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In Memoriam

Addie Mae Collins

Denise McNair

Carole Robertson

Cynthia Wesley




Killed Sunday, September 15, 1963, in the racist bombing of Sixteenth Street Baptist Church, Birmingham, Alabama, as they prepared to participate in a Youth Worship Service.


Jesus loves the little children,

All the children of the world;

Red and yellow, black and white,

They are precious in his sight;

Jesus loves the little children of the world.



















The past isnt dead; its not even past.

WILLIAM FAULKNER

We were spirit people, seed people;
no matter how bleak the terrain looked out there,
we were planted for a rich harvest.

VICTORIA GRAY
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E-Book Extra

Promise of the Past: An Interview with Sena Jeter Naslund




Harper Audios Rick Harris talks to author Sena Jeter Naslund. Rick Harris: Ms. Naslund, at the beginning of Four Spirits, you quote William Faulkner and Victoria Gray. Can you tell us why you chose these particular quotations?



Sena Jeter Naslund: Yes. The quotation from FaulknerThe past isnt dead; its not even pastspeaks to the relevance of historical events in our past. Its a surprising and quirky sentence in itself: The past isnt dead isnt such an unusual statement, but when you add Its not even past, I think the reader perks up and becomes more aware of how issues that might have seemed resolved in the past are still with us, and I very much believe that is relevant to the racial situation in the United States today.

The Victoria Grey quoteWe were spirit people, seed people, no matter how bleak the terrain looked out there, we were planted for a rich harvestI chose because of its optimism. Victoria Grey was a Civil Rights activist in Mississippi and I think that the sentence shows a great deal of courage. It also suggests the sort of triumph that Four Spirits represents about the Civil Rights movementthat for all of the tragedy and pain of it, important changes were made, and while the transformation isnt complete, were in a much better situation than we were in the beginning of the 1960s.




Rick Harris: How did you reconcile historical facts with the fictive imagination while writing Four Spirits?



Sena Jeter Naslund: I really like interweaving fact and fiction in my work. In Sherlock in Love, I have a historical character named Ludwig the 2nd of Bavaria, and in Ahabs Wife I have historical figures Mariah Mitchell, the great woman scientist, and Margaret Fuller, the great woman of letters, interact with my main character.

Four Spirits is based on the history of the Civil Rights Movement, and therefore characters such as Martin Luther King, and historical events like assassinations must be included. While writing the historical events, I recreated them through the eyes of fictive charactersmy intention is to be true to the character as much as to the event, because we all have different perceptions of things. When I handle the characters, I try to make my depiction of them as accurate as possible. I do a great deal of research, which includes reading interviews and, in this case, letters as well. I dont really find that theres a conflict between imagination and fact, or between memory and imagination. Overall, Im trying to create a certain artistic vision.

Its perhaps comparable to what Robert Penn Warren tried to do with the novel All the Kings Men, which is based loosely on the assassination of Huey P. Long, the governor of Louisiana. Another good example is Tolstoys War and Peace: when we read War and Peace, were really seeing Tolstoys vision of events, rather than a presentation that purports to be objective truth. These two different strands weave together and enrich each other, I believe, in our own thinking and certainly, I hope, in the pages of my novels.



Rick Harris: A surprising number of the characters in Four Spirits have single or surrogate parents. Was this intentional on your part?



Sena Jeter Naslund: I think that the orphan child is an emblem of the existential human, meaning its up to us to create our own values and our own sense of self. Some of my favorite novels deal with orphan or half-orphan characters. David Copperfield, Jane Eyre, Anne of Green Gables, and Heidi were all orphans, and it seems to me that presenting children in this sort of naked, unprotected, vulnerable situation is a philosophical choice. I think that human beings become adults by becoming their own parents, so to speak. So this particular choice emphasizes our isolation, alienation, aloneness, and our necessity to make of ourselves what we can.



Rick Harris:Four Spirits embodies a wide range of characters, philosophies, and events. Can you tell us how you feel about the scope of this novel?



Sena Jeter Naslund: There are so many stories to be toldso I set out to write an inclusive novel, not just a portrait of one person going through a huge social change. I have tried to include people who drew strength from their religious beliefs, because I think the Civil Rights movement in the South depended on the black church and on Christian faith to a large extent. Of course Martin Luther King was also influenced by Gandhi and the Hindu faith, so I didnt want the Christian perspective to be the only one presented. Some of my characters are agnostics, or atheists, some of them are humanists, and some of them have a liberal rather than a traditional view of Christianity.

It seemed to me that the movement came together from many different sources, so I see this book as a kind of mosaic; if you took any one of the separate and individual pieces out, the picture would be less complete, and therefore less true. I also present a variety of viewpoints because I try to promote tolerance and understanding among people as much as possible, and I want the book, in a sense, to be a model of inclusiveness. For example, one of my characters is a member of the Ku Klux Klan. He was particularly hard for me to deal with because as an artist I want to treat all of my characters with a certain amount of respect and fullness. So instead of a one-dimensional demon, of sorts, I tried to create a man that everyone could identify with. Rick Harris: How would you compare Stella in Four Spirits to Una in Ahabs Wife?



Sena Jeter Naslund: Those two characters have a number of things in common, and they have particular differences as well. They are both bright and questioning human beings, but they have different starting points: Una leaves home at age twelve because shes in conflict with her father about his fundamentalist religious beliefs; Stella loses her father when shes five years old in an accident and is, I think, the more confused and uncertain character. Stella also doesnt mature through the course of the book as much as Una does; at the end of Four Spirits, Stella is just beginning to understand her sexual nature, whereas at the end of Ahabs Wife, Una has had three husbands and two children. Stellas story is interwoven with the social problems of the time, and Unas story is more personal. But both of these young women are successful in moving forward, and in their effort to mature as full human beings.



Rick Harris: Beyond that, what is the relationship you see between the two books?



Sena Jeter Naslund: I think both of the books make a statement about the need for religious and spiritual tolerance by trying to embrace a wide variety of people. The social concerns are much more prominent in Four Spirits than in Ahabs Wife, but Ahabs Wife does start off in the world of slavery, and one of the characters in Four Spirits is even a descendent of Susan, the slave in Ahabs Wifeso theres a kind of wormhole connection between the universes of the two books.



