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James Tomoney and James Shiver sat on the ground
behind the colored lodge passing a glass-lined bag. The sun was
about to set and the bottle was nearly dry. "Damn shame be the
Fourth o' July without no fireworks," Shiver drawled as he pulled a
pistol from the pocket of his shiny blue jacket and fired twice in
the air.

Tomoney tossed the empty bottle toward the
burning barrel and tried to shoot it with the revolver he took from
inside his belt. "Laws," he said after his sixth shot, "I can't hit
de side o' de barn today." He flipped the cylinder open to the left
and pulled the spent rounds from it. A door at the back of the
lodge opened as he pushed the last shell in place and closed the
cylinder.

"Doan you boys be shootin' out here," Cap
Robinson warned the pair.

"We's jus' celebratin' the Fourth o' July,"
Tomoney told him.

"Don't be shootin' out here, I tells
ya."

"Well, den we's gonna come in der t' do our
shootin'." Tomoney rose and pushed his bulky frame past the older
man. Shiver laughed like a braying donkey and followed him into the
lodge.

Robinson followed scolding, "Now, lookie
here, you's can't be comin' in here like dat."

Tomoney ignored him and grabbed a wine
bottle from a shelf at the back of the darkened room where the
failing sunlight leaked in between the boards. He tossed it to
Shiver saying, "Here, Jimboy, iffin ya wanna smell, drink
Muscatel." Shiver caught it and brayed again like an infernal
ass.

There weren't many people in the lodge hall.
Fewer than a dozen black men sat around in their Sunday suits
playing checkers and talking. All stopped to look at the
distraction that entered from the back. Cap Robinson tried to get
the bottle from Shiver but Tomoney brandished the gun in his face
then grabbed a bottle for himself. They were flat pint bottles. The
kind meant to be carried in the hip pocket of a gentleman's suit.
He unscrewed the cap and guzzled nearly half of it, made a face
then took aim at a picture on the wall and fired three times,
hitting it once. That emptied the place. Robinson went out the back
while all the rest crowded out the front. Tomoney stuffed another
pint into his pants, straightened his shabby fedora, and followed
the crowd through the door. He paused on the rickety stoop of the
old plank building and began shooting at the broken-down old
brogues of the patrons who had just quitted the place. They
scattered while he reloaded cackling about as foolishly as Shiver's
braying.

Cap Robinson, peeking around the corner of
the weathered gray clubhouse, saw Tomoney fire indiscriminately at
his fleeing friends and quietly started walking down the dusty road
toward Farmers where the sheriff lived. The day was just as hot and
muggy as a day can get, the mosquitoes were rising, and he didn't
relish the five-mile walk ahead of him. He hoped he could get a
ride back.

 


Isaac was carving watermelons for the hoard of
children who would bite out the heart, throw the rest in the
bushes, then get back in line for another slice. "You young 'uns
stop be so wasteful," Isaac warned them. "Eat it down to the rind,
ya hear." But the boys just ate the heart and rejoined the line
with juice still dripping from their chins. Isaac couldn't even
remember half their names let alone which of them had already had a
piece of melon.

Ida swung in a glider by the table where
Isaac worked and fanned herself with an ivory fan that had come all
the way from China. At forty-five and after twelve offspring—ten
surviving—she was still a fine looking woman. Her auburn hair was
pinned off her neck and her cool blue eyes had a sultry,
heavy-lidded look that she had perfected early in life. Her
southern belle charms aroused Isaac just as much after twenty years
as they did on the day he proposed marriage to the widow
Parker.

There were forty-two Skippers at that Fourth
of July supper and all manner of Potters, Liles, Hinsons, Bentons,
and Jacobs. It took eight big picnic tables to hold them all and a
hundred and twenty-pound hog to fill them. Even Isaac's sister,
Alice, the twice fallen woman, showed her face with her two bastard
girls. Rumor was that Blanche, the crippled one—having been born
when her mother was fifteen—was the product of Alice being unable,
or unwilling, to outrun one of her less upright brothers. Maggie,
being whole and healthy, it was assumed whoever fathered her
couldn't be closer than second cousin. Ida wouldn't even look at
them.

The peace of the evening was punctuated by
the staccato of firecrackers and the deeper boom caused by some
boys who had gone down to the Carolina bay below the graveyard to
stun bullheads with cherry bombs. When the wind was right Isaac
thought he heard the sound of a Jews harp coming from the
sharecroppers' shacks back where the slave row had been in the days
before he was born. It seemed as idyllic a Fourth of July as there
ever was.

