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1

Out there by Til Hatcher’s farm, especially in them pickin fields, it was hot. If it ain’t rained it got dusty too. Them wagons comin back from them pickin fields be that dusty color, same color of that red dirty road they be rollin on. Big Jake be lookin sorta funny sometimes, he be sittin high up in the back of that wagon just a sweatin so much that road dust be turnin to mud as soon as it be hittin his face. Miss Cinder be the same way, except she be hafe tryin to get undressed, she be havin her dress all loose and hafe unbuttoned like she tryin to get some air on her to dry up some of that pickin sweat, but she be gittin that road dust stuck on her too. Cinder always thinkin and actin like she too good, too pretty to be out in them fields. She knows folks a lookin at her, her dress hafe off and all, but she don’t care and if she does she ain’t showin it.

Most of the time Big Jake be singin, sometimes everybody in the wagon be singin cept Cinder, pickin time be over, and that can be worth singin about. Mister Pete, he used to be the one singin all the time, singin and chantin them pickin songs. That’s one thing that old man could do was sing all day, be singin more than he be pickin. He was old, rememberin a lot of things, always talkin about when them Yankee soldiers come ridin through. He said he seen em, he said he was down by the Catfish Creek, he and his brother be down there, he said he had a brother, he said he seen them soldiers just a comin on them big brown horses wit all that dust a trailin em. He say he ran up in them trees by Missy Jane’s and them soldiers just ride on by, ain’t paid him no mind. He’s dead now, wasn’t nothin but skin and bone, didn’t even know how old he was, found him sittin up there in that old chair he sit at, he was just as dead as anything could be. Big Jake sorta be doin the singin now, but he don’t sing all the time.

Nighttime be hot too, but different than the days, pickin time be over, everybody be sittin outside, too hot to be inside them shacks, bugs be just a bitin. Some folks be sittin, hearin all that music comin from down LeRoy’s place, that music be just a jumpin. You be over LeRoy’s place you be seein everything. Lucy Mae, she be dancin, she be movin her butt all up in Shorty. Shorty be happy, just a smilin and dancin too. Sweat be so thick on folks it be lookin like slime, be shinin too.

Sometimes Cinder be over LeRoy’s place, get some of that corn liquor in her and dance too. She be twistin and turnin just like a snake, have her hands all up in that long black Indian hair she got. Folks stop watchin Lucy Mae, start watchin Cinder. Everybody be watchin her, but she don’t smile, just have that evil look in her eyes like when she sittin in the back of that hot pickin-wagon wit all that dust gittin on her.

Pickin fields, hot days, Mississippi suns, just seem to be there. Been there all the time. Banes County was just Banes County. Summer nineteen thirty and seven was just summer and hot, dusty too if it ain’t rained good. Folks didn’t come to Banes much, didn’t come to stay at all, just pass through like them Yankee soldiers Mister Pete talked about seein. Folks in Banes were not fightin to get out. They had their ways, and movin quick or far wasn’t any of them. Banes folk just change with age some, then just die. Most folks didn’t count days, no sense in that, remember things by the spring of the year, floodin time. “Let’s see … Mister Pete … he be dead just before a spring ago ….”

Sometimes the train stops down in town at the station, sometimes folks get off, get on, but most of the time the train just be stoppin to get some water, sit there on them tracks steamin up the place, then start to move, wiggle back and forth till it get goin, then everything be just the same way before the train came. Biggest thing in town was the courthouse, Banes bein the county seat, town folks sorta looked forward to seein one another sooner or later down by the courthouse. Most of the shops were on Front Street, the shoppin stores, hair-cuttin shop, Rosey Gray’s restaurant, and Mason’s saw-yard down on the other end of the street. On the back streets, folks lived, most did their livin sittin on the porch, talkin about their yesterdays. Banes had its Saturday nights and its Saturday-night places. Folks, mostly them young boys, come in from all over, get liquored up, start chasin them Saturday-night women, kept Sheriff Tom busy.