Rick Harris: How did the process of writing Four Spirits differ from the process of writing Ahabs Wife?



Sena Jeter Naslund: It was really quite different. The idea for Ahabs Wife came to me all in a flash, with a voice and a vision of a woman on a roof-walk, hoping her husband was coming home, looking out to see if he was, realizing he probably wasnt coming home, and beginning her own spiritual quest as she looked at the starry sky and beheld something of its glory. So all in a moment I thought this, and then a voice said, Captain Ahab was neither my first husband nor my last and I knew I had a novel. And that turned out to be the first sentence of the book.

The roots of Four Spirits go much deepertheyre from my own childhood in Birmingham, Alabama. During that time, of course, I didnt know what would become of me any more than Stella knows what will become of her, but I promised myself that if I ever did become a writer, I would write about those times, and try to catch some of the fullness and complexity of itnot just the pain and tragedy, but also the love and faith, the sense of community and family that was present at that time. So in writing Four Spirits, Im keeping a promise to myself that I made almost forty years ago, which means this book has a special kind of fulfillment for me.

It took me a long time to build up the confidence and the technical ability to feel like I could write this bookafter all, it is my sixth. Using multiple perspectives was a particularly challenging move for me, because I like to imagine myself inside a characters skin. I prefer the intensity of that style, but it sometimes means I dont have a lot of distance from my characters. In Four Spirits, I had to attach and detach, and attach and detach with different characters many times during the writing process. It was a painful experience because I was relying on my own memories and experiences, as well as a great deal of research, and in the process I had discovered things that I didnt know had happened, even though I was there at the time.

For example, in 1957 after the Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth tried to integrate Phillips High School, where I was a student, the Ku Klux Klan caught an African American man and castrated him, saying Tell Shuttlesworth this is what will happen to him. Well, I didnt know that had happened, and when I read about it in Louisville, Kentucky as I was writing the book, I had a great sense of pain and guilt. Incidents like that made me feel like an ordinary German citizen saying, yes, but we didnt know where that smoke was coming from, that is to say, there is a kind of defensive posture in saying I didnt know. I found that I couldnt do the research after about four oclock in the afternoon, or I couldnt sleep at night.

So it quite a challenge to my nerves to revisit the time period, but it was something I very much wanted to do. I felt there was a need for it; theres been a lot of wonderful documentary treatment of the Civil Rights movement, but I didnt feel that there was a comprehensive novel on the subject, so it seemed to me something that was needed in the American literary landscape, and besides, I had promised myself to try to do this. It was hard to find the form for the novel in Four Spiritsthe multiple perspectivesand sometimes I got courage by reading Virginia Woolfs diaries about the writing of Mrs. Dalloway and To the Lighthouse. I discovered that when she was experimenting with form she often felt that she was missing the boat, and having a hard time with it, and of course it turned out gloriously for her, so that was encouraging to me. Writing Ahabs Wife was like entering a wonderful dream-world. I cant say that I loved being back in this other world.




Rick Harris: Though an enormous amount was accomplished by the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s, discrimination and violence remain a big part of this country. What advice would you offer to lawmakers and community leaders in trying to put an end to hate crimes and to further integrate society?



Sena Jeter Naslund: Well, I know that some cities are asking all of their citizens to read a particular book. Two of the books that have been chosen are Harper Lees To Kill a Mockingbird, and Ernest J. Gaines A Lesson Before Dying, both of which deal with racial injustice. It seems to me that when civic leaders take the responsibility of promoting a common experience, theyre doing something to combat prejudice, and the possible violence that results from prejudice. So I would hope that this practice of bringing a community together by having a common reading experience, and particularly a well chosen one such as those two books represent, could do something for raising the consciousness of people. I tend to think about the problem in terms of, my own bailiwick, which is that of writing fiction, and the hope that when people read imaginative literature, and get inside characters who might otherwise seem strange or different to them, that they become more compassionate.

I think the imagination can be a great moral and spiritual forcethat it can expand peoples consciousnesses. I believe that if civic leaders can promote communication by having a common object to study and talk about, it would increase the sense of community, not only in combating prejudice, but in a sense of civic pride of place. Some places have everyone wear a button who has read the book, so if you see someone waiting for the bus, and you are both wearing buttons, you have something to talk about. Its a kind of bridge. I hope that all of the arts can help to break down the prejudice, and inclination toward violence that is still very evident in this country.
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E-Book Extra

