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1

 


Big Ed Fraser drove a black GTO convertible. Three
deuces on a highrise manifold, racing cam, supercharger, pop-up
pistons, Cyclone headers, slicks, mag wheels — the GTO had
everything but a radio.

"I'm on the road so much, it's the only time I have
to meditate. I'll be damned if I'll squander it by listening to
some asshole disc jockey."

"But what about yore pore passengers?" Bubba Smith
ventured to ask. "Don't you think we maht preciate some music?"

"My poor passengers may attempt to engage me in an
intelligent conversation. I suggest that you, Smith, remain
mute."

Sunday afternoons, on his way to swimming parties
and barbecues, Fraser tooled about in the open convertible through
the wide sunny streets of Birmingham. In the bucket seat beside him
sat Nick, a 12O-pound, slavering, iron-grey Alsatian. The back seat
was crammed with boisterous beer-drinking college boys. His big red
face serene in the sunlight, Fraser handled the tiny racing wheel
and shifted the four-on-the-floor, smoked Pall Malls and sipped
Beefeaters gin from a silver Tiffany goblet embossed with his
initials, EEF. From time to time he raised a huge freckled hand to
wave at friends and traffic cops.

"Do you know that cop?"

"I always wave at cops. It puts them at ease."

On the floorboard next to Fraser lay a blue-steel 12
gauge Remington double barrel shotgun sawed off in traditional
manner and loaded with magnum shells of 00 buckshot. It was the
summer of 1965, not so long after Birmingham's mass civil rights
demonstrations when high-pressure water from firehoses ripped the
bark off the trees in Kelly Ingram Park and knocked down
demonstrators like so many ten pins, sent housewives and
schoolchildren sprawling, spinning, skidding, somersaulting away
across the grass and snarling police dogs were let loose into the
crowd to snap at heels, lunge for throats, chomp on random ankles
and wrists, and Public Safety Commissioner Bull Connor, in
shirtsleeves and straw hat, NEVER button pinned to his beefy chest,
urged his troops on in defense of white Christian civilization and
watched with no small satisfaction as billy-clubs bounced off
skulls and the nigger rabble took to its heels, declaring afterward
to reporters, "We're trying to be nice to them but they won't let
us be nice!"

Ed Fraser, a prominent integrationist, had plenty of
enemies.

Construction foreman, financial hustler, polo
player, Catholic priest, Fraser was pastor of the Northern Alabama
Missions, thirteen churches spread out over some three hundred
square miles. He built these churches after converting enough
Baptists to fill them. Every summer, with three Irish curates and a
crew of seminarian volunteers, Fraser drew new converts through
that most basic of PR devices: door-to-door salesmanship. Fraser
reasoned that if outlandish groups like the Jehovah's Witnesses
could sell religion like hairbrushes and boost their membership
astronomically, there was no reason why the One True Church could
not. A bit of showmanship wouldn't hurt either. Fraser was fond of
saying that Elmer Gantry had the right idea. On summer nights, in
fields and vacant lots, Fraser staged outdoor revivals (Free!
Gospel Music-Movies-Preaching! Free!) that broadcast the message of
Catholicism through giant Fender speakers.

In 1948, when Fraser began this work, Catholicism in
northern Alabama was a religion as exotic as Buddhism. Less than
one percent Catholic, Alabama was classified by the Church in Rome
as a "missionary area". Two thirds of its clergy were young Irish
priests, regularly dispatched across the Atlantic equipped with a
booklet entitled, "How to Survive in the American Missions."

Fraser owed his success to the very oddity of the
religion he was promoting. Folks reared in fundamentalist austerity
were fascinated by Catholicism: the mysterious Latin ritual, ornate
vestments, golden chalices, jeweled monstrances, incense, candles,
crucifixes, statues of the Virgin and saints. The emerging Southern
middle class, both black and white, sought to differentiate
themselves from the Baptists and Holy Rollers at the bottom of the
hill. Fraser gave them a classier way to worship.

Fraser's congregations were small and tightly knit,
somewhat like extended families — a closeness prompted, perhaps, by
an unspoken instinct for self-protection. In the Deep South, a good
many people were not at all fond of Catholics. Didn't the Bible say
that Rome was Babylon and the Pope the Antichrist? Weren't
Catholics a menace to all freedom-loving Americans?

But by the early sixties, with a young Catholic
president and a jolly roly-poly old Pope, this sort of attitude was
rapidly dying out in the South. Each year Fraser would baptize a
couple hundred Baptists and, as foreman of a volunteer construction
crew, build a new church. Once all debts were paid off, Fraser
would turn the church over to the local bishop who would appoint a
permanent pastor, leaving Fraser free to move his show into new
areas and repeat the operation. By l965, Fraser had built
twenty-seven churches.

His favorite church was Queen of Heaven which served
a prosperous Negro neighborhood known as "Dynamite Hill" for the
half-dozen homes bombed by whites displeased at black encroachment
upon their bucolic highland. The church was A-shaped, its front
facade a sunburst of modern stained glass flanked by the long
sloping sides of a red tile roof. The interior was brightly lit
with a polished pine floor and steeply tapering redwood arches that
towered over the nave, all sleek lines and light seeming to
converge upon the massive block of green marble that was the
altar.

Sunday morning, February 3, 1965, the pews were
filled with over three hundred families kneeling in prayer. Fraser
stood before the altar with hands upraised and head tilted downward
to read from the altar missal. He was reciting in Latin the opening
prayers of the Canon, the central and most sacred part of the Mass,
when an usher came rushing up the altar steps. "Father Fraser,
someone just telephoned in the vestry. There's a bomb in the
church."

Fraser looked up and calmly announced this news to
the congregation. He told them to leave the church quietly. "When
I've finished the Consecration, I will join you outside and
distribute Communion." Fraser then lowered his head, found his
place in the missal, and continued to recite the rite of
Consecration. (Later he would say, "From that moment on, my Latin
became amazingly fluent.") The church was empty by the time Fraser
had consecrated hosts and wine. He took chalice and ciborium
outside and finished Mass on an improvised altar while police
searched the church for a bomb. They found it in the choir loft
behind the organ — a cardboard box labeled Birds Eye Frozen
Okra and stuffed with thirty sticks of dynamite rigged to an
alarm clock. The bomb was set to explode at 10:40, ten minutes
after the warning phone call. The firing device had malfunctioned.
"A sweet piece of luck," said Phillip "Flip" McDermott, one of
Fraser's Irish curates, a native of Armagh in Ulster. "Thank God
tis the Ku Klux Klan yer dealing with and not the IRA."

The next morning Fraser was on the front page of the
Birmingham News, photographed in his cassock before his
church as he gave an angry statement to reporters. The picture also
made the wire services and ran on the front page of the New York
Herald Tribune.

Fraser became somewhat of a local celebrity. The
rewards of fame were a shower of phone calls and letters which
disapproved of Fraser's integrationist stance and described in
gruesome detail the fate awaiting niggerlovers: bonfires, bombs,
bullets, dismemberment, death.

So, the shotgun. Rationale being: "I have a great
devotion for the early Christian martyrs. But if I have to go, I'm
taking one of those bastards with me."

So much for passive resistance.