Sheriff Tom was as mean as he was big, except when he get drunk, and then he look funny, had that sheriff hat sittin so far back on his head you wondered how it stayed on, and that pistol belt be all twisted, had that gun hangin right down between his legs, some folks be hopin it go off one time down there. Sheriff Tom is mean. Shot that old man Henry’s boy Sam again after he already shot him once, shot him again right in the head, then shot at them dogs that were barkin. Old man Henry’s Sam was drinkin and stealin, come at Sheriff Tom with one of them corn-liquor bottles. Happened right down by the tracks at the end of Dillion Street.

At the end of Dillion Street and on the other side of the Catfish Creek bridge, most of the colored folks lived, been livin down there since folks could remember. Folks called it the Patch. The Patch had that one road runnin down there. Hot days that road be dusty, rain time it be just a muddy stream, just as mucky as a old horse stall. Them shacks and sheds down there seem to be all over the place, hafe of them the wood so rotten they look like big old termite logs, them kind you kick and they fall all apart. Folks down there kept to their ways most of the time, worked them pickin fields. Some of them had a little land up behind them shacks, but that Patch land was so hacked at, it just looked like bare dusty ground, just like that Patch Road.

Town folks and Patch folks hadn’t started talkin about Billy Lee Turner yet. Billy Lee was Cinder’s boy, the only thing that woman cared about. Town folks didn’t know Billy Lee from any other of them Patch darky children. Patch folks knew Billy Lee was Cinder’s boy and sorta thought he was that Otis’s boy, had some of them Otis’s ways, and that Otis was the only man Cinder let get close enough to touch her.

Cinder had her own ways. She was beautiful and known for her copper-colored skin and that long black Indian hair. She kept to herself, kept back from folks like they weren’t no good for her. Even when she would be standin right in front of you, she be lookin down or away, but then sometimes she turn her head, and real quick, and look at you with them black fiery eyes she has. You turn away, then all day long you remember her that way. Cinder walked gracefully, could walk like somethin she ain’t never seen, walked like she was a ballet princess, could prance up on her toes, light with her steps, and then a sudden silence would follow her away.

Cinder was Alma’s girl. Folks said she was just like her mama. Sam Turner had Alma livin up there with him behind Stony Mound, said she could live there with him and he be a good man for her, but Patch folks knew Alma was already carryin a baby when fore she went up there, and it sure wasn’t gonna be none of that Sam Turner’s child. Had to be that Grayson boy’s, that one that was real tall and had that coal-black hair. Them Grayson boys always be comin across the creek and tryin to get them sassy Patch girls up to them fields. Them Grayson boys lived right over there on Dillion Street, just across the Catfish. Grayson boys wern’t that bad, not as bad as them other Saturday-night white boys comin down from town all red-faced with that liquor in them.

Alma been dead for a while. Alma’s sister Katey says all them other children that Sam Turner had Alma havin caused her dyin, broke her down, made her sick all the time, coughin and spittin herself up. Katey went on up there and got Cinder when Alma died. Katey sorta had somethin special for Cinder, bein so different from the others. Sam Turner wanted to keep Cinder, but Katey said, “Ya ain’t keepin this child.”

Cinder was still just a young thing when her mama died and Katey come and got her, she wasn’t much past ten, already had hair down her back. Cinder was different. Sure, you could look at her, speak and yell at her, but you could not seem to touch her, she was different; come Sunday, down at First Star Baptist, she sit in that church and wouldn’t look at anybody. She might hum, but never sing. Other girls her age kept away from her, but the boys be sniffin at her skirts like coon dogs. If one of them get too close, teased her at all, she look at em with them eyes and stare em down to their knees. Then she walk on, and whatever she was wearin would sway with her walk, bring color and beauty to that coarse bare dusty road out in front of that church.

A Mississippi summer night. Hot. Cinder was sixteen and restless, leanin against the porch post. Them night bugs just wouldn’t leave her be, buzzin and bitin. She is not answerin to the call of her name.

“Cinder, Cinder, child, ya hear me callin ya?” Katey calls. Cinder’s eyes stay in the night.

“Cinder, child, ya hear me callin ya?”

Cinder slowly turns her head but does not look beyond her shoulder. Katey stands in the doorway, her face is strained, she calls again, “Child, ya hear me?”

