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      UNSET at Nazareth.

      Niggers go home through the copperglow of pines. Niggers sing home.

      White men stand lean in the doors of paintless houses. White men stand still.

      The waters of the bay go red to the blue Gulf where swims the bloody sun . . sunset on Nazareth.

      The Reverend Dill of the White Church cries:

      "Air we gwine t' live up to our blesséd holy name? Air we gwine t' play cards 'n' dance 'n' drink co'n likker: or air we gwine t' be true t' the sperrit of our Lo'd Jesus Christ . . hallelujah! . . he nebber shot no craps, he nebber looked with lust upon no woman."

      
      Nazareth. The Gulf of Mexico drains soil from her, blood red, to seas gray with moving. Moving seas of the world move athwart Nazareth standing . . niggers move, niggers sing . . a clot of crimson clay. But the trees sway up. And a dark man's eyes peer through the corridor of pine and yupon, he scents the flood of camphor leaves in the Fall:

      —

      When the year dies why does she stir?

      
      When the year dies why does she sing?

      
      He is tall and slender. His height and slenderness is lithe. He is the color of dusk on the shadowed road he walks. White folk call him 'Lank.' They do not see how his height sings, they do not see how frail and hungry he is beside the pine. 'Big nigger' they see.

      The road is behind him. Pines in this swampy world turn to cypress. Road in this lowering world turns to trail. The sky is a drum of drawn white skin: empty, beating emptiness. He walks. Voices rib under the white drum of the sky. Dark voices. Sorrow voices making hope. Song ribs the white sky whence the sun has fallen.

      The ground is red . . sparse grass and needles spraying leave the ground naked: and the trees thrust up above their draping dimness into pale open. Sky is naked white, earth is red naked. Among the trees, between the sky and the earth, the dark begins to live.

      It is inhabited by songs . . black flame  . . that twist like horizontal rockets through the stanchioned silence. ning upon her.

      "John," she says. And she sees not him, but the room where they are sitting. Sitting beside him, drawing the heavy chair to sit beside him, she sees the room that lives within her eyes . . their world she sees. A brown dark room, dark always, sun has never touched its crude-splashed plaster, the broad beams of the floor. Sun beats down upon the oak tree and its leaves turn sun into a green cool dance. Sun is a curse save the cool leaves transfuse it.

      "John," she says: "John———" her hand moves toward him, draws his hand to the apron of her lap. "John, I fear."

      He watches his hand held in the hand of his mother.

      "Son, you are strong and good. Son, I am proud o' you. The cabin and the swamp, dey've stuck me here. But you are here, dey haven't took you from me. Not yet."

      
      "Not yet?"

      "Ah wants you always, John. Fo' I fear. I fear."

      He understood. He lifted his hand a little to stroke hers.

      "But Mammy, ef the cabin 'n' the swamp is chokin' me?"

      "Chokin's our life." Her voice is harsh.

      "It has been."

      "An' it will be, John. O I knows I'm right to fear. Chokin' is de black man's life. Da's why he's black, I tell yo'. Choke a white man, he gits black too. Don' yo' dare dream otherwise. O John, I knows I'm right to fear!"

      "Mammy, did I ever make to leave you?"

      "It's de look in yo' eye. Ef dey ever fin' dat look, John, in yo' eye. Yo' done fo'get about yo' Uncle Wallace. My brother Wallace. He had a dream lak you. What was it? Nothin', John. Jes'—to stop chokin'. Jes' a dream of a black man's breathin' free. An' de dream gave a look to his eyes. An' wid his eyes he went to de White Town, an' he looked: looked at de sto's, looked at de cafés, looked at de men who called out 'Howdy, nigger.' John, John . . one day, wid dat look o' singin' freedom in his eyes, he looked at a white woman. He was lookin' at air: at free open sky; an' dat woman she got in de way of dat look in his eyes. An' somethin' in her eyes got kindled up by his. John, no mo'. Jes' de kindlin' look in his eyes and de kindled look in hers. John, no mo'. At nightfall, dey comes up. Right here. An' dey words was low: 'Git out. Git quick. 'Fo' de sun comes back, git away.' An' Wallace went."