 


§

 


Fraser's people were New York Irish and rich. The
family fortune derived from ownership of half the tugboats in New
York harbor. Fraser and his brother had passed their winters in the
somber elegance of an East Side townhouse and their summers
yachting and playing polo on North Shore estates. After a rigorous
Jesuit prep school education, Fraser attended Georgetown University
and then, to the disappointment of more than one debutante, entered
the Maryknoll seminary at Ossining. Maryknoll missionaries are sent
out to the remoter regions of the world. They are generally a
pragmatic lot, building schools and clinics, organizing
agricultural cooperatives — a sort ecclesiastical Peace Corps.
Young Fraser saw himself in China or Uganda or the Peruvian Andes.
A year from ordination, twenty-five-year old Ed Fraser spent a
summer working for the Catholic missions in northern Alabama.

This was in l947, before superhighways, defense and
space industry contracts, new factories migrating from dying New
England mill towns, tract housing developments and suburban
shopping malls; before the Confederate flag license plates that
adorned cars and pickup trucks gave way to the emblem of the
Playboy bunny. This was the old unregenerate South of red dirt
roads, country stores, sharecropper shacks. Fraser decided there
was no sense going off to Uganda or the Peruvian Andes when your
own country was so primitive. He stayed on and was ordained for the
diocese of Birmingham and throughout the fifties built up the
Northern Alabama Missions into a smooth-running machine lubricated
by an annual summer influx of volunteers and fueled by funds he
siphoned from a series of Northern cities visited in a hectic
month's itinerary on what he termed "my winter vaudeville tour".
Through Catholic high schools, colleges. seminaries, businessmen's
associations, parish halls, K. of C. clubhouses, he lugged around a
canister containing fifty minutes of 16mm color film with
voice-over narration which told the history and showed the workings
of the Northern Alabama Missions. "I get to feeling like such a
broken-down old hoofer, trotting out my old act year after year. I
show a film. I smile a lot. I give a talk, answer questions, tell
jokes. I do everything but tap-dance."

The show traditionally closed in New York in the
main ballroom of the Waldorf Astoria with a formal dinner-dance
sponsored by the Friends of the NAM, a high-powered group of
Catholic financiers. As much as Fraser deprecated it, the
vaudeville tour kept the NAM solvent and himself semi-independent
from his bishop, a three-hundred-pound red-faced Georgian 79 years
old who in his youth had braved flaming crosses to say Mass in
outback chapels and once routed a motley half-drunk gang of
nightriders by brandishing a Bible and bellowing heavenly
imprecations in so powerful a voice that the leader's horse bolted
and took the rest of the pack off in ignominious retreat, but who
now was content to view the affairs of church and state from the
lofty and rather opulent vantage point of his episcopal residence,
rarely venturing outside and only occasionally meting out
discipline on an unruly young priest for mixing politics and
religion. His priests were to be circumspect in their public
utterances concerning the racial issue and not to identify the
Catholic Church with such controversial ideas as integration, for
the bishop believed in maintaining his Church's strict neutrality
in the temporal affairs of state, the proper jurisdiction of which
lay in the charge of civil authorities. Fraser had another
explanation: "To the bishop, much as I respect the man, a nigger is
a nigger."

For eighteen years, the bishop and Fraser had been
regarding each other with wary, mutual cordiality. Their working
relationship was flawless: the bishop left Fraser alone and Fraser
gave the bishop a new church every year.

 


§

 


The people of Fraser's churches were black and
white, farmers, mill hands, factory workers, shopkeepers,
mechanics, truck drivers. They were the Polish coal miners of
Winslow, the Italian steelworkers of Irondale, the Negro lawyers
and doctors of Dynamite Hill. They were the people with whom he
shared meals and drank whiskey and passed endless hours of talk. He
absolved their sins, baptized their children, performed their
marriages, buried their dead. But beyond the people of his
churches, Fraser attracted the friendship of Birmingham's rich and
powerful, the heirs of coal and steel fortunes by aristocratic
kinship and the newly rich, the contractors and car dealers and
corporation executives, by virtue of his own accomplishments in
construction and finance. He played polo and tennis with these men,
went swimming and waterskiing and speed boating, drank and bantered
on late into the night on their verandahs and patios. He was
popular too among the matrons of Birmingham society, much sought
after for dinner parties.

Fraser, by patrician upbringing and personal
temperament, was an undemonstrative man. His words were measured,
precise. He never raised his voice. His accent and mannerisms were
of New York's upper class: languid, eloquent, unhurried, utterly
self-possessed. He spoke with a tranquil authority that many people
found soothing. Other people thought he was a coldhearted, arrogant
son of a bitch. These were mostly segregationists who were foolish
enough to tell a nigger joke in his presence or bait him on the
racial issue. Fraser had a haughty and vicious wit that generally
made his opponent feel like dirt. It was an aspect of himself he
tried to keep in check, and so he tended to avoid topics like
integration. When necessary, he would express his opinions
succinctly, even brutally. But for the most part he preferred not
to be provoked, content in being the genial guest: "I do not
discuss morality over martinis."

Inasmuch as the Southern mode of life was a
leisurely and gracious one, Fraser, never insensitive to style,
thoroughly enjoyed it. With the tact of the natural aristocrat, he
was hardly one to badger his host about being a bigot. But nor
would he tolerate any disrespect to his priesthood. The word
"nigger" was not to be used in his presence any more than the word
"fuck". Such exceptions aside, Fraser maintained a high level of
courtesy with everyone he met. He neither condescended to the poor
not toadied to the powerful. He was simply himself — a big man of
quiet dignity and impenetrable composure, at home in whatever level
of society he happened to find himself.

Sundays, he would rise at 6 a.m. to drive to St.
Elizabeth's, a small cinderblock church in Ensley, a Negro
neighborhood on the eastern outskirts of Birmingham. After Mass he
would have coffee in the home of John Mills, a former sharecropper,
or Lonny Perkins, a garage mechanic, or Charley Williams who ran a
small gardening service, hard-working men whose wives also worked
as maids and cooks and laundresses. Wearing a gold-cufflinked
clerical white shirt, Roman collar and black suit jacket draped
over the back of the chair, Fraser would sit relaxed at the kitchen
table, his long legs stretched out before him, sipping coffee and
smoking cigarettes till it was time to drive off to the
neighborhood that Mills and Perkins and Williams dreamed of
entering, Dynamite Hill, to say Mass at his largest church and
afterward drink more coffee with Dr. Jennings Lewis, or Ada Thomas,
the president of the NAACP, or Peter Harding, the owner of the
local Buick franchise, before driving thirty miles northeast to
Winslow, a mining town, to say a third Mass and share Sunday dinner
with families descended from the Polish immigrants who had come
south around the turn of the century to dig out the coal that made
the fortune of the father of Derek Finley, the mine owner, whom
Fraser would join that evening at his mansion in Vestavia Hills for
barbecued steaks by the swimming pool.

Though he passed with ease among the variated strata
of Birmingham's society, Fraser never envisioned the dividing line
between rich and poor and black and white as anything other than
permanent. When the revolution came, he was as unaware as anyone
else that it had even begun.

 


§

 


In l963, Birmingham, Iron City, the Pittsburgh of
the South, had a population of 635,000, one third black. It was the
largest segregated city in America. The day after the municipal
elections, Wednesday April 3, the height of the Easter shopping
season, downtown Birmingham was crowded with shoppers. Negroes were
free to enter any store and buy whatever they wanted. What they
were not allowed to do was to work in these stores, or use the
lunch counters or restrooms, or enter any restaurant or theater in
the downtown area. Simultaneously, in each of five big stores from
Woolworth's to Greene's, five black men, middle-aged respectable
Baptists who had volunteered and trained for this weeks ago, came
in and sat down at the lunch counter. Outside on the sidewalk three
other men raised protest signs and began marching in a picket line.
Eight in each store then, times 5 makes 40, and all were hustled
off to jail. The story broke on page twenty-three of the
Birmingham News, right next to some used car ads.