Cinder just don’t answer, been bothered all day, pickin out there in them pickin fields, yankin at things that ain’t movin. Field men hollerin and chantin all day like they do every day. But Cinder is cool now, the summer night’s soothin. She’d washed and rinsed herself and just let the cool water stay and glisten on her skin. She put that pale-yellow dress on, the one she washed out and hung in the summer sun all day. Now it clings to her, moves and sways with her.

“Cinder, ya hear me?”

“I’m just standin out here.”

The night moves and Cinder moves into it, steppin softly into the yard dirt. She can hear the sounds of her life behind her, Patch children cryin, mamas tryin to hush em, field men roarin at their women, porch-sitters laughin and talkin, tryin to outtalk the hollerin.

Cinder sneaks away and slithers into the dark. She is goin beyond the fences, down weavin paths to the old Patch Road, down the road some, away from them Patch shacks, past the smell of them summer outhouses, past the eyes of the porch-sitters, to where the Catfish flows. She turns from the road, feels the cool grass beneath her feet, climbs up that little grassy hill, then up some more to where the grass has grown higher, to where she sits now, pulls that pale-yellow dress far above her knees, lets that cool breeze from the creek blow on her legs. She knows he’ll come, knows she’ll make him come to her. He’ll come through the dark, stand as she sits, then kneel when she won’t look up at him. He’ll kneel to her, whisper to her, then she’ll look into his eyes ….

Cinder and a cold Mississippi night. Fires burn, smoke floats into the darkness. Cinder’s screams shatter the silence. Pain comes to her and rips her soul apart, then leaves her twistin and squirmin. She keeps her eyes shut until it comes again. She does not look up into the dark sweaty faces lookin down at her, watchin her twist and shake beneath their eyes.

The other women are silent, but Katey pleads, “Child, don’t fights it, don’t fights it, let it come, let it come, Katey here wit ya, let it come, cry it out, child, cry it out.” Katey closes her eyes, turns away from Cinder’s pain, she whispers to herself and the other women that come at birthin time, “This child too tender for this, hurtin too much. Good Jesus, Good Jesus, Lord have mercy, Jesus.”

A cold Mississippi night can be a slow night, fires burn long into the hours. The dark winds have carried Cinder’s screams and cries. A softer cry has come, it too cries into the night as it cuddles on its mother’s breast. Cinder has stilled herself, feels the warmth of her child on her breast. Her eyes are open, starin at this child, this part of her that’s hers, will be of her ways. She can feel it and wants the warmth of its breathin on her breast. She sees no difference between the child and herself. The other women are smiling. Katey has given thanks to her Jesus. A gleeful voice ask, “What ya callin him?” Cinder’s eyes are on the child, she is silent, then answers softly, “I’m gonna call him Billy Lee.”

The night is gone.

Days came, same days, same hot suns and dusty roads. Same nights came again too, hot nights with folks hollerin and carryin on. But Otis was gone. He had come to Cinder, whispered to her, took her down in that deep grass by the Catfish, whispered to her soft whispers like the cool breeze comin from the Catfish, “Ya my woman, the only woman there ever be for me, Ah need ya, need ya wit me. Ah love ya, Cinder, love everything about ya. This here place ain’t right for ya and me, gots ta gits someplace better, be someplace where they ain’t got no pickin fields, someplace where they gots streetcars and picture shows, pretty dresses for ya. Ain’t nothin down here for us. Ya too pretty for this old ugly place.”

Otis had a strong look, but his look would weaken, his eyes would still. He couldn’t take his eyes from Cinder’s, couldn’t stop his mind from thinkin about her, takin her wherever he was, takin her far away. “Ah love ya, Cinder. Ah goin ta Chicago and gits me one of them good-money jobs, gits me one of them shiny cars, then Ah comin back here and gits ya and takes ya away from here.”

Otis wouldn’t go to church, wouldn’t stay in them pickin fields at all. He’d fight just as quick as lightnin flash, had that wild-dog temper. Fight them Patch boys all the time. Went after one of them Saturday-night white boys one time, had Sheriff Tom comin down the Patch after him.