The Facts behind the Fiction: Key Dates in
the Civil Rights Movement







	17 May 1954:
	Supreme Court outlaws school segregation in Brown vs. Board of Education.

	07 May 1955:
	Reverend George Lee: killed for leading voter registration drive. Belzoni, MS.

	13 August 1955:
	Lamar Smith: murdered for organizing black voters. Brookhaven, MS.

	28 August 1955:
	Emmett Louis Till: youth murdered for speaking to white woman. Money, MS.

	22 October 1955:
	John Earle Reese: slain by nightriders opposed to black school improvements. Mayflower, TX.

	01 December 1955:
	Rosa Parks: arrested for refusing to give up her seat on bus to a white man. Montgomery, AL.

	05 December 1955:
	Montgomery bus boycott begins.

	13 November 1956:
	Supreme Court bans segregated seating on Montgomery buses.

	23 January 1957:
	Willie Edwards Jr.: killed by Ku Klux Klan. Montgomery, AL.

	29 August 1957:
	Congress passes first Civil Rights act since reconstruction.

	24 September 1957:
	President Eisenhower orders federal troops to enforce school desegregation. Little Rock, AR.

	25 August 1959:
	Mack Charles Parker: taken from jail and lynched. Polarville, MS.

	1 February 1960:
	Black students stage sit-in at whites only lunch counter. Greensboro, NC.

	05 December 1960:
	Supreme Court outlaws segregation in bus terminals.

	14 May 1961:
	Freedom riders attacked in Alabama while testing compliance with bus desegregation laws.

	25 September 1961:
	Herbert Lee: voter registration worker killed by white legislator. Liberty, MS.

	1 April 1962:
	Civil Rights groups join forces to launch voter registration drive.

	09 April 1962:
	Cpl. Roman Ducksworth Jr.: taken from bus and killed by police. Taylorsville, MS.

	30 September 1962:
	Riots erupt when James Meredith, a black student, enrolls at Ole Miss.

	30 September 1962:
	Paul Guihard: European reporter killed during Ole Miss riot. Oxford, MS.

	23 April 1963:
	William Lewis Moore: slain during one-man march against segregation. Atlanta, AL.

	03 May 1963:
	Birmingham police attack marching children with dogs and firehoses.

	11 June 1963:
	Alabama Governor stands in schoolhouse door to stop university integration.

	12 June 1963:
	Medgar Evers: Civil Rights leader assassinated. Jackson, MS.

	28 August 1963:
	250,000 Americans march on Washington for Civil Rights.

	15 September 1963:
	Addie Mae Collins, Denise McNair, Carole Robertson, Cynthia Wesley: schoolgirls killed in bombing of 16th Baptist Church. Birmingham, AL.

	15 September 1963:
	Virgil Lamar Ware: youth killed during wave of racist violence. Birmingham, AL.

	23 January 1964:
	Poll tax outlawed in federal elections.

	31 January 1964:
	Louis Allen: witness to murder of civil rights worker, assassinated. Liberty, MS.

	23 March 1964:
	Johnnie Mae Chapell: shot by 4 white men along a roadside. Jacksonville, Fla.

	07 April 1964:
	Rev. Bruce Klunder: killed protesting construction of segregated school. Columbus, OH. 


	02 May 1964:
	Henry Hezekiah Dee, Charles Eddie Moore: killed by Klan. Meadville, MS.

	20 June 1964:
	Freedom summer brings 1,000 young civil rights volunteers to Mississippi.

	21 June 1964:
	James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, Michael Schwerner: Civil Rights workers abducted and slain by Ku Klux Klan. Philadelphia, MS.

	02 July 1964:
	President Johnson signs Civil Rights Act of 1964.

	11 July 1964:
	Lt. Col. Lemuel Penn: killed by Ku Klux Klan while driving north. Colbert, GA.

	26 February 1965:
	Jimmie Lee Jackson: Civil Rights marcher killed by state trooper. Marion, AL.

	07 March 1965:
	State troopers beat black marchers at Edmund Pettus Bridge. Selma, AL.

	11 March 1965:
	Rev. James Reeb: march volunteer beaten to death. Selma, AL.

	25 March 1965:
	Civil Rights march from Selma to Montgomery completed.

	25 March 1965:
	Viola Gregg Liuzzo: killed by Ku Klux Klan while transporting marchers. Selma Highway, AL.

	02 June 1965:
	Oneal Moore: black deputy killed by Nightriders. Varnado, LA.

	09 July 1965:
	Congress passes Voting Rights Act of 1965.

	18 July 1965:
	Willie Wallace Brewster: killed by Nightriders. Anniston, AL.

	20 August 1965:
	Jonathan Daniels: seminary student killed by deputy. Hayneville, AL.

	03 January 1966:
	Samuel Younge Jr.: student civil rights activist killed in dispute over whites-only restroom. Tuskegee, AL.

	10 January 1966:
	Vernon Dahmer: black community leader killed in Ku Klux Klan bombing. Hattiesburg, MS.

	10 June 1966:
	Ben Chester White: killed by Klu Klux Klan. Natchez, MS.

	30 July 1966:
	Clarence Triggs: slain by Nightriders. Bogalusa, LA.

	27 February 1967:
	Wharlest Jackson: Civil Rights leader killed after promotion to white job. Natchez, MS.

	12 May 1967:
	Benjamin Brown: Civil Rights worker killed when police fired on protesters. Jackson, MS.

	02 October 1967:
	Thurgood Marshall sworn in as first black Supreme Court Justice.

	08 February 1968:
	Samuel Hammond Jr. Delano Middleton, Henry Smith: students killed when highway patrolmen fired on protestors. Orangeburg, SC.

	04 April 1968:
	Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Assassinated. Memphis, TN.
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E-Book Extra

Reading Group Guide:
Discussion Points for Four Spirits
A Novel by Sena Jeter Naslund




Transporting us to a time and place that tested the American dream in unprecedented ways, Four Spirits portrays a remarkable group of women and men living in Birmingham, Alabama, during the 1960s. This was the site of some of the nations most brutal attempts to quash the Civil Rights Movement, most horrifically in the bombing of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church. Yet Birmingham was also where a triumphant swell of courage was born, one that award-winning novelist Sena Jeter Naslund witnessed first-hand while coming of age there.

On the pages of Four Spirits, we meet an array of compelling charactersblack and white, racist and integrationist, rich and poor, pacifist and terrorist. Through these fictional faces, this astonishing fight for freedom emerges in a storyline that pays beautiful tribute to unrecognized heroes. By turns exhilarating and poignant, Four Spirits is a novel that is meant to bring readers together, stirring emotions, recollections, and vibrant conversation.

We hope that the following questions will enhance your discussion of this powerful and important book.


Discussion Topics


	Two quotations, one from William Faulkner and one from Victoria Gray, an African-American Mississippi civil rights activitist, mark the beginning of Four Spirits. What is the contemporary relevance of these epigraphs? In what way is Americas past still present? Has the promise of a rich harvest been fulfilled? 

	The novels prelude presents the only scenes in which Stellas parents are with her in the present, rather than with her through memories. In what way do the events of that day both disable and sustain her throughout her life?

	Discuss the concept of destiny in terms of the books characters. T.J., for example, survived combat overseas and returned home to become a protector in his community. Yet he lost his job when he attempted to register to vote. Lee became embroiled in her husbands violent plots and eventually needed Aunt Pratt to help her find the way home (literally and symbolically). How does a combination of choice and chance create the fates of such characters as Catherine, Gloria, Lionel, Jonathan, and Stella?