The next day the same thing happened. Same five
stores, another forty people arrested. Trouble in Iron City.

The third day forty more protestors appeared and the
stores closed down their lunch counters. God knew how many more
crazy niggers were out there. Saturday, one-hundred-and-twenty-five
demonstrators marched from the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church to
Birmingham City Hall. They never made it. All were thrown in jail.
The next day, Palm Sunday, they were joined by a hundred more.
There were marches every day of Holy Week now, with the jails
rapidly filling up. On Good Friday, Martin Luther King was taken
in. April 18, a thousand people were arrested, the next day five
hundred, then another thousand. On Tuesday, April 21, Public Safety
Commissioner Bull Connor was confronted with five thousand
demonstrators in Kelly Ingram Park. The jails were full. Where
could he put them all? What could he do?

Bull Connor turned fire hoses and police dogs on the
crowd. That broke up the crowd all right and put Birmingham,
Alabama, on the front page of every newspaper in the world. Iron
City was suddenly famous.

On May 9, the local Chamber of Commerce opened
negotiations with leaders of the Negro community. The two groups
quickly agreed on a treaty and segregation came a-tumbling
down.

Bull Connor appealed on the radio for white folks
not to honor the agreement. "That's the best way I know to beat
down integration in Birmingham." Other people thought there were
even better ways. That evening a bomb wrecked the home of the
pastor of the Ensley Baptist Church, A.D. King, brother of Martin
Luther. A few hours later the motel headquarters of King's Southern
Christian Leadership Conference also received an explosive
protest.

But these were acts of spoilsport desperation. The
game was over, having been played out on the television screen for
all Americans to watch: the confrontation between King and Connor,
the preacher and the cop, had been a classic one between new and
old, good and evil, the hero and the heavy. Next it was John
Kennedy's turn to take on George Wallace.

On June 11, in Tuscaloosa, Governor Wallace made his
televised stand in the schoolroom door to block two black
applicants to the University of Alabama. That night on prime time
TV, President Kennedy told America he was sending troops to enforce
the court order for admission to the university of "two clearly
qualified young Alabaman residents who happen to have been born
Negro."

Three nights later, Medgar Evers got it in the back.
Field Secretary of the Mississippi NAACP, Evers was standing
outside his home when a carload of nightriders sped by and blasted
him away. Kennedy went on television again to tell every American
to go and "examine his conscience" about this, a phrase of special
significance for the President's 40 million co-religionists for
whom an examination of conscience meant that period of hellish
introspection before entering the gloom of the confessional
booth.

August 28, two hundred thousand people gathered
together before the Lincoln Memorial in Washington to hear Martin
Luther King tell of his dream.

The dream was anything but nebulous, and the lesson
of Birmingham anything but subtle. If the biggest and meanest town
in the Deep South could be brought to its knees, so could anyplace
else. That summer, in every city across America, 14,000 protestors
would be hustled, carried, kicked, rolled, dragged or otherwise
escorted off to jail.

 


§

 


"I have come today to St. Teresa's to preach a
message of hope. Like many of you, the street demonstrations in
Birmingham took me by surprise. Led by the servants of God, an
oppressed people have joined together to petition a long overdue
justice. So I preach to you, the white parishioners of St.
Teresa's, the same message I preached an hour ago to the Negro
parishioners of St. Martin De Porres: our liberation is at hand. I
too am freed. I am freed from the shameful silence of the past. I
can proclaim now from the pulpit that for all of us, black and
white, freedom will spread from Birmingham to the state of Alabama
and on through the South to the entire nation. . ."

Some white folks stood up and walked straight out of
church. One was a founder of St. Teresa's parish, a sixty-year-old
Sicilian iron worker named Mario Russo. After Mass, he came
scrambling up the church steps to confront Fraser. "If the Catholic
Church is turning Communist, I'm gonna become a Baptist."

Fraser looked down at him for a long silent
moment.

"You can't, Mario."

"Eh? Why not?"

"Become a Baptist, Mario, and you'll have to get rid
of that statue of the Virgin Mary on your lawn. And the spotlight.
And the fountain. And Saint Anthony in the back yard. Besides, who
ever heard of an Italian Baptist?"

In Mario Russo's living room, Fraser sipped espresso
and explained the Catholic Church's moral teaching on racial
discrimination. Gathered around him were Russo, his two brothers,
his cousin and their wives. Fraser did not argue or plead. He
listened to objections and answered questions carefully but in the
end there was no contradicting him. If Russo and his family wanted
to stay in the Church, they would obey their priest.

For many people in Birmingham Ed Fraser was the
Catholic Church. He was selected to the Birmingham citizens
committee delegated to put into practice the provisions of the May
9 treaty. At the first meeting, when introductions were being made
between white businessmen and Negro community leaders, Fraser
discovered that he was in the unique position of knowing just about
everyone in the room.

Fraser was excited by what was happening. He prayed
that this great beast of a Movement would not run amok in its power
but lead everyone to its promised freedom. He was its supporter,
apologist, preacher, but with enough to do running the NAM he
resisted the idea of getting more directly involved in this new
movement, this civil rights movement.

 


§

 


September l5, a hot Sunday, Fraser was at the wheel
of the convertible on his way from Ensley to say Mass at Queen of
Heaven. He was stopped at a traffic light on Fifth Avenue and
Fifteenth Street when he heard the explosion. Priests, like cops,
being drawn to any disaster, Fraser gunned his car through the
stoplight and swung left at the next corner. Midway down the block,
black smoke was billowing from the blown out windows of the
Sixteenth Street Baptist Church. Shards of stained glass glittered
in the sunlight on the street. Fraser left the car and ran toward
the church as a man came plunging out of a smoke filled doorway
under the front stairs. In his arms he held a little boy, limp,
head lolling to one side, red rivulets of blood running down his
bare black legs. Another man, big and burly, came lurching out of
the doorway, hunched over and holding on tight to a kicking
squirming screaming little girl whose mouth was wide open screaming
bloodstained teeth and side of cheek slick with bright red blood,
and the man blinded eyes closed tears streaming down his face
almost collided into Fraser who sidestepped clumsily and then
hurled himself past the man through the doorway and into heat and
acrid smoke and a sulphurous stink pounding down the stairway to
the gloom and smoke of a basement room where amid overturned desks
broken chairs fallen plaster, children lay on bellies and backs
humped over sprawled out motionless or crawling about on hands and
knees whimpering shrieking crying howling blood and smoke and women
screaming and a man bellowing Oh God Oh God Oh God and a
little boy in underpants crawling toward a corner piled with rubble
and a twisted wreck of a blackboard and under it a skinny brown leg
with white ankle sock and shiny black pump and Fraser was tearing
away at splintered boards and chunks of plaster Oh God Oh God Oh
God and grabbing the shattered blackboard and heaving it away
and on her back skinny legs spread frog-like under a frilly blue
dress a little girl with head turned partly away caramel-colored
face and one big brown eye seeming to bulge upward at him jagged
bleeding gash through the scalp behind her ear tiny ear with gold
button of earring and blood pumping out matting her hair braids
tied with tiny blue ribbons and zigzagging cuts down her arm
twisted crazily at the elbow broken. . . Crouching down to turn
her, to lift her, Fraser saw the other side of her face seared
pink, and an empty eye socket rapidly filling with blood.