      "He went No'th."

      "We lost him, No'th."

      A voice rose within the night. It clambered up, like a swift dark flying flower. And when it reached the ranges of the night, it sang:

      
      "Deep River. . . Deep River."

      
      And when its song was done, it wafted down, a flower with wings falling, till it reached the clay of the night's red sleeping floor. And it slept.

      "Mammy," said John, "how lovely is our world."

      "We lost him No'th."

      "Mammy love, don' you see? I'll never go No'th. Don' you see how I loves . . how I loves———" A faint breeze rising scudded in the cypress trees and turned a silver whisper wide in the black night.

      "How I loves . . how I loves . . our land!"

      "Ours," she swings her head in irony. "Our land!"

      "Didn' yo' hear dat song? It was a woman of ours. Didn' it fit right perfect in de night? Don' the night lie homelike on our town . . ?"

      "Niggertown."

      "Yo' ought to see the night yonder on Main Street, Mammy. Night's all broke up with jagged ugly lights. Night's runnin' away from Main Street, all de time. It's our night, Mammy, an' it's our red lan'."

      She has dropped the hand of her son.

      "—an' it's our white sun."

      Her face is full on him: her eyes confront his eyes that do not see her. Her face is sharp with a dawning horror.

      "Son," she murmurs, "have dey already seen dat look o' yo' eyes?"

      He laughs. He strides with his bolt-like steadfast march from corner to corner of the room.

      "Our land! Our night, it is! Our breathin', singin' world!" His striding feet hammer the room shut. She is afraid of her son. His voice flames in the cabined room. Room is shut and dark, the flame of his voice lances free. She is afraid for her son.

      —

      Ah loves you, you is mine,

      
      Sweet dark lan' o' de South:

      
      Yo' eyes wi' deir swayin' shine,

      
      De sweet song o' yo' mouth.

      
      What are de niggers singin'?

      
      Ain't it de breath o' de South?

      
      You mine, O lan' o' de white snow stalks over de red soil swingin',

      
      You mine, fo' my song an' yo' song

      
      Am de breath o' my mouth.

      
      He has stopped as his moving will went upward into song. With the last words he stands erect in the corner of the room, and his head is high in the shadow of the rafters. His mother, short sheer bulk by the lamplight, watches the height of her son: watches the look of his eyes.

      She moves to him. She sinks to her knees. Her hands go up, like the flutter of old leaves. Her voice goes up, clearer, straight like the gaunt black trunk above the autumn leaves.

      "Son," she says, "I fear. Jesus, be merciful to him who has de look dat's danger!"

      He lifts her up: her brown face close to his, now stooping.

      —Your skin.

      "She's pretty, is Mary Cartier. She'll make you safe. She's smart. She'll wash away dat look. Marry her, son."

      "When I marry⁠———"

      "You better. You twenty-three next April. A man needs his woman. Else his eyes go lookin', else his eyes go huntin' . . "

      Knock. Mrs. Cloud rises, lightly for her, her hands already wide to greet Mary Cartier who steps in.

      The lamplight makes of the girl's bare throat, bare arms, a luminous darkness. Her features, curved and full, stand out from the black wood of her hair as if some sculptor with chisel and knife of flame had fashioned her from earth. She smiles. A faint side toss of her head infuses a murmurous movement to her face that makes her presence in the heavy room a sort of song of the night.

      She kisses the old woman. She gives her hand to John.

      "How yo' feelin', Mary?"

      She smiles, saying no word. He sees her teeth gleam white above the blue-hard gums.

      "Ah'll be ready in a minute, dears. John, yo' keep Mary company till I tidy up." Mrs. Cloud disappears.