	Compare the three men who win Stellas affection. How does each one contribute to her growth throughout the novel?

	How does the book compare to your understanding or recollections of this time period? What did you discover about Birmingham and the Civil Rights Movement that you hadnt known before? How would you have responded had you been in the various characters situations?

	The author gives us an unflinching glimpse of a Klansmans perspective. What motivates Ryder to torture innocent strangers, as well as his wife? In your opinion, what are the roots of this behavior in general? 


	The novel underscores the role of unjust laws and corrupt law enforcement officials in perpetuating Birminghams bloodshed. How did Civil Rights proponents overcome these tremendous disadvantages? Where did they find power?

	Sena Jeter Naslund vividly recreates the surreal aura that followed JohnF. Kennedys assassination. In what way are Stellas experiences that day a reflection of the nations reaction to tragedy as a whole? 

	Cultural icons and religion form a significant backdrop in Four Spirits. The intellectual canon features philosophers, scientists, composers, and literary lions. The spiritual references form a tapestry including Stellas memories of her mother singing in Hebrew;existential skepticism;spiritual intuitions on the parts of Stella, Agnes, Lionel, and Charlotte;traditional Christian faith and the evangelical preaching of Lionel Parrish. How do the realms of thought and faith interact in Four Spirits?

	The act of mentoring is crucial to many of the novels characters. During his youth, Edmund strove to be one of the Reverend Fred Shuttlesworths protgs; Catherine finds inspiration in her brother; Christine attempts to mentor Gloria. Who has been your mentor? What would you like to teach future generations about life?

	Christine, Arcola, Catherine, and Charles make a heavy sacrifice together at the White Palace. In her authors note, Sena Jeter Naslund reminds us of the numerous real-life figures who lost their lives during this chapter in history. What can society do to ensure that they didnt die in vain, and that such bloodshed will be not be repeated in the future?

	Discuss the literary devices Sena Jeter Naslund uses to enhance her storytelling: compact, intense chapters; widely varied points of view; the treatment of time;poetic chapter titles;carefully divided sections;a prelude and a postlude. What is the effect of these details?

	 Four Spirits is filled with intriguing cameo characters, such as department store owner Mr. Fielding, many aunts, and the waiter who dances with Catherine. What makes even these minor roles significant in the context of this particular storyline?

	Though Four Spirits and Ahabs Wife span extraordinarily different time periods, do any of the characters experience similar predicaments? How do these two novels complement Sena Jeter Naslunds body of work?

	Two vivid scenes mark the novels conclusion: the burning of Jonathans car, and the ascension of Charlotte. What did these images evoke? What is the significance of giving Charlotte the last word?















Prelude
Old Times there, 1948

[image: logo2]














[image: logo1]

Helicon, Alabama




IN THE WOODS, A CHILD IS FIRING A PISTOL.

Aim at the trees, her father tells her because she is five years old.

She must shoot the trees, but it doesnt make sense, because her father is the one who says he will die, and soon. Maybe death is hiding in the trees, the little girl thinks, and what if she kills death? Then it cant get her father. Aim at the trees, yes, he surely said to do that, and she would do anything for him, and never be disobedient again.

Since her parents and two brothers are standing behind, Stella sees nothing but trees, their slender pine bodies upright and endless as the soldiers marching down Twentieth Street in the Birmingham Armistice Day parade.

In the piney forest, Stella holds the heavy, grown-up gun in her hand; she must lift the barrel to aim, and that tiny blade, like a fragment of razor blade on the end of the barrel, is called the sight. But will she become a soldier, if she fires a gun? And what if someone fires back at her? What if?

During the parade, her mother pointed up to the balcony of the Tutwiler Hotel. The reviewing standMama saidGeneral Omar Bradley.

Now fire, Stellas father murmurs to his five-year-old daughter in his liquid-kind doctor voice. She knows the instruction is for her finger. Just her finger should ever so slightly pull the trigger toward her, toward them, but what if if if if if if if if the pistol has its own will and the barrel looks up above the green woods, up toward the sky that has turned pale, hardly blue at all anymore, and if the pistol continues to rear up like a stallion but instead of the must-be return of hoofs to the earth, what if the stallion rears past return, arcs backward till the horse is going to land on its own back, and then the stallion-gun fires, and its us all soft in our skin bags with hair on our heads and us limber jointed (with blood inside!), us in the guns sights and we are the target when the bullet races down the barrel?

Because of death, Daddy reminds, Aim at the trees!

Because Stella is hesitating in pulling the trigger, his voice comes booming now from the bedrock bottom beneath the sand beneath the sea: command: Fire!

Her fathers voice roars like a cannon. Stella remembers the cannon roar and recoil not from the parade but from the movies of World War II, and she remembers Carlotta Shirleys father and her mothers explanation of shell-shocked Mr. Shirley:the toll of war.

In the woods, her mother is wearing bright red lipstick, fresh, but Stella wears her faded overalls with the bib over her chest that always makes her feel safe. Perhaps (Stella imagines) the bullet she has fired dodges all the tree trunks in the woods before her; perhaps the bullet takes no toll but slips harmlessly like a snake between slender trunks, forever. Or, perhaps the bullet has hit a young pine, entering the bark lovingly like a ghost leaving not so much as a kiss-mark of lipstick on the flinty brown scales encircling a trunk just the size of your wrist. What happens to a bullet fired?

And how could the repercussion of that shot be in the woods, when it rings in Stellas own head? The sound of pistol fire big as apocalypse has entered Stellas brain.

(She has kept the barrel from rearing back.) Thats right, her father says. Its his kind, lapping-waves doctor voice again. His face is pale and scrubbed so clean she can see the delicate red veins beside the flange of his nose.

His blood is inside those vessels, and he is fully and completely alive. Is it possible that today while he was driving the car, he said, I have lung cancer. Thats why I spit all the time, and the car just kept going south? Youve seen me spitting. And Ill die of it. But his hair is still thick and gray, beautifully brushed. She loves his big nose and thinks him handsome as a hawk.