 


§

 


Roaring past rows of wood-frame houses, front
porches lined with flowerpots, bright blooms of red and blue and
yellow flashing past and the horrified faces of Negroes running
down the street in their church finery, Fraser raced down Sixteen
Street in a convertible full of bleeding children, came up to the
Third Avenue stoplight and a line of stalled traffic, slammed his
hand down on the horn and kept it there as he swung the car out
into the oncoming lane and roared past the line to shoot across the
intersection and up the next hill, his eyes focused on the road
ahead and his mind intent only on the quickest way to Cullman
Clinic. In the bucket seat beside Fraser, two boys whimpered in
pain from burns and bleeding scalp wounds. Terrified at the rushing
speed, they clung to each other and stared straight ahead through
the windshield. In the back seat the big burly man, a deacon, held
the same little girl he had carried from the church. She was
shaking uncontrollably, shrieking and sobbing, lost in shock. There
was blood all over the deacon's white shirt. On either side of him
two girls held on his arms, one quiet, dazed, and the other, a thin
bucktoothed girl with singed hair and a sooty face streaked by
tears, babbling over and over in a relentless hoarse monotone,
"Mama, Mama. Hurt me, Mama. Mama, hurt me. Mama, Mama. . ."

When Fraser and the deacon returned from the
hospital, the crowd around Sixteenth Street was so thick the
convertible could not enter the block. People stood on the hoods of
cars, filled streets and sidewalk right up to the porches where
families stood weeping and shouting with rage. Up ahead, Fraser
could see the gutted church and a fire engine and ambulances and
police cars and rocks and bottles flying through the air. "You
might as well go on home," the deacon said, getting out of the car.
"There's nothing more you can do."

 


§

 


The scent of freshly mown grass, of lilac and roses,
entered on a breeze that lifted and billowed the lace curtains.
Waning sunlight slanted through the open window and shone on the
lower third of the dining table, on an immaculate expanse of Irish
linen. At the head of the table, Fraser sat in gathering darkness.
He had been drinking gin and smoking cigarettes and watching the
sunlight recede down the tablecloth.

Before him was his empty goblet, a bottle of
Beefeaters, and a massive silver ice bucket, an heirloom, a gift to
his grandfather from Cornelius Vanderbilt. Beside the ice bucket
was a sheet of paper upon which he had scrawled the names that the
radio announced:

 


Cynthia Wesley, Carol Robertson, Addie Mae Collins —
age 14

Denise McNair — age 11

 


Fraser stared at the opposite wall, at a watercolor
by Picasso. A ring of stick figures — white, black, red, brown,
yellow — danced with their hands joined together, leaping and
prancing exuberantly, and in the midst of their circle flew a white
dove with olive branch in beak.

Who was it that I found? Fraser wondered.

The painting hung between two silver candelabra that
stood upon a 17th century Venetian cadenza of polished teak. Fraser
squinted at the candelabra: they were dull with tarnish. Who
planted the bomb and where is he now? Home enjoying Sunday dinner
with his family? Boozing it up with his buddies? The ice bucket
showed signs of tarnish too. Peering more closely at it, Fraser
decided, Yes, it's time for Suzie to polish the silver
again. And then he was fumbling for a pen, pulling the sheet of
paper in front of himself. Bending over the page, he began writing
furiously.

 


Suzie polishes the silver and Suzie does the wash
and Suzie irons so neatly and Suzie's mother and her mother before
her, a legacy of pigment dictating a life of cooking the food of
the white folks and washing their dirty dishes and dirty clothes
and the same cursed and merciless legacy dictated today the deaths
of four little girls, the destruction of a house of worship, and
rise of an outraged earth's cry for vengeance.

"Better that a millstone be hung around your neck
and you be flung into the depths of the sea than bring scandal to
one of these little ones." And for he that planted the bomb that
killed Cynthia and Carol and Addie Mae and Denise, what unspeakable
torment shall God's justice decree?

The grief of Negroes, and their rage, a most
righteous rage, cried out to heaven for retribution, and were there
any justice in Alabama, were we stripped of our guns and troops and
the trappings of our twisted law and corrupt authority, we should
tremble in abject fear for have we not let ourselves be ruled and
cowed and swayed and silenced by the very human scum that today
took the lives of four children?

Cynthia, Carol, Addie Mae, Denise.

Their brothers and sisters, the other children of
that Sunday school class, now writhe in hospital beds, children
burned, broken, bleeding, damned to bear for a lifetime the scars
and memory of the white man's hatred, ordained in fire and blood to
bear witness to yet another crime that howls throughout eternity
for the vengeance of the good and just God. Let none of us ask for
mercy then. Let our damnation come to us as surely and swiftly and
violently as did death come to four little girls today. If
murderers be forgiven, let absolution come from their victims. We
the living, the eternal spectators, have not the right, nor the
power.

 


Fraser put down the pen. Slowly, carefully, he
poured himself another drink. The telephone rang in the kitchen. He
let it ring.

 


§

 


A long time later, the room, dark save for the glow
of Fraser's cigarette, the kitchen door opened and the lights of
the chandelier came on. Flip McDermott was standing in the doorway
with one hand on the light-switch. In the other hand he held a
black case containing the chalice he had used to say three Masses
that day, in Cullman, Jasper and Greysville, a run of two hundred
miles. McDermott's eyebrows rose when he saw Fraser. "What are you
doing here in the dark?"

Fraser stared down into his goblet.

"Did you hear about the bombing of the church?"
McDermott asked.

Fraser looked up at him, squinting in the light.

"I was there."

McDermott peered into his boss's flushed face, and
knew better than to say anything. He took a seat at the table.
Fraser and McDermott sat in silence together, the quiet of the
evening broken only by the burbling of the fountain in the grotto
outside, the chirping of crickets, the croaking of frogs.

Fraser pushed the sheet of paper across the table.
McDermott picked it up. He read it slowly, then put it down. The
silence grew longer and heavier.

"What do you do?" McDermott said. "What do any of us
do?"

"Nothing," Fraser said. "There's nothing that'd do
them any good now. I suppose I'll finish this bottle tonight.
Tomorrow I'll have a talk with Ada Thomas. I'm not certain what the
NAACP has got planned for the summer but we'll have some volunteers
here and we'll see how we can gear the NAM into their plans. It's
time we started being less Catholic and more Christian. Time we
started figuring out just how we go about taking control of this
town. . . from those bastards that planted the bomb today."

McDermott nodded in silent agreement. He had been
working for Fraser for five years. They were used to each other.
Fraser was not one to confide to his subordinates the working of
his mind, and still less any emotional turmoil. He simply announced
his decisions and then set himself and his assistants to work on
them. If working for the civil rights movement was what the boss
wanted to do, there was only one man to stop him.

"What are you going to tell the bishop?"

"Not a damn thing."

Fraser took a long sip from the goblet of gin. He
set it down and, with exaggerated care, lit a cigarette. McDermott
felt uncomfortable. Better to leave the boss alone with his booze.
He stood up and handed back the paper. Fraser held it loosely in
his hand, gazing down at it with an abstracted stare.

"What'll you do with that?" McDermott asked.

"Excuse me?"

McDermott pointed to the paper.

Fraser considered a moment. "I'll give it to Jim
Harris, you know, the editor of the Catholic Herald. Have
him publish it as a guest editorial, somewhere inconspicuous, like
the middle of the front page."

McDermott smiled. "One does not hide one's light
under a bushel basket, father."