Otis was Sebella Owens’ boy, but she could not do anything with him after his daddy died. His daddy would take him out behind one of them sheds and take a whippin stick to him, try and beat some of that temper out the boy, but folks say, after a while, Otis wouldn’t even yell. Whippin just made him meaner. Sometimes you could feel him comin, didn’t have to see him, could feel them eyes peerin at you, could see that tall slender body with that buckeye-brown shiny skin before you even turned around and made sure it was him. Otis could look you hard, had them kind of eyes that could make them rollin-dice stop on the dots, he wanted them to. Had them good looks and them quick ways, but that mad-dog temper got loose sometimes. Otis almost cut the life out that Elmer Brown, cut that boy up real bad just over talk. Otis left in the night, folks sorta figure he got on one of them night-rollin trains, probably to Chicago or Saint Louie, figure he ain’t never comin back, but Cinder waits with Billy Lee.

Cinder took to herself even more after Billy Lee was born, kept that baby close to her all of the time, wouldn’t let nobody touch him cept Katey. She knew the whispers and the talk, knew them porch-sitters were sayin things, porch-talkin about Otis. “That boy ain’t never comin back for that girl. Leavin her wit that baby and no man ta care for em. Ain’t right. Ah knew all along that Otis Owens up ta no good. He ain’t comin back here. Wit them ways he gots, somebody done cut him ta death already.”

Some days Cinder would just stand on that porch, lean against that porch post, stare with those eyes of hers, just be lookin far beyond where the sun drops, far past where her world ended, where thoughts could go no further, trains and folks disappear, but thoughts come smashing back. In the eves, Cinder would have that baby in her arms, ease her way through the chatter of porch-sitters, take her own paths she knows in the dark, sit in that tall grass down by the Catfish wit that child in her lap, look down in his eyes, smile at him, take her hand and touch his face. Cinder is whisperin now, her words flow slow and soft like the waters of the Catfish.

“Just look at you. Look how pretty you are. You’re mama’s pretty baby, ain’t you? You gonna be big and strong just like your daddy, ain’t you? Look at you, got your daddy’s eyes, don’t you? You like it down here, just with me. I know, Mama knows, all them folks up there make too much fuss for you, but Mama goin to keep her baby away from them, Mama goin to keep her baby happy, goin to love her baby. It’s just you and me, Billy, then your daddy goin to come down that old Patch road one day, he gonna have one of them big cars, he goin to come and get us, take us back to Chicago, take us away from here, further than trains can go. Then it’s goin’ to be just me, you, and Daddy. We goin’ to have a pretty house, gonna have a pretty yard with a garden, have some pretty flowers too, red ones, yellow ones. Mama loves you. Mama loves her Billy.”

Cinder still watched for Otis and the days kept goin by, then the years came and they too went by. Billy Lee grew, was walkin and wantin to run, started showin some of his daddy’s ways, until the Mississippi nights came, then he come to Cinder, curl under her warmth in the stills and chills of the nights.

Patch folks watched Cinder wait, then slowly turn with the time that no longer cared who waited on it. Cinder started goin down LeRoy’s place, sippin on some of that corn liquor he made down there, then, if she felt like it, she’d dance. If she danced, she glowed like fire in the dark, curled into the desires of field men, then vanished into the night.

Ten years came, ten long slow times. Things ain’t looked no different, Patch Road still dusty, Patch shacks still there, maybe leanin a little more. Things were no different, couldn’t tell if they were, just like another wrinkle line on some old face, couldn’t tell it from the other lines time left. Cinder still looked up the road sometime, still hoped Otis was comin, but it was only hope she seem to need, not Otis. Billy Lee was showin more of his father’s ways. He was growin slender, but had that fast walk and fast moves. His quick ways seemed to give him some strength, add muscle to his slenderness. He was runnin around the Patch with the rest of those Patch boys, gettin into this and that, sneakin off too. Had that bad temper like his daddy, Katey couldn’t do anything with him. Only Cinder could make him mind.

It was Saturday morning, August 21, 1937. Cinder had taken the time well, it had only polished her beauty. She sits on the porch steps, turns slowly as she hears the patter of quick-runnin feet behind her. She sees the blur of her son as he passes quickly into the dirt yard. “Billy Lee,” she whispers once. Billy stops, turns to her, and comes.