ON THE DRIVE DOWN Highway 31, which links Birmingham to Montgomery and beyond to the even deeper rural South of virtually forgotten places like Helicon, Dr. Silver had spoken solemnly to his family. When he was a boy at Helicon, he loved Sunday school and squirrel hunting equally, he told his two sons and daughter as they drove south, back toward his old homehed never lost touchwhere he had picked cotton alongside the colored folks. And then while he drove the car toward Helicon, he sang his children his favorite Methodist Sunday school song: Jesus loves the little children, / all the children of the world; / red and yellow, black and white, / they are precious in his sight. / Jesus loves the little children of the world. Because she is Jewish, Stellas mother never sang a word about Jesus.

Before he dies, Mama had explained to the children in the car, but the children are not to tell anybody at Helicon, he wants to visit. He wants to see again the woman he always called Old Aunt Charlotte, but Mama said only Charlotte and she explained that Daddy meant honor not kin when he said Aunt and that when he said Old, he meant respect for her years.

When they first piled out of the car, they stopped at the little hut-house at Helicon, but Daddy had said, Let her sleep. Well go fire the pistol.

But Stella and her brothers peeked and saw her sleepingOld Aunt Charlotte, the one Who-Was-Born-into-Slavery. Not her son Christopher Columbus Jones, whose hair was cotton-boll white on his dark head, not her gaunt-cheeked daughter Queen Victoria Jones, whose head was crowned not by precious metal studded with gems but by a faded bandanna. Though ancient, Christopher Columbus Jones and Queen Victoria Jones are too young to have been slaves. It is their mother, Old Aunt Charlotte, who survived both before and after the time when the world convulsed in civil war to set her free. And Daddy wants his three children to know her. Its important to Daddy. He grew up at Helicon, Mama, who grew up in Chicago, said in her special deep voice while they were in the car. Mamas voice meant you have got to understand, or act as if you understand, and obey.

Stella, of course, has always understood that Helicon was the place where the true South was. To her country-bred father, industrial Birmingham was an impostor place, not the real South at all, and sois Stella herself real? Probably not. If her father denies the reality of Birmingham (or is it the importance of the place that he refuses to embrace?) and if, to Stella, no place is so real as the neighborhood of Norwood, or their red clay driveway, then are her feet real? And if not her feet, what of her legs? Bit by bit, when she tries to understand, she dissolves into unreality. She has come into a world that may never be real, and she and it are always going to be almost as nothing as ghosts or maybe, at best, spirits.



NOW THEYVE ALL SHOT the trees, except Mama who says, Oh, I dont want to do that, and dismisses the whole issue. It seems to Stella that Mama has no use for guns.

But during the parade, Stella had heard her murmur, Blessed guns, blessed boys.

Stella had gotten bored; there were so many soldiers, all dressed in brown; one block after another, then a few tanks, more blocks of soldiers, all their legs waving forward together. Stand up straight, children, Mama had murmured in a voice that sounded like crying. And Stella and her brothers had lifted and squared their shoulders. Just like a flatiron, Mamas hand had pressed right up Stellas spine to straighten it.

Now while the pistol bullets wander forever in the wilderness of woods, Stella and her family must go back to the small old Helicon house, two rooms and a dogtrot between. Shooting trees in the woods was just to pass the time till Old Aunt Charlotte, the spirit of the house, awakens.

Shooting, down in the woods, Charlotte thinks. Yes, that was the real world Charlotte was waking to, not heaven, just likewas it almost a hundred years ago, the musket firewhen Charlotte heard it first? The shooting?

Stella raises her arms in a wide V and shakes her hands at the ends of her arms and yells, Whooooo! just like a ghost as she runs ahead of all of them, out of the woods.

Five-year-old Stella believes the house reappearing through the trunks of the trees is a ghost, something like a hallucination, something at least more real in her fathers memory than thata feeble shackstanding now among the little sharp-edged stones, existing really not just in his but also in their memories. When she looks at these people, the Negroes of rural south Alabama, this world, she sees it through the lens of memory, not sharp and clear, but with a blurry uncertainty, as though she has been made to wear her daddys spectacles. Stella stops running;she wishes to loiter at the edge of the clearing and to think.

Charlotte raises herself on her elbows on her bed and hunches toward the headboard to be sitting up when Doctor comes in.


Stella has no doubt Old Aunt Charlotte, dark as wet coffee grounds in the percolator basket, is awake now because those four explosions in the woods were a mighty alarm clock not to be denied, though Daddy seems to think it is simply time for an old persons nap to end, and time is something he knows all about. He keeps it in his pocket. He winds it up on the mantel.

Slowly Stella crosses the raked yard to check the dreamy structureweak, it leansa dwelling envisioned but possibly insubstantial. The house should stand up straight, square its shoulders. She reaches out and touches the corner of the two-room dwelling while she waits for her family to catch up.

Stella believes she could shake this house right off the stacks of rocks that hold it up at each corner. Perhaps she could pick up the little house, with them inside, and carry it to Birmingham.

But Stella does not want to stop at Birmingham where, they say, in a few months, after she starts first grade, Daddy will die; she thinks I will go to Chicago. Already she plays the cello, and in Chicago her mother learned to play the violin and the piano. Stella could ride her pint-size cello, like a horsey, all the way to Chicago. Back to Chicago, she thinks, though she has never been there. But her bones know, if Chicago was the origin of her mothers music, then Chicago is hers as well. She can ride almost straight northHuntsville, Nashville, Louisville, Indianapolis: Chicago.

At home, in Birmingham, if the piano part is ever pitched too high to sing, then down, down, down, Mama skillfully makes the piano go as low as she likes but it is always the same tune. Transposition, her mother says when her two sons and her daughter stand around the piano in the living room, and she smiles because she does it so easily. Her fingers touch the black keys as readily as the white ones, but Stella plays the piano only in the key of C and Stella uses only the level white notes.

