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      Leroy Roosevelt’s corpse started growing even before they cut him down from the tree they hanged him from, his neck swelling around the rope, his feet ballooning within his boots—the very boots his friend, Cleve Biddle, had given him.

      He had been hanged for one reason: he was a black man who spoke to a white woman in the center of town. Schoolteacher Mary Wilson inquired about his days shackled by slavery and his life after the Civil War as a free man.

      When the Johnson brothers confronted Leroy about talking to her, Leroy replied, “Nobody tells me what do anymore. The Emancipation Proclamation ensures I’m no longer a slave.”

      Mary Wilson insisted she had engaged the conversation and not Leroy. The brothers ignored her claim and gathered up a lynch mob and fired up the lie Leroy had attempted to rape her. When Mary Wilson protested, they brushed her off as distressed and confused.

      The hanging happened quickly, Leroy’s guilt and fate instantly decided by the mob without debate.

      Deputy Sheriff Cletus Thomas, the only man present with a badge, never spoke out against the hanging and even provided the rope.

      Leroy hanged from the tree until his people caught word. Family and friends ventured out in the evening to gather him up.

      Sabina, Leroy’s wife, threw herself on top of him in the back of the wagon. She wailed and thrashed, her hands grabbing at him, fingers working to grip his shirt, which was now tight around his shoulders and suspenders taut. Her mind was engulfed by grief, but some part of her realized something wasn’t right about his clothes.  That realization would come into focus later.

      Leroy was placed in a simple pine board box and lowered into a grave. Before the first shovel of dirt was thrown back into the hole, his feet were bare and free of the leather boots.

      As if the fresh grave fed his corpse, he grew rapidly, much quicker than a weed. His feet pressed up against the end of the box, splitting wood. Hours after his burial, he surfaced, his burgeoning corpse pushing dirt into a ridge-line piling around him.

      By the time the sun came up his body had grown across the cemetery, disrupting graves and overturning wooden crosses. He was naked, his dark skin dusty with dirt. His feet struck the wall of the church next to the cemetery, his heels caving in the wooden foundation. The stench of decomposing flesh permeated the air and attracted the whole town’s attention.

      Anyone who pushed at the body was pushed back harder by the growing corpse, and the corpse threatened to mow right over them. Men tied rope around his toes and pulled with horses to drag the corpse away, but the corpse grew even as the horses pulled.

      The men who hanged Leroy were the most astonished. They watched the corpse move across the leveled church, the head and heels plowing up the earth.

      The Johnson brothers attempted to rig dynamite in the path of the extending legs (each foot taller than a horse) but they were buried by the plowed dirt of the corpse’s heels. In an attempt to save the Johnsons, Deputy Thomas swung an ax at the left foot, each blow glancing off as if striking black granite. He swung again and again until he slipped under the plowed earth and was smothered by dirt.

      The blooming corpse knocked down houses and buildings on every side of it, the town filled with the sound of splintering wood, collapsing roofs, and shattering glass.

      An earth shuddering rumble overwhelmed the town of Dobson that day. Most citizens believed Armageddon had come in the form of a black man’s corpse. People prayed to the sky, some prayed to Leroy himself, but no words could stop the corpse.

      Citizens fled the town. Sabina rode in the back of a wagon stocked full of what belongings her family could save. She couldn’t turn away from the tragedy of her husband’s death, and the horror still growing. Her hands rested on her stomach and she thought about her child growing there and the father it now would not have. Their first child. Leroy was lynched out of hatred and ignorance. She was angry enough to say let it be—let his corpse grow for the injustice. Yet this scared her and left her restless. She had to ask herself: when would it end? When would her husband be at peace?

      Pray that the good lord knew when to stop Leroy Roosevelt’s corpse.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      To understand what happened out in the desert—in what had been the town of Dobson in the Arizona Territory—on February 5th, 1877, you’ll need to know what had come before. Whenever I wonder where to begin, my head hurts. I could go back a decade to the Emancipation Proclamation. I could go as far back as when African slaves were brought to the shores of America. When to begin? It’s all important.

      My history: in 1855 I became a freed slave. From the South and my master I fled, away from the supremacy over blacks, to the North where most believed the slave should be free but thought the Negro inferior, in intellect and temperament. Then to the West where territories such as Oregon were legislating to keep coloreds out. The constitution proclaimed we were equal, but we were merely separate. We were the “other” evident in the behaviors and attitudes of many whites.

      All of these things are important to the story I’m telling you. These things were ingredients that created Leroy’s death and the aftermath.

      I guess the best place to start would be the recent present: August 18th, 1875. That was the day the prognosticators came into play. Leroy’s life, let alone my own, would never be the same.