"No, you shine the goddamn light right in their
eyes."

"That's it," McDermott laughed. "Well, I'd better be
going."

"All right. Listen, we're getting into this thing
now."

"Fine."

"We'll have eight or ten bodies down here next
summer and we have to decide how to use them. We'll need some
serious planning for this campaign — all sorts of logistics and
liaison work."

"Fine, fine." McDermott began edging toward the
door.

"We're not going to lose this," Fraser said. "We've
got God on our side. And the President. The President is on our
side, right? Don't forget, McDermott, the President is one of
us."
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Two months later, John Kennedy got it in the back of
the head.



PART
II


 


June, 1965.

Alabama had dominated the news all
spring ever since the Sunday in March when Hosea Williams and John
Lewis led six hundred demonstrators down the main street of Selma.
They marched in a column two abreast past sidewalks crowded with
jeering whites, reached the end of the street and started up the
Edmund Pettus Bridge, a steel cantilevered span arching steeply
over the Alabama river. At the apex of the bridge, Colonel Al
Lingo's state troopers stood shoulder-to-shoulder in a
blue-uniformed line across the four traffic lanes. Marching higher
and higher over the bridge, the demonstrators drew closer to the
grim-faced troopers. Hosea Williams turned to John Lewis. "Do you
known how to swim, John?"

A few yards from the line of state
troopers, the marchers were ordered to halt. Hosea Williams asked
permission to pray. Permission was denied. Then the line of
troopers charged, cursing, swinging their clubs. Williams and Lewis
stumbled backwards, the column of marchers recoiled and began to
disperse. The troopers broke ranks and crashed into the
demonstrators, flailing away with their clubs. There were screams
of pain and terror as wooden clubs thudded into flesh. From the
sidewalks of the town below a shrill cheer went up from the white
spectators. The march was suddenly a rout: young men and women
running back down the bridge, elderly people falling down, the
wounded laying still on the pavement, others kneeling to pray. The
troopers regrouped, fired tear gas canisters into the crowd and
charged again. Tear gas blew in a moiling white cloud over the
bridge and people were wailing, choking, weeping, scrambling
frantically from the swinging clubs of the troopers. Some reached
the bottom of the bridge and fled for safety into alleyways or down
the riverbank. More and more panic-stricken people came running off
the bridge and then, from between some nearby buildings, a line of
horses emerged at the gallop, the possemen of Sheriff Jim Clark.
With wild rebel yells, they rode into the crowd swinging bullwhips,
ropes, rubber hoses wrapped in barbed wire. Behind them the white
spectators whooped and cheered. "Get those goddamn niggers!" yelled
Sheriff Jim Clark. "And get those goddamned white niggers!"
and the mounted possemen had a fine time chasing the bleeding
choking stragglers up and down the streets of Selma. Some
fun-loving deputies rushed into the First Baptist Church, found a
high school student cowering inside, and threw him through a
stained-glass window depicting Jesus as the Good
Shepherd.

These events came to be known as
Bloody Sunday, prompted an invasion of prominent Northern liberals,
union leaders, priests, nuns, ministers, rabbis, and set the stage
for the March on Montgomery: the grand spectacle of Martin Luther
King and the Forces of Righteousness arrayed against the police and
politicians of Alabama. There were weeks of confrontations,
beatings and arrests to stir the consciences of Americans as they
watched the daily drama on their TVs. Some of the audience -- Viola
Liuzzo, James Reeb -- rushed the join the show and eventually
became its victims.

The reason for the marches was to
call attention to SCLC's campaign for voter registration. Negroes
made up only a miniscule percentage of Selma's voters while in
neighboring Lowndes and Wilcox counties, both 80% black, not a
single Negro was registered to vote. As the summer approached, the
aim of the civil rights organizations -- SCLC, NAACP, SNCC, CORE --
was to increase dramatically the number of Negroes on the voting
rolls. The aim of the segregationists -- White Citizens Councils,
the KKK, and every politician elected for the purity of his racism
-- was to preserve and defend traditional white sovereignty. To do
this, some would rely on traditional methods: violence and
terror.

Lynch mobs, night riders,
bushwhackers, redneck goons, white-robed Klansmen armed with clubs
and shotguns, sadistic sheriffs wielding electric cattle prods --
images like these haunted the minds of young civil rights
volunteers coming to the South this summer for voter registration
drives in a thousand counties.
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They stood on a dirty sun baked sidewalk, on a seedy
street of pawnshops and redneck bars, out on the curb in front of
the Birmingham bus station: three bespectacled college boys from
Long Island, a trio with guitars and banjo, bone-weary from 26
hours on a Greyhound bus, sweaty, gritty-eyed, unwashed and
unshaven, in rumpled madras sport shirts and crotch-damp chinos,
their mouths parched and foul from 26 hours of cigarettes and
rancid bus-stop coffee and greasy hotdogs wolfed down in Baltimore,
Washington, Richmond, Raleigh, Columbia. . .

"He said on the phone that he's coming to pick us up
in a convertible, a black convertible," Leo Del Napoli told
the others for the third time as he and Dan Swartz kept a tense
vigil at the curb, silently scanning the traffic coming up
Fifteenth Street. Seated on his suitcase, Joe Slomka toyed with the
strings of a banjo propped between his bony knees, smoked a
cigarette, talked incessantly, "Damn, we're really here.
Birmingham, Alabama. We really done it. Yesterday we were in Port
Authority and now we're a thousand miles away. Damn. Boy, it's hot
isn't it?" on and on in his blatant New York accent while the
others, feeling conspicuous, uneasy, out of place on this alien
sidewalk surrounded on all sides by drawling Southerners, kept
their eyes fixed on the passing traffic and wished to hell Slomka
would shut his goddamn yankee mouth.

The Birmingham bus terminal, a dingy relic of the
Depression with its stale effluvia of frying grease, cigar smoke,
diesel exhaust, presented to Fifteenth Street a squat brown-brick
facade lined with battered vending machines and the detritus of
technology, the human chaff, white trash and black drifters: bums,
pickpockets, shoeshine boys, winos, cripples, the old wretched
shabby poor, and inconspicuous among them, just another loser,
Peter Kantorsky stood against the wall, kept nervous watch over his
little suitcase of clothes and his big suitcase of theology books,
blinked myopic and forlorn behind ridiculously thick spectacles;
short, stumpy, swarthy, bullet-headed and mole-faced; in damp white
shirt and baggy black trousers he looked like a failed undertaker,
a doomstruck preacher, a sweaty physicist on the brink of a
breakthrough or breakdown. "I wonder if it's this hot all the
time," Slomka said. "I sure could use a beer. The drinking age in
Alabama is twenty-one, isn't it? Damn. It's a bitch being eighteen,
huh? In New York you can get smashed every night and here you can't
buy a drop. Damn. But, by God, we made it. Birmingham, Alabama. I
never want to see the inside of a bus again." Slomka kept talking
and Del Napoli and Swartz kept looking for the black convertible
and Peter Kantorsky stood alone, silent, shy, unobtrusive, who when
goaded or cajoled could discourse endlessly in the most abstruse
and desiccated terminology about mind-boggling matters of
metaphysics, epistemology, eschatological theology, but being
utterly devoid of spontaneity or humor was generally ignored. Yet
Kantorsky saw the black convertible first, crying out to the
others, "There it is! There's the car!"