Touching the corner of the old house, Stellas fingertips learn that this house is surely not made of wood but cloth, soft as worn denim with a nap. First you shoot a tree, Stella decides, then the sawing across the fibers and the piercing by nails dont hurt. Its Time that transforms boards into cloth. When Daddy approaches the tall mantel clock, he holds a brass key: one end of the long key is crenellated like a bit of castle wall, the other end is two stiff lobes, wings from a brass butterfly. Daddys clock contains time, but Mamas music always floats free. Wisps of her mothers music, like clouds, often float through Stellas mind and the air around her.


One glass window, swung open like a gate by hinges on its side, exposes a square hole leading to the inside of the Helicon house. No window screen bars the entrance to flying insects or the meandering of air. In the backyard in Birmingham, Stella has a playhouse with just such a window attached only to its frame by hinges on one side. Inside the playhouse, Stella and Nancy, her beautiful best friend, pretend that dirt is flour and mix their mud pies. Stella wonders if she has remembered to hook the eye to lock the window to secure the playhouse. Do people eat mud pies here in Helicon? Once, when Nancy wasnt looking, Stella tasted a crumb of Birmingham mud.

Now her brothers and parents have caught up with her, and the little Silver family clomps into the shanty. A faint ambiance of pride moves along with them, above their noisy feet, because her fathers people had been small land-owners, not tenants, after the war (which still means, in 1948, to many southern people the Civil War, not the recent one of Dwight Eisenhower and Omar Bradley).

Doctor and Mrs., two boys and the little girl, Stella, hear the voice born into slavery quavering like the rattle of oak leaves refusing to let go even in winter, the voice rattling inchoate till Old Aunt Charlottes eyes focus on Dr. Silver-come-home, and Charlotte forces the throe of nature into words: These hands, these were the ones, these were the first to touch him when he came into this world.

Stella sees the hands are two-toned, like the latest cars, the palms held up, as though a young woman, not an ancient, were presenting a ghost baby, as though in her upturned palms the young woman could feel the weight of him who would become Doctor and Daddy.

Those pale palms (Stella imagines) have caught the light streaming through the little window she had noticed while she stood outside stroking the corner of the house, its colorless wood transmogrified into colorless denim. Without benefit or hindrance of wire screen or venetian blind and definitely not double-hung window frames, the open square in the wall admits light, and the light replaces the ghost baby in the palms of the old slaves hands.

This your wife? Lord, so pretty and stout. These children! Lord, let me touch these babies.

Say your names. Having already instructed the children while they traveled south inside the car like a blue egg, her mother doesnt need to repeat instructions now. Though youngest, Stella steps forward. Curious, she wants to examine Old Aunt Charlotte more closely. This woman could be the one who will die, not Daddy.

Im Stella. Did we wake you up with the shooting?

From the small carved wooden woman comes a cackle that is almost strangling; a bit of drool wets the lower lip, which is not wood after all but moving flesh. Lord, honey, cant no shooting wake up your old great-great-great (How great Thou art!) grannie. Old Aunt Charlotte raises her eyes to their father. Would I got any rest these years if shooting wake me up?

Are you dead then? Ruben asks.

The eyes of Old Auntor is it Grannie?widen. I dont think so. Lord, are we all dead, Doctor?

I dont believe youll ever die, Queen Victoria speaks up. Everybody grown-up snickers, even Christopher Columbus over in the corner, looking down. Even Daddy, who will die (so he said privately), and soon (its a secret), but his laugh sounds wounded.

While she laughs, Charlotte scans the ceiling to check for large dusty wings, but she sees nothing waiting for her that resembles the Angel of Death. Because she wont ever die, Charlottes glee is greatest of all, and the joke is on all of them.

I been tried, Charlotte says.

She sees a moth up there above her bed, but its wings are caught in a cobweb.

Tried many a time.

Then her father reaches out his hand to the woman on the bed whose body doesnt even reach halfway to the footboard. When the two-toned hand and the white hand meet, she snatches his to her mouth, quick as a dog taking a bone. She kisses the back of Daddys hand and murmurs, Best baby in the world. Best baby, white or black.

Chriss neck ratchets his chin another notch closer to his chest and Victorias straight-ahead stare hardens into a stone beam.

The old eyelids slide down like a window shade, then raise up. Let me touch themthe next gen-er-a-ti-on. The doctors children are nudged closer by both their parents into the reality of family-but-not-family that Dr. Silver not only thinks to be right but holds as being sacred.

The hands of Who-Was-Born-into-Slavery rest on Stellas head.


Blessed girl! Old Aunt Charlotte squeaks in high-pitched surprise. Both her hands spring away from Stellas head as though the childs head has burned her old fingers.

Those words shock Stella, zing from her ears down the neck bones, through her body to her smallest toe bone. Blessed, blessed. Stella knows that she has been waiting to hear those words. What did it matter that they were spoken in the voice of a mouse? She feels like Samuel in the Bible, as though she should say, Here am I; send me. But she steps back and gives her bedside place to her brothers.

No words at all are uttered over the boys, when the brown fingers slowly muss their hair. The boys have been neglected, and she, the girl, has been selected.

Blessed girl! and the world is illumined as never before, as though sheet lightning has shimmered the dead air. In exchange for her special blessing, her scalp still tingling, though she is ignored in the little sepia room crowded with family and nonfamily, Stella intones aloud in her deepest voice: Live forever, live forever!

Though the whole room vibrates with laughter, Charlottes laughter the highest of all, a descant, Stella knows that she and the woman sitting up in bed have exchanged gifts better than birthday presents. And she knows Charlotte knows, too.

Finally Charlotte asks feebly, Did you fire the pistol, Mrs. Doctor?

Stella watches her mother shaking her head from side to side.

I didnt think so, Charlotte says.

Mrs. Doctor would never shoot the pistol, and the world was the same as always. Charlotte closes her eyes, exhausted by her foray back into the realm of the living who could never be real. Except for Doctor. Oh, he was real from the moment he came out of the woman place, covered with white cheese.

Charlotte asks politely, How Miss Krit and Miss Pratt? While Doctor tells her his sisters in Birmingham are fine, Charlotte wonders, And where did Mrs. Doctor come from? She looks like a gypsy. Dark, but not colored-folks dark. Swarthythat is the word Charlotte wants. It comes drifting up through the decades in her mind, comes to her from fifty, no sixty, maybe seventy years ago. Swarthy-complected. But all these children, fair as Doctor.