“Where you goin? You eat everything on your plate?” Cinder asks softly and watches Billy’s eyes as she waits for him to answer her.

“Mama, Mama, me and Gumpy just goin down bys the Catfish. Gumpy say some big old cats just layin wheres that big trees fall ins. He say he seen em. He say they bigger than the ones Mister Moody gits. Gumpy says he seen em. Me and Gumpy goin ta …”

Cinder speaks, Billy hushes. “You and Gumpy stay on this side of the Catfish, don’t be over in town pickin at things. You stay near, you hear. Come here. You wash your face? Come here, let me see you.”

Billy moves closer to his mother, her hand gently touches his face. She looks into his eyes and sees them twitchin. She says again, “Billy Lee, you stay on this side of the Catfish, and you be back here for suppertime.” Cinder watches Billy run down through the weavin paths, she can still see him leapin over yard junk, and now he’s gone.

“Hey, Gumpy. Hey, Gumpy. Hey, Gumpy,” Billy is callin. Gumpy is comin down through his shack’s path and sayin with short quick breaths, “Billy, what takin you so long? Ah been waitin.”

“Ah ain’t takes no time, what’s ya talkin about? Ah hads ta eat. Come on, let’s go,” Billy yells over his shoulder and darts further down the Patch path. Gumpy follows.

Gumpy could never catch Billy, never outrun him, even though Gumpy was the oldest of the two, bigger too. Gumpy could beat Billy up if he got real mad, he could get Billy down and keep him down, and he did a few times, fightin over a good wood stick, or that broken lantern they found by the tracks. But most of the time Gumpy would back off from Billy, it was better to let Billy be, better not to fight him at all, feel his teeth bitin in your skin, feel his fingers diggin into your eyes. Even when the fights were over, they weren’t for Billy Lee. His burnin stares haunt you, make you feel you have a water snake next to you. Sometime Billy would get that little foldin knife out, that little foldin knife he stole off one of them boxes out behind Mister Hanner’s store. Billy could get that knife out real quick, even when he and Gumpy were just playin.

Billy Lee and Gumpy had their own paths, own roads, never took the Patch Road, had their own byways over fences, through tall grass. To the crows’ eyes, shadowy dark bodies zigzagged across open green fields, sometimes runnin and leapin, sometimes barely walkin through the moments of their time.

“Hey, Gumpy, Gumpy—look.” Billy shoutin and pointin. Gumpy’s eyes widen, his lips quickly curl into a smile. Billy still points and yells, “Ya see it? See it? Look, Gumpy, see it?” Gumpy is smilin now and lookin far beyond Billy’s pointin finger, lookin to where the far greens of the field touch the far blues of the sky. He too sees the faint puffs of curly smoke floatin against the far sky.

“That’s comin real fast,” Gumpy is yelling. “Bet that’s the Memphis Flyer comin, ain’t be no old freight.”

The crows see them run, field mice hear them comin. They run through thick bushes, splash through the waterlands, slip and slide in its mud, but they do not stop or slow, just yell to one another, “Come on. Come on. This way. Ah ain’t goin thats way. Come on, come on, Gumpy, it’s be comin.” Bushes thicken, Billy scoots through, Gumpy follows, but jerks from sticky thorns, and then they are there. The rusty rails with the shiny tops glisten as far as the eye can see. Billy standin on the tracks holding his hands over his eyes to shield the morning sun rays. He’s running again, yelling over his shoulder, “Come on, Gumpy.” Gumpy yells ahead, “Let’s stays here. We can sees it here.” Billy’s yells come trailing back, “Come on, Gumpy, let’s sees it down there. Come on, we cans git across the trestle, sees it there.”

Through the sweat rolling down in Billy’s eyes he can see the distant puffs of white steamy smoke bellowing and the blurry round blackness beneath its wiggling. “It’s comin, it’s comin. Ah sees it. See it?” he yells back over his shoulder. His legs are moving faster and faster. Gumpy is yelling, “It’s comin faster. Look, bet it’s comin a hundred.”