      We lived in a town called White Rock, just a hundred miles south of Dobson. I worked as a bootblack on the front porch of the Hotel Beaumont, polishing boots of traveling salesmen, businessmen, and entrepreneurs.

      On August the eighteenth, the heat baked the air, permeating the shade underneath the porch of where I stood at the railing and stared at the boardwalk across the street. My shirt stuck to the sweat on my back and I wiped my brow with the handkerchief from my back pocket. My hands were stiffening up and had seen nimbler, spry days. My knees ached. My back, too. The sun gleamed off everything: the windows of the shops, the metal of passing stages and wagons, their wheels creaking and turning as lackadaisically as a horse’s tail flicking at the flies on its hide. Dust rose in the air from tromping horses and rolling wagons and underneath feet of men and women venturing out in the high heat of day. There was a tumultuous sea of hats out there above white faces, and umbrellas of various colors to shade ladies’ faces.

      Out of this multitude came Leroy Roosevelt, a colored man over six feet tall and built like an ox.

      I had raised Leroy as my own. He was tied face down on the back of a trail boss’s horse when I first saw him eight years earlier. This boss had rode into White Rock’s colored community and dumped Leroy on us. He said he didn’t have a place for a colored boy who couldn’t hold his tongue and he left town as quickly as he came. At that time, the Washingtons and I were the only coloreds in town, besides Otis. The Washingtons already had a large family. Eight children. Six boys and two girls. I had no family, had nobody but myself to fend for. The Washingtons had enough mouths to feed and bodies to clothe. Although I was old enough to be Leroy’s grandfather, I took him in. He was an older boy on the cusp of being a man and I saw Leroy had a need. He needed a disciplined, steady hand. He had yet to learn to read and write. Leroy had skill with horses and blacksmithing, but he needed an education. That more than anything would set him free.

      But on that August the eighteenth, I smiled at his approach and replaced the handkerchief in my back pocket. My visits with him would be less in the coming days because he was engaged to his sweet Sabina who lived in Dobson. He’d be moving in a week and it gladdened my heart for the unexpected sight of him that day.

      “What in God’s great world brings you here, Leroy?” I asked.

      He leaped the front steps with a piece of paper in his hand and joined me in the shade of the porch.

      “Lady McMasters sent me a note,” Leroy said. “She says she has a message for me.”

      She was a prognosticator from New Orleans who helped businessmen with investments and business deals. She came to White Rock once a year because the entrepreneurs in the West paid her to come. Obviously, they got something out her services because they kept asking her back. What she actually gave them, I’d like to know, because I never believed anyone who claimed to see the future.

      “What business does she have to do with you?” I asked.

      He looked down at me with a pained expression, his eyes wide with worry—my first indication the visit wasn’t a pleasant one. “I’ve never spoken to her before,” he said. “Yet her note says it’s of great importance that I meet with her.”

      Like a dazed man he walked past me and into the hotel, leaving me blinking the dripping sweat from my eyes.

      Through the open front door I saw Leroy meet with Lady McMasters in the lobby. No colored man would be allowed upstairs even though there were no signs stating so. She talked to him as she waved a fan in front of her face. At the front desk, Bobby laughed at something she said.

      Then Leroy came out the Hotel Beaumont holding his head as if it might fall off his shoulders. He was hunched over, his whole body shuddering. I found it disheartening that this emotion possessed him. It had transformed him into a child.

      I grabbed his arm. “Get a hold of yourself.”

      We were alone on the front porch of the hotel and for that I was grateful. Main Street was busy—wagons creaked as they rolled by, horses hooves pounding the hard packed earth, dogs barking from outside the saloon down the street. I never knew when someone might come out of the hotel for a polish and I sure didn’t want someone, especially a white, see the messy state Leroy was in.

      “Cleve,” he said, “that fortune teller reminded me of something terrible.”

      “What’s that?” I led him to my first of three chairs lined up along the wall to the right of the front door.

      He sat down hard and grunted when he settled.

      Dust devils blew by in the street, laying a fine layer of dust onto the porch. A bootblack’s job is never done in this dusty desert. When the dust wasn’t in my nose, the air smelled like manure.

      “My death and the mess it will cause,” Leroy said.

      “Have you been taking sips from a flask?” I asked.

      Leroy shook his head. I had expected him to be angry by the insult. Leroy wasn’t the type to dance with a bottle.

      “Son, why are you acting this way. A fortune teller is more full of lies than truth. Why you believing this white woman for?”

      “She’s not the only one who told me,” he said.

      “Somebody else gave you the same fortune?”

      “That’s right.”

      “You care to elaborate?”

      “There was this
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In 1871, Cleve Biddle
itnesses the future of a
nation
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