Fairest Lord Jeeee-sus.Once Charlotte had stood outside the Methodist church whose Sunday school and service were faithfully attended by the Silver family, and Charlotte heard the church organ swell up like the blooming of a gigantic flower, and that was what the white folks sang. Fair are the mead-ows, Fair-er still the woodlands. Je-susis fair-er, Je-sus is pur-er.

Fair-er? young Charlotte had wondered, fair-er than the li-ly? And Charlotte had pictured not a lily, or Jesus, but a giant magnolia blossom, purest of whites with its overpowering fragrance, growing up from the boards of the country church, swelling bigger and bigger like organ music in their midst, suffocating their hearts.

Nostrils flare, lips clamp shut, the old woman sucks in a tremendous breath as though she would take in all the air of the room for herself. Stella hears a hound, out on the breezeway, thump its tail against the boards as though now it is satisfied. Magnolia perfumes the air.

In the distance the crack of a gun splits through the trees, the sound reverberating from the low hills again and again till Stella almost wishes it would not die but last forever in its loneliness.

Rifle, her father says.

Dreaming now, Charlotte sees a whole battalion of ghost soldiers step out of the trunks of trees. The boys in gray have been hiding there, and now, transparent, they march forever through the woods; facing them, other soldiers emerge from trees on other hillsides, march to close, to aim, and finally, always, to fire at one another.

Mama is humming a lullaby for Charlotte, as though they were all at home in Birmingham. All throat, she is singing a song that breaks Stellas heart, that always breaks Stellas heart in the same place. Just Mamas voice in a language that sounds like Stellas celloYiddish, which only Mama knows. Aye, yi, yi, yi, yihAh, yi, yi, yi, yihMamas song becomes a violin whispering sorrow, without a syllable from any language.



ON THE WAY HOME, the blue car with the Silver family insidea car not so much like an egg as like a nest equipped with seatsruns into bad weather. Wind and rain lash the car, and Stellas mother sings La Cucaracha and Frre Jacques to keep their spirits up, but Stella wishes they were home sitting on the worn red rug singing while Mama played the pianoor even just played her own musicChopin and Mozart. Instead, lightning jitters before their wide eyes, and the terrifying wind bends the trees beside the road. Like a long finger, the cyclone reaches down to tip the car and make it roll over and over, down the bank, till all those inside are broken and blood is everywhere before the car comes to rest.


After the storm passes and the highway patrolman frantically circling the crushed car calls out, Anybody alive? only Stella shrieks, I am! I am!

In the hospital, all of Stellas desire is to go back to her own time of shooting trees.

Daddys arm is around her. One, two, three, fourshe hears the shots they fired, all except Mama, in the woods at Helicon. And the past is real again.










One

Unleashing the Dogs, May 1963
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Stella




FROM MANY PLACES IN THE VALLEY THAT CRADLED BIRMINGHAM, you could lift up your eyes, in 1963, to see the gigantic cast-iron statue of Vulcan, the Roman god of the forge, atop his stone pedestal. Silhouetted against the pale blue skyline, atop Red Mountain, Vulcan held up a torch in one outstretched, soaring arm. In other mountain ridges surrounding the city, the ore lay hidden, but the city had honored this outcropping of iron ore named Red Mountain, as a reminder of the source of its prosperity (such as it wasmost of the wealth of the steel industry was exported to magnates living in the great cities of the Northeast), by raising Vulcan high above the populace, south of the city.

Fanciful and well-educated children liked to pretend that Vulcan, who looked north, had a romance with the Statue of Liberty, also made of metal. But she was the largest such statue in the world, and he was second to her, and that violated the childrens sense of romance, for they understood hierarchy in romance to be as natural as hierarchy among whites and blacks.

Looking down from Vulcanhis pedestal housed stairs, and around the top of the tower ran an observation platformyou could see the entire city of Birmingham filling the valley between the last ridges of the Appalachian mountain chain as it stretched from high in the northeast to southwest.

In early May 1963, Stellas freckle-faced boyfriend, a scant half inch taller (but therefore presentable as a boyfriend, if she wore flats), had persuaded her to drive from their college, across the city, avoiding the areas where Negroes were congregating for demonstrations, to Red Mountain. From the observation balcony just below Vulcans feet, Stella and Darl hoped for a safe overview.

I believe if outsiders would just stay outDarl had told her. Let Birmingham solveDont you?

But Stella hadnt answered. Instead, shed said, Id like to see. Im afraid to go close.

We can go up on Vulcan, Darl had offered, for he was a man who wanted to accommodate women; a man who loved his mother. Stella had met her.

Hed brought along his bird-watching binoculars. Darl could recognize birds by their songs alone; he could imitate each sound;he kept a life list of all the birds he had ever seen. His actual name was Darling, his mothers maiden name, and though Stella dared not call him Darling, she longed to do so.

Do you know the average altitude for the flight of robins? he asked.

A spurt of laughter flew from between Stellas lips. She imagined the giggle as though it had heft and was falling rapidly down from the pedestal, down the mountain, into the valley.

I dont have the foggiest idea, she said.

About thirty inches.

What a waste! she said. To have the gift of flight and to fly so low.

She thought Darl might laugh at her sentencehalf serious, half comicbut he didnt.

Stella glanced up the massive, shining body of Vulcan, past his classical and bare heinie, up his lifted arm to his unilluminated torch. At a distance, she had often observed that the nighttime neon flame made the torch resemble a Popsicle. Cherry red, if someone had died in an auto accident; lime green, otherwise. Even this close and looking up his skirt, Vulcans frontal parts were completely covered by his short blacksmiths apron.

Though it was May and the police were already into short sleeves, on the open observation balcony, Darl and Stella were lifted above the heat into a layer of air with cool breezes. Stella wished shed worn a sweater. Darl put his arm around herjust for warmth, she told herself with determined navet, but she thrilled at his encircling arm diagonally crossing her back. His fingers fitted the spaces between her curving ribs. They were alone up in the air; they werent some trashy couple smooching in public. Yes, this was what she had been wanting. Perhaps for years. Someones arm around her, making her safe.