Behind the wheel of the GTO was a teenager, his face
sunburned and handsome, long auburn hair ruffled in the slipstream.
The kid swung the black convertible close to the curb, slowed down,
peered curiously at the trio and their musical instruments. Peter
Kantorsky abandoned his suitcases and rushed out to join the group
at the curb. The kid behind the wheel let the engine idle, put a
cigarette to his lips and stared at the four of them. They gaped
back in silence for a long awkward moment until Peter Kantorsky
lurched off the curb and blurted out, "Father Fraser? Are you
Father Fraser?"

The kid's face went slack with bewilderment.

"Hello?" Kantorsky said. "Father Fraser?"

The kid shook his head with some disgust. "Naw."
Slowly, he removed the cigarette from his lips. "Ah'm not Father
Fraser." He looked past Kantorsky at the others huddled hopefully
behind him. "Yall the boys from New Yawk?"

"Yeah! That's us!"

"Well then, get in. Father Fraser sent me to get
yall."
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His name was Richie Rivers and he drove the GTO
fast, bearing his cargo of New Yorkers at breakneck speed through
the sunny streets of Birmingham. Wind whipped through their hair,
cooled their faces, dried their sweat. Rivers handled the tiny
racing wheel and four-on-the-floor with cavalier precision, rounded
corners tightly, came off quick at the stoplights, snaked his way
craftily through the midday traffic to tear-ass down the
straightaway. In the bucket seat beside him, Leo Del Napoli tried
to make conversation, asked eager questions and received laconic
replies, unable to penetrate Rivers' wary cool, the indolent
self-confidence and slow cadence of the Alabaman's speech in strong
contrast to Del Napoli's frantic volubility. In the back seat
Slomka said to Swartz, "Damn. This is the first time I've ever been
in a convertible."

Rushing down Tenth Avenue in the heart of downtown
Birmingham, eyes squinted against the wind, they watched banks,
theaters, restaurants, department stores flash past, the sidewalks
crowded with white-shirted office workers, pretty secretaries,
matronly shoppers in sundresses, teenage girls in bermuda shorts;
then they were out of the downtown area, racing down a long
treeless avenue lined with derelict cars and ramshackle wooden
bungalows; there were dirty faced kids playing in vacant lots,
scrawny women in hair curlers, hard eyed men with tattooed arms and
beer bellies; then the bungalows gave way to warehouses, freight
depots, siding yards, and they were bumping over railroad tracks
into another neighborhood where all the faces were black; speeding
past row after row of dilapidated gray wood shanties — sagging
porches, tarpaper roofs, rickety slat fences — they gaped at
woolly-headed old men, withered crones in kerchiefs, frizzy-haired
housewives in faded cotton housecoats, sullen groups of teenagers
standing on the corners, ragged children yelling and swarming over
porches and front yards, and suddenly they were crossing a wide
intersection and climbing a steep hill, winding up a blacktop road
hemmed in by tall pines, passing split-level brick homes set back
from the road; then Rivers spun the car in a sharp left turn up a
narrow alleyway and they roared past big garages and luxury cars,
past the backs of old two-storied mansions, catching glimpses over
hedgerows and stone walls of gazebos, turrets, gabled roofs, and
then, before a double-doored green clapboard garage, they came to a
sudden stop.

They took their luggage out of the trunk and
followed Rivers through the gate of a tall redwood fence. Once
through the gate, they were in a world of green: a trim lawn that
sloped gently downhill bordered by hedges and flowerbeds and shaded
by tall trees: elm, ash, hickory. As they walked down a flagstone
path, their view to the right was blocked by the brown-shingled
wall of a building, but when they rounded the corner they saw a
giant oak tree and underneath it a group of men lounging in garden
chairs around a white wrought-iron table. At their approach, the
men stood up. One, the immediate focus of attention, towered over
the others: a huge red-haired man dressed in white shorts and a
blue polo shirt who as he slowly rose to his feet seemed to grow
endlessly taller and taller, six foot eight or so, a man in early
middle age with a big sunburned face, a savage face with skin drawn
tautly over massive bones — high cranium, prominent cheekbones,
giant mandibles, jutting chin — and he opened his mouth now in a
voracious grin as Rivers and the New Yorkers came closer, this
bedraggled procession lugging suitcases, banjo, guitars, and he
called out in a voice that was enormous too, a scornful booming
growl: "Rivers! What the hell did you pick up at the
bus station? A goddamn bunch of beatnik folksingers?"

Rivers smiled sheepishly. Swartz did a comedian's
double-take, spun around on his heel as if to return directly to
New York and collided into Leo Del Napoli who laughed nervously and
pushed past him.

The red-faced ogre stood with his fists on his hips,
looking down at them incredulously. "What are you people?
Some kind of band?"

Leo Del Napoli approached with a bashful smile. "A
band? People have been asking us that all the way down here. I
guess we are."

"So you people really play those things?

"We do," Swartz said, setting down his guitar. "And
Slomka here is a fabulous tap dancer."

"I am? I am I am." Slomka obligingly
shuffled his feet about. "I play the kazoo too."

"Wonderful." Turning to Peter Kantorsky, the big man
demanded, "And you, what do you do?"

"Uh, I. . . I don't, uh. . . Are you Father
Fraser?"
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Boisterous laughter, hurried introductions,
handshakes, smiles, explanations. The men with Fraser were deacons
in the religious order of LaSallette, bi-lingual Canucks who had
arrived yesterday from their seminary in New Hampshire: Rene
Dupris, Georges Marcel, Paul Gaston, Louis Malraux. In their
mid-twenties, all four had thinning hair, horn-rimmed glasses and
the sallow skin of scholars. Pot bellies made sagging bulges in
white tee-shirts; bermuda shorts displayed pasty-white shins above
black ankle socks and black shoes. The boys from Long Island
quickly sized them up as nice guys but uncool. Since age thirteen,
the LaSallette deacons had been living in the cloistered isolation
of junior seminaries, novitiates and theological institutions. They
had been literally out-of-it since 1953.

Fraser abruptly announced that it was time to go to
work. The project was to transform an abandoned warehouse across
town into a Head Start Center. After dispatching Richie Rivers and
the Lasallettes, Fraser asked the four newcomers, "Have you people
taken lunch yet? No? Come on then." He herded them toward the
brown-shingled building. "I hate to tell you to hurry up but hurry
up. We've got work to do."

Inside a spartan dining hall — three grey metal
tables, a couple of dozen folding chairs — they dutifully slapped
together sandwiches and gobbled them down between long swigs of
cold milk. They were terribly thirsty, slick with sweat, groggy
with the heat. Outside again, they picked up their luggage and
followed Fraser around the side of the building. "Years ago this
was a garage. We've converted it to accommodate the summer
volunteers."

Up some wooden steps and through a door. To the
right, a tiny room with a single window and a pair of bunk beds.
"You'll be putting up in here. Leave your bags and I'll show you
around a bit."

Back down the stairs, they walked along a flagstone
pathway to a low wooden building with a tarpaper roof. "This used
to be a chicken coop," Fraser said as he swung open a screen door
to give them a glimpse of the bunk beds inside. "We made a few
changes and now we stash seminarians in here. Most of the crew you
haven't met yet. They're at work on the Head Start Center."

Fraser led them across the wide lawn that separated
the outbuildings from the main house: a large brick two-storied
Georgian structure with tall windows and a roof of fluted red tile.
Next to the house, a semi-circle of Corinthian pillars were ranged
around a fountain. Water flowed down black granite boulders into
multi-leveled pools; in a central grotto, surrounded by a luxuriant
profusion of ferns, flowers and wisteria vines, stood a marble
statue of Our Lady of Lourdes.

