroads and turn east again.

Finally T.J. said, “Okay. See, them Berrys’ burnin’ wasn’t no accident. Some white men took a match to ’em.”

“Y-you mean just lit ’em up like a piece of wood?” stammered Christopher-John, his eyes growing big with disbelief.

“But why?” asked Stacey.

T.J. shrugged. “Don’t know why. Jus’ know they done it, that’s all.”

“How you know?” I questioned suspiciously.

He smiled smugly. “’Cause your mama come down on her way to school and talked to my mama ’bout it.”

“She did?”

“Yeah, and you should’ve seen the way she look when she come outa that house.”

“How’d she look?” inquired Little Man, interested enough to glance up from the road for the first time.

T.J. looked around grimly and whispered, “Like . . . death.” He waited a moment for his words to be appropriately shocking, but the effect was spoiled by Little Man, who asked lightly, “What does death look like?”
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