“Up here, Gumpy. Let’s git up here, we can sees it up here good, come on.” Billy darts from the tracks and into the bushes, then climbs up through the tick weeds and stands on the top of a little grassy hill looking out over the murky grays and greenish blues of the waterland. The old brown log trestle stretching across shimmers in the sunlight. Billy can hear the train coming, the distant sneezing of its engine teases the air. Billy’s eyes widen, Gumpy comes to his side with breath still panting, he yells, “Bet it comin faster than a bird can fly. Bet nothin can stop it, bets it be in Memphis fore a minute.”

The old log trestle begins to shake and sway. The black round face of the engine snorts across the trembling trestle. Billy’s and Gumpy’s yells become smothered by the thunderous sound of the coming train. All their hearts can feel is the pounding of the world beneath their feet.

The big black-faced engine is passing, a burning wind is sizzling the air. Quick flashes of train men are seen, their gray train caps on, red and blue handkerchiefs around their necks, white reddish faces, ride through misty thick steam. The riding cars are passing, dark reds with long stripes of yellow letters on them streak by with shaded white faces looking out their windows, seeing the easy flow of the swamplands with its satin-still waters, seeing a quick blur of a grassy hillside where two little nigger boys stand.

The train is gone but the ground still quivers, the air’s still hot and steamy from the fiery engine, only its trailing smoke can be seen. Billy and Gumpy can hear themselves again, they had to yell as the train sped by, but now they can hear themselves. “Bet it’s in town.” “Bet it’s past town.” “Bet it be ta Memphis fore we can counts ta ten.”

Billy leaping down from the grassy mound and into the thick bushes. Gumpy still stands on the little grassy hill and lazily calls out, “Where’s ya goin now? Hey, Billy, where’s ya goin, huh?” It is quiet on top of the little grassy hill, the echoes of the train melted into the silence of the greens and browns and satins of the waterlands. Gumpy waits in the silence, then yells again, “Where’s ya goin, Billy Lee? Where’s ya goin? Ah stayin here, ain’t crossin that. Ah ain’t goin over that. Ah ain’t crossin that train bridge wit ya.”

Billy moves quickly, takes quick steps, but carefully places each foot down on the railroad ties of the tracks. His steps are swift, but his stare is steady and slow, he watches each step, peers down through the deep browns of the rail ties, sees the mucky waters far below. He stills his quick steps, centers his balance, shouts over his shoulder, “Gumpy, come on, let’s go over. Come on, hurry fore one of them old freights be comin. Come on, Gumpy. Ya scared? Ya scared of everything.”

Gumpy stands in the stillness, watches Billy get further and further across the trestle, higher and higher above the swampy water where the water snakes live. Finally he moves and the tracks come before him. Gumpy’s steps slow; he places his foot on the deep-brown rail ties, sees the mucky waters beneath, another step follows slowly. “Come on, Gumpy. Hurry up. Come on fore a freight be comin.” Gumpy hears Billy’s calls, and tries to quicken his steps, then stops, stills his balance, turns slowly, looks back. He has not come that far, but far enough to feel the quivers in his chest. He turns again slowly, looks afar to where Billy quickly steps above the water-snake waters, then moves slowly again. Billy stops, turns around on the tracks, and yells again, “Hurry up, Gumpy. Hurry up fore a train come.”

Gumpy’s steps quicken; without looking back, he can see the big black face of a freight train coming, feel it bearing down on him, see its big iron wheels rolling over him, cutting him in hafe. He can see hisself falling into the waters below, see all them water snakes curling, wiggling, then coming to get him. He turns his head, glances over his shoulder, sees the long quiet tracks behind him, but in his mind it’s that big black ugly face of the train is coming, he turns and quickens his steps.

The crows had flew, the waters had rippled, the water snakes might have wiggled, but time had stilled for Gumpy. And then it was alive again. “Hey, Billy, wait up, wait up,” he yells ahead. Billy slows his stride and they both walk side by side along the tracks that are far beyond the trestle. The miles and hours pass slowly, the moving sun is high, making their shadows shrink beneath their feet. The trees along the tracks have thickened into forest, the air is cooler, and the songbirds sing, but always at a
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