"I put that fountain in two summers ago. It's so
pleasant to sit out here at night and listen to the sound of
running water."

They descended a stone stairway into a latticework
back porch. The air inside was damp and stifling hot, smelled of
bleach and detergent, and reverberated with the throbbing racket of
two washing machines. Fraser hauled open the lid of a deep-freezer
to display stacked cases of beer, great slabs of steak, whole
chickens and hams. "When I first came to the South, back in the
forties, my mother would regularly mail me parcels of canned goods.
She was convinced that canned goods were unheard of in
Alabama."

Scooping sweat off his forehead, Swartz gazed down
wistfully at golden cans of Miller High Life. "Man, I could use a
beer right now," he muttered to Slomka.

"Uh-huh. And a soft bed."

In the kitchen, Fraser introduced them to the maids,
Suzie and Janie, who were busy ironing clothes. Janie was a petite
full-breasted black girl in her early twenties. Suzie was a
gaunt-featured elderly lady with conked iron-grey hair combed back
tight in a bun. They both wore immaculate white uniforms and both
their black faces were shiny with sweat.

Fraser pushed his way through a free-swinging
service door into the dining room. There was the welcoming hum of
an air-conditioner and a blast of cold air. The boys from Long
Island crowded eagerly through the door and then stood about
awkwardly, a bit intimidated by the opulence of silver and crystal,
damask and lace. Fraser opened a door to his right and showed them
a small chapel. "I say Mass here every morning promptly at six and
everyone goes to Mass every morning."

Back in the dining room, Leo Del Napoli noticed a
watercolor sketch of a ring of stick figures dancing around the
dove of peace. "That looks like a Picasso," he said.

"It is a Picasso."

"A Picasso? A real Picasso?"

"Of course."

"Wow!"

Leo Del Napoli, poet, painter, sculptor, classicist,
musician, cartoonist, woodcarver, religious idealist and lover of
beauty, brought to Art a childlike wide-eyed wonder. Picassos and
things of that sort tended to have a big effect on him.

"My aunt received this as a present," Fraser
explained. "A few years later she gave it to me on the tenth
anniversary of my ordination."

Leo nodded eagerly, leaning forward, scrutinizing
the sketch with a rapturous smile. "Boy! Picasso actually painted
this. And someone just gave it to your aunt? Who gave your
aunt a picture by Picasso?"

"Picasso," Fraser said over his shoulder as he
headed toward the living room. A gargantuan gold-brocaded sofa, a
marble coffee table big enough for billiards, cavernous easy
chairs, leather hassocks, ornate lamps held aloft by bronze Grecian
maidens, tortoise shell ashtrays, gold cigarette lighters,
Restoration snuffboxes, Victorian bric-a-brac of ivory and onyx. .
. Leo Del Napoli was enthralled. He lurched about the living room
identifying in his precise finicky voice Dresden china, Waterford
crystal, a Chippendale table. Only a few inches shorter than
Fraser, Leo was a clumsy shambling hulk, his pudgy face topped by a
great shaggy lion's mane of black hair. Decidedly plump, he was
fond of referring to his physique as "my lush Baroque body" and
boasted that the most strenuous exercise he ever performed was
climbing out of a bathtub. He moved across the living room in jerks
and starts, waving big stiff-fingered hands about like the flippers
of a spastic seal. Picking up a delicate crystal-and-silver inkpot,
he avidly fondled it while Fraser looked on uneasily.

"Louis Quatorze?"

"Quinze. You may examine these objets
d'art at your leisure, Leo. Let me show you the rest of the
house now."

Fraser led the way down a final stretch of deep red
carpet to twin doors of heavy oak and translucent glass. He slid
the doors open: tall windows and white lace curtains, mahogany
wainscoting, a glass-top coffee table, leather lounge chairs,
crystal vases filled with fresh flowers, a large brass spittoon
sprouting a banana tree. Bookshelves of old bound-leather volumes
rose to the ceiling of one wall; opposite was a large stereo
console.

"Feel free to use the phonograph here. But I don't
want to hear Elvis Presley at three o'clock in the morning."

"Don't worry, father," Leo said. "We're brought our
own records: Peter Paul and Mary, Joan Baez, Simon and Garfunkel.
But you won't hear Elvis Presley from this group."

"Oh? Actually, I was beginning to like him. My
nephew played his records constantly. I'll show you the second
floor now. Please don't step on my blue suede shoes," Fraser said
as he mounted the staircase. "Love me tender. Jailhouse rock. Awful
trash. I was developing a taste for it. Like old B movies on the
Late Show."

Fraser took them into one of his curate's rooms —
narrow bed, schoolboy desk and chair — and then "the television
room": a big Zenith, sofa, magazine rack. Across the hall was his
own bedroom, a spacious high-ceilinged chamber with a Colonial bed
of black oak, chests of sandalwood, a mirrored dresser of varnished
teak and upon its gleaming surface a bronze bust of Abraham
Lincoln, an old yachting cap tossed at a rakish angle over his
head.

They followed Fraser through the French doors of his
bedroom and out into the sudden heat and glare of an open terrace.
Blinking in the sunlight, they stepped cautiously over the
tessellated slate floor to where Fraser stood leaning against a
stone balustrade. Below, the front lawn sloped steeply down a hill
to a tree-lined road. Beyond the road, the rolling greens of a golf
course stretched away to the horizon.

"So now you know where you're sleeping. Your laundry
you can give to the maids. There's a barber who comes by once a
week. You'll find beer and cigarettes in the kitchen. Make
yourselves at home. As volunteers you receive no money, but there's
no reason why you should be spending much either."

Fraser had given this speech a hundred times before
and he recited it mechanically now as he inspected his new
recruits: Peter Kantorsky, slack-jawed and squinting; a tall skinny
one, a short pimply one; and Leo with his unruly muff of hair,
stray strands pasted with sweat to his forehead, his eyeglasses
fogged over with the sudden damp heat. Sweat was oozing from all
their faces now. Dirty, hagged, dazed faces. They listened to him
with the jerky nods and over-eager smiles of the totally displaced.
To them Alabama was a foreign country.

"The NAACP's voter registration campaign is getting
underway and in the mornings you'll be going door-to-door through
various Negro neighborhoods. At night you'll return to the same
neighborhoods for street-preaching. In the afternoons you'll be
working on construction projects, like the renovation job on the
Head Start Center. You'll have plenty of work, but I've arranged
for some weekend outings: waterskiing, swimming, horseback
riding—"

"Yeah?"

"Horses!"

"Great!

Eager as kids at summer camp. Only Peter Kantorsky
showed no emotion. Open-mouthed, he stared straight ahead,
expressionless, blinking stolidly.

"Do you have any questions, anything you might be
wondering about?" Silence.

Then, reluctantly, Leo said, "Well, father, it's all
really nice. I mean, it's beautiful, this house, everything is in
such good taste and all, but I was thinking we just saw so many
poor people on our way here in the car, those poor Negro
neighborhoods and all those rundown shacks and such poverty and. .
. do you see maybe, well, you know, some contradiction in
the way you live here and the way that poor people, the Negro
people are living all around you?"

"Of course."

A long, awkward silence.

Fraser watched calmly while Leo wrung his big hands
and then rotated them in nervous choppy gestures, groping for
something to say, and finally stammered, "H-how do you reconcile
your lifestyle here with—"

"I don't. And don't be flustered. It's not a bad
question you asked. You should understand, however, that most of
the furnishings you see in this house are my family's heirlooms. I
feel they're being put to good use in making a home for the Irish
missionaries on my staff. They are on the road most of the time and
I see no reason why they shouldn't have a comfortable home to
return to. Do you?"