      The girl and the young man feel the room suddenly harden its walls, sharpen its angles to contain them. He feels the rondures of her flesh, she feels the single pressure of this man and of their knowing each is there with each.

      
      She goes to the armchair. Her way is musing. He stands stiff and clear.

      "Mary," he says, "Mammy wants fo' us two to git married."

      She seats herself, and then she looks at him. Her eyes smile wistful but her bared teeth take on a gleam harsh and savage as a crying voice.

      "You don' want to marry me, John?"

      "I sho' do love you, Mary."

      "John, O I love you!"

      "Ken I kiss you, hon'?"

      She gets up for him. Their bodies move with gentleness upon each other, link in a fierce moment. She puts him off.

      "I'm afraid of you, Mary."

      "You love me, John?"

      "I can't . . marry . . "

      "Not yet."

      "You understand?"

      "I loves you, John. Go ahead. I want fo' to make you happy."

      
      "Ef you understand, tell it to me⁠———"

      She laughs. "Ain't much to tell. Yo' ain't ready, da's all."

      "Why, Mary?"

      "Yo' too alive yet, I reckon, fo' marryin'. Only fo' marryin'." She holds out her hands.

      "Mother's afraid." He clasps them. "So afraid, she wants you to take me now, while I'm so much alive. . ."

      Her face loses its luminous warmth. It turns away to the wall, to the world beyond the wall. It is hard like coal.

      "I hate them," she mutters. "All of 'em, I hate. Deir cold hot eyes dat look at you, wantin'—hatin'."

      They stand this moment lost from sight and feeling of each other in a common cloud. (White folks wanting, white folks shutting down, white world hungering and a cold hard hate, a hating poison from its hungering love.) They have lost each other. Sudden they seek each other. Hand clasps feverishly hand and draws the burden of the other's fear . . warmed fear . . closer to it, closer.

      "John," her voice is the call of that in her is voiceless. His arms about her drink the sweet comfort of her yielding body. And a rocking gentleness enarms them standing, within the cabin, within the white gaunt pall of the world.

      Mrs. Cloud has a shawl about her head.

      "Mammy," says John, holding the hand of Mary. "Mammy, I hope you won't mind too hard. Fo' Mary Cartier and me is thinkin' of gettin' married."

      
      W

      HITE Nazareth longs across the bay to the City yonder. Nazareth cannot see the City, but it is always there. And when the daily steamboat carries you at dawn an hour from Nazareth, the City's towers stand white in haze: and about you is the green jetsam of the Gulf: and Nazareth has died behind on its clay bank fringed with pine.

      White Nazareth thrusts down longing to the bay. Main Street narrows in resolution. The frame stores, tin fronted, lose their pride, lose half their being. The red street dips and all its will is bayward. The stores, crowded, are shoddier. The street is strident with cacophony of gutter, of twisting rut and groove. On the loose-beam bridge street leaps a gully, red through water oak and holly: street flares into a tongue of wide moist land which is the way to the pier. The longing of white Nazareth is the pier: Nazareth's longing for a towered world, a world of trolleys and department stores and liners from Honduras plethoric with fruit. The pier is very long. It is rickety, moldy, bulging. It is narrow, it is uneven, its railings are gapped. It is full of boards splintered, boards dangerous to step on, boards with nails gaping orange through a spray of rot. The pier is the cluttering broken wooden will of the town, thrust out . . half mile of water . . into the bay of the world.

      Dusk. Nazareth trails down, trails out to meet the Psyche which for a score of years has dumped bags, barrels, weary feet upon a patched-up pier. Dusk. The town lies straggling on the rugose street, gray like the shell of some archaic bug whence the black blood has oozed. Nazareth living flows the reddish slope to the low waters. Each drop of the dark blood has a face pale and drab like the stiff houses stuck against the sky. The angle of their frames, the paintless beams, the false tin fronts find their mysterious counterpart in nose and eye and mouth of the white human stream.

      Nazareth moving down is apart from the world, and it remains apart. Red earth, blue bay, whitening
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