G.W. Skipper was especially close to his
uncle. He admired him for the fact of being deputy sheriff and
hoped he could get the job when Isaac retired. Given that his
grandfather, Lawson, had procreated across such a broad span of
time, G.W. was only three years younger than his uncle. "Uncle
Isaac," he said, "why don't you sit down and relax and let those
young 'uns fend for their selves?"

Isaac licked the sweat off his handlebar
mustaches and said, "It's been such a peaceful day I wouldn't want
one of 'em to spoil it by cuttin' off his arm."

"That's a fact. Now, that's a fact."

Ida chuckled and said, "You just like
playin' the head of the family and you know it."

"G.W.'s daddy's the head of this family and
that I know."

"Maybe so but you take to it more than
Sylvester does." Ida heard a giggle from inside the house. She
looked through the gauzy drapes to see Kathleen's new husband,
Arthur, giving her a squeeze. "Here now," she tapped the sill with
her fan, "you two stop carryin' on so."

"Mama," her oldest daughter protested, "we
are married."

"Just the same, there'll be no such carryin'
on in my house." Arthur sat up straight and folded his hands in his
lap.

Caldwell Potter came onto the porch and
pulled the straw hat off his long skinny head. "Mr. Skipper," he
said, "I still want your bull to stand stud fer my prize cow."

"We talk about that some other time,
Caldwell. I have taken this day off and don't want to think none
about business."

"All right then. Okay if I come back on
Monday?"

"That'd be fine. That'd be fine."

Isaac sat on the glider by Ida, crossed his
legs, and interlaced his fingers. He tilted his head in thought for
a time then called out to the darkness, "Did I ever tell you young
'uns what it was like the night they had the big earthquake down to
Charleston?"

A voice in the dark said, "Tell it again,
Uncle Isaac."

"Well, it was late summer and just about
bedtime but I was down to the pond giggin' frogs when the ground
started rollin' and the trees started shakin' and there's a big
rumblin' noise. I didn't know what it was. Thought this might be
Judgment Day, but it kept on more than a minute I reckon, and the
water slopped right outta the pond. It sure stirred up them ghost
lights. They was risin' outta the ground everywhere I looked.
They's bubblin' right out the swamp water, and all that commotion
made the frogs jump right onto the shore, and I was able to stuff
my pockets full without even havin' to gig 'em."

Ida shook her head and smiled behind the
fan.

"By the time I got back to the house all the
girls, and Mama, was standin' in the yard prayin' in their
nightgowns. Sylvester and Needham was makin' sure the house and
barn wasn't gonna fall down. Y'all know how Daddy cobbled another
room onto the place every time a young 'un was born. We didn't find
out what it was for nigh a week when Everett went up to Farmers and
got a newspaper. None of us had ever heard tell of such a thing
before—"

G.W.'s oldest son, Jack—he was Ephraim but
preferred Jack—vaulted all the steps in a leap. "Uncle Isaac," he
cried, "there's a nigger calling for you."

"A nigger? Now, what's he want?"

"Says he needs to see the sheriff."

"Well, where is he?"

"Out behind the kitchen. Says he don't feel
right comin' 'round the front."

"Go fetch 'im, Jack. Your uncle's
tired."

Jack ran through the house instead of going
around and he slammed the door in the process. Ida rolled her
lovely eyes and kept fanning, however, she was relieved to note
that the boy had enough sense to bring the nigger back around the
house and not let him traipse through it.

"Mr. Skipper," Cap Robinson said, "you come
quick. Der be a crazy nigger up at Northwes' and he like t' shoot
up the place."

"He kill anybody?"

"Not by time I leave but he done wing a
few."

Isaac drew a deep breath and let it out
slowly. He patted his bald head with his handkerchief and sucked
his teeth while he thought about it. Robinson stood wringing his
old felt hat in his sweaty hands and shifted his weight from one
foot to the other. Ida broke the tension. "Isaac, do you have to go
out on the Fourth of July?"

"I reckon a nigger has to be brought to heel
on the Fourth of July as much as any other day. I won't be long.
You don't wait up now." Then he said, "Jack, you go get the T-Model
outta the barn. G.W., you comin'?"

"I bet I am. I'll go fetch a gun."

Isaac stood like he had creaky bones. He ran
his thumbs under his braces while he walked stiffly into the house.
When he came out he was wearing his coat, badge
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