Stella knew her breasts were terribly small. If they had been plumper, Darls fingertips might have found the beginnings of roundness. Sex, sex, sex, she thought. His hand slid down to her waist; her mind careened. Do I feel slender enough there? Inviting? With his other hand, Darl trained the binoculars on the city. With one finger, he adjusted the ridged wheel between the twin eyepieces. The black leather strap looped gracefully around the back of his neck.

Darl was the complete darling: a lover of nature, a lover of music, a lover of God, considerate, a gentlemanif only he loved her. And best of all he was an organist, a master of the king of instruments. When Darl played Bachs O Sacred Head, Now Wounded, creating his own improvisations, Stella felt understood. It was she who had been wounded, and the music was what she missed and needed. The way Darl played promised wholeness, profundity. Almost it seemed that the spirit of her father was hovering around Darl and her on this high place.

She placed her hand just below Darls waist; she shivered as though to say I only seek closeness for warmth, against the chill. Her palm loved the unfamiliar grain of the cloth of his trousers, and underneath, the firm flesh of his buttock just beginning to flare. How tantalized her hand felt, the hand itself wishing it dare move down to know the curve of his butt. She glanced again at the side of his cheek, the binoculars trained on the city. His hair was a rich brown, and his freckles almost matched his hair.

She wanted to brush the field glasses aside, to stand in front of him, for his eyes to look into hers and see in her more than a citys worth of complex feeling, then she would tilt her face up a bare half inch and kiss his lips, her whole front against his whole front. They would lose their bodies, become a shared streak of warmth.

Darl pointed to the rectangular finger of the Comer Building, twenty-one stories tall, Birminghams lonely skyscraper. Down in the valley, the sweep of buildings was scarved with a haze from the steel mills. After finding the Comer Building, they looked west and north, searching for the parksWoodrow Wilson Park adjacent to the beautiful library (only for whites) and a few blocks away, Kelly Ingram Park, for Negroes (no library). The demonstrations were launched toward city hall from the Negro park. But trees, already in full leaf, blocked their view, even with binoculars, of the violent attack of Bull Connors police on the freedom demonstrators. Birmingham appeared as peaceful, from this distance, as when, long ago, Stella had stood here with her mother and brothersone of their day trips.


Suddenly Stella felt like a coward. If she wanted to see, she should have the nerve to go downtown. If she wanted to participatebut the idea frightened her too much.

Darl said quietly, May the Lord bless you and keep you He was saying it over the whole city, the Methodist benediction. May the Lord lift up his countenance upon you Darl was trying, with words, to soothe the hidden unrest and violence of his city. It was one of the things she loved about Darl, his sincere belief. Her own belief was in chaos. Down below, the confrontation was hidden completely from their view, but Darl was addressing both sides someplace in the distance, under the greenery.

We should go down, Darl said quietly. Youre cold.

Amen, she answered, and she let herself smile. She imagined somebody with a tape measure, holding it, impossibly, from a flying robin down to the ground. She loved the ideaso unexpected, silly but fascinating, to juxtapose a flying robin and a floppy yellow tape measure.

What was humor? one of their professors had posed, and he had answered, nondangerous, unexpectedly inappropriate juxtaposition.

But as they began to descend the spiral stairs inside Vulcans tower, Stella grew sober. She thought of the force of the powerful fire hoses turned on the Negroes peacefully congregating and marching for equality. She thought of the police dogs, standing on their hind legs, mouths open, snarling and barking.

In Birmingham, there was no romance between Vulcan and Lady Liberty.
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Christine




IN EARLY MAY 1963, THE BLAST FROM THE FIRE HOSE caught Christine Taylor on the left shoulder, spun her counterclockwise, hit her on the back of her right shoulder. For the third day, the white firemen had been ordered to blast the demonstrators with their fire hoses. The force of water from the fire hose could rip the bark off a tree. As her front turned toward the fire hose, Christine brought up her forearms quickly to shield her breasts, was spun to face first the white mob, then the knot of firemen in red slickers. When the water blast crossed her upper chest, despite her shielding forearms and clenched fists, the force of the water knocked her breath away. Her body spun round the scream of her mind. Her legs tangled while she twirled. She fell to the pavement, and the pounding blast stomped hard on her backone, two, three, four seconds, she counted through clenched teeththen the high-pressure water moved on to punish another black person.

After the attack passed over, Christine panted into the pavement, counted four breaths of air smelling of wet asphalt, and opened her eyes. The water blast was sweeping toward Charles Powers, one of her students in the night school. She exhorted Charles to fall, now, before the white men got him, and he did, but the water pounded him anyway. Stay on your belly! Dont let it roll you over! she silently exhorted.

The water struck Charless rump, lifting him, Sweet Jesus! abusing him through his trousers. Christine could see Charles screaming into the surface of the street, trying to get a fingerhold in the large cracks in the pavement. His lips inched over the asphalt while a policeman ran toward him, his nightstick raised. Releasing the pavement, Charles crossed his arms around the back of his head; the stick thudded his knuckles, but he protected his head, his hands crossed like pigeon wings over the skinny back of his neck.

(Got my trousers soaked with spray, LeRoy Jones, the policeman, would later tell his buddies and his brother Ryder, but I whacked that nigger till he yelled uncle.)

Christine watched the blast moving away from Charles, chasing the running feet of children dressed in Sunday school clothes.

The fire-hose water hadnt rolled him over;Charles was safe in front. Christine wondered, Would it have torn him up? Ripped his prick off? She wanted to press herself into the pavement she lay on.

Charles, soaked, slowly rose to his feet. He was tall and lanky, had the broad shoulders and sinewy arms of a man. He moved slowly and cautiously.

Youre not beat. Youre not beat, Christine thought as loudly as she could.

With her cheek lying against the street, she watched him brush the street dirt off his lower lip. Christine knew she should get up, too, but she felt safer lying on the street, its grayness fanning away from