"No, father," Leo said quickly. "I guess not. It's
just that I was struck by the contrast."

"Which is natural. I've been in Alabama for eighteen
years, Leo. I've seen a lot of changes and a great many more are
still to come. A simple question of time. And time," Fraser glanced
at his wristwatch, "time is what we don't have right now. I'll give
you people five minutes to change into old clothes. We've got work
to do."
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Outside windows gray with soot was another gray New
York City winter's morning and Tom McDowd, slumped deep in an
armchair in the student lounge of Manhattan College, was reading
the Herald Tribune and waiting for his first class of the
morning: Statistics. Statistics bored him. All his courses bored
him. A business major, McDowd only wanted a diploma so he could get
a job and make a lot of money. He was currently serving out his
third year at Manhattan, that venerable and spartan institute of
the Christian Brothers.

McDowd stared glumly at the front page of the
Herald Tribune. There was a photo of a priest standing
before his church, a Negro church in Birmingham, Alabama. Someone
had planted a bomb in the church but the bomb had failed to
explode.

McDowd, a lapsed Catholic, normally inhabited a grim
private sphere of despair and sexual frustration. World events only
confirmed his bleakest fits of accidie. But this business of
planting a box of dynamite in a church and then timing it to blow
up when people are at Mass. . . Christ, was nothing sacred?

During the Statistics class, between bouts of
somnolence, McDowd wrote a letter to the priest in Alabama saying
he was sorry that somebody had tried to bomb his church. A week
later, he received a reply from Father Edmund Fraser offering him a
job. At no pay, of course. As part of President Johnson's War on
Poverty, the Office of Economic Opportunity had recently approved
Fraser's proposal to set up a Head Start Center in Birmingham.
Would McDowd care to volunteer his services there for the
summer?

Tom McDowd was definitely not religious. He was no
idealist. Hell, he wasn't even a liberal. So on this damp hot June
day when his friends in New York were earning money at summer jobs,
making contacts, gaining experience, flirting with secretaries in
air-conditioned offices, what was McDowd doing in a ragged sweat
soaked tee-shirt, tongue literally lolling with thirst, stumbling
about in the reek of sweat, turpentine and cigarette smoke,
slapping red paint on these old plank walls? What was he doing in
this stifling hotbox of a storage shed that crazy Fraser wanted
transformed into a kiddie playroom? Why was he in Birmingham
Alabama? And why, when he could be diddling some pert-assed
secretary, was he in a room full of seminarians and priests?

"Davy Crockett once came to Birmingham. Ah bet you
didn't know that, Tom."

"No, Bubba, I didn't."

"Well, he did." Bubba Smith, native of Mobile and a
deacon of the diocese of Birmingham, was on his hands and knees
painting the floorboards. In the past hour, while McDowd had
managed to cover an entire wall with paint, Bubba Smith had managed
to daub away at perhaps three feet of floorboard. He seemed to
regard his paintbrush as a mere conversational prop, like whittling
a stick. "Only it wasn't called Birmingham then, of course.
Birmingham itself didn't get started till ten years after the Civil
War. No, they called it Jones's Valley 'cause a fella named Jones
was the only white man living here. Even the Indians — the
Chickasaws and Cherokees and Creeks — never bothered settling this
valley. Anyway, ol Davy Crockett come down here from Tennessee
sometime in the 1820s, Ah believe, and he took sick, fever of some
kind, and this fella Jones and his family nursed him back to
health. That's an historical fact, Tom."

"I don't doubt it, Bubba." McDowd was coming up to
the window now. Painting the lintel was a short, pot-bellied kid
with horn-rimmed glasses and pimpled cheeks, one of the new
arrivals from New York. The kid looked up at him. "Your name is
Tom?"

"Right. And you're Leo?"

"Dan. Dan Swartz."

"Ah."

"You from New York?"

"Yeah."

"How long you been here?"

"Just a week."

"Do you understand everything people say? I guess it
must take a while to pick up on the accent here."

"Which one? You got about five in this room. The
priests, the Irish, they're the worst. Then these characters from
New Hampshire. Pahk the cah. After them the Southerners are a
relief."

"What's that you say about Southerners, Tom?" asked
Bubba Smith who squatted across the room, listlessly dipping his
brush into a paint tray.

"I said Southerners, for the most part, are a
worm-ridden pack of congenital imbeciles."

Bubba chortled happily. "That's what Ah thawt
you said." Setting down the paintbrush, Bubba stood up and
stretched wearily. "Weh-ell, yall hafta excuse me. Ah'm stepping
outside for a smoke break."

"Actually, Bubba, what we were talking about was
accents."

"That's innerestin, Tom. Cause you got a
horrible accent. You oughta seek professional help for it."
Bubba gave McDowd a sly parting grin and slipped out the door.

McDowd went back to work. A few moments later, Dan
Swartz said, "You know the first time I heard a Southern accent? It
was in Flushing, Queens, at the World's Fair last year. I'm with my
friend, this guy Greg the Drunkard, and we were half-crocked after
a coupla hours in the Lowenbrau Pavilion — you ever been
there?"

"Who could forget the Lowenbrau Pavilion? Those
German barmaids in the peasant costumes."

"Dirndls."

"Yeah. With their tits hanging half out of them.
wagging those big bazzooms right in your face."

Swartz sniggered, wagging his head. "I fell in love
after two beers. Anyway, later we meet these two girls,
gorgeous girls, on the steps of the Johnson's Wax Exhibit.
So their names are, I dunno, like Lula May and Dixie Peach or
something and they're sisters and they're from Georgia. They
kept saying yall, yall. I hadda ask them, "Hey,
c'mon. What's a yall?" And they tell us we talk funny — like
gangsters in the movies. They wanna know if we really have gang
fights in New York with zip guns and switchblades and stuff. So I
tell them I'm President of this gang, the Jolly Jesters, see?, and
my friend here, Greg the Drunkard, he's my War Counselor. Man,
those girls were lapping it up. And then their parents came
up and took them away. So we went off and got drunk."

Swartz fell silent. McDowd continued painting for a
while.

"That's a sad story, Dan."

"Drink up! Drink up!" Fraser showed a shoulder
between them, holding out a pail of freshly-mixed paint. "There's
plenty to go around and it's all on the house."

McDowd noticed Swartz flinch at the sound of
Fraser's voice. The kid's eyes darted down to the floor; the
pimpled cheeks turned red. What was he afraid of?

Tup-praaang! A paint tray clattered across
the floor, kicked over by Bubba Smith who had just come through the
door. The room exploded with laughter as Bubba stumbled about,
squishing on a red paint-soaked sneaker. "Doggonit! Ah never saw
that dang thing!"

Fraser leveled a baleful stare at Bubba. Then,
relenting, he sighed: "There's a klutz in every crew."

 


§

 


It was nightfall by the time the crew returned home.
Swartz was the first to take a shower. In the darkness now, outside
the bunkroom, seated with his back against a tree, Swartz was
strumming his guitar and singing Dylan songs. In the bunkroom Leo
emitted a series of loud groans and Bronx cheers. Swartz ignored
him.

He sang Blowing in the Wind, Tomorrow is a
Long Time, My Back Pages and was in the middle of
Don't Think Twice when he was struck dumb by a sudden
apparition: two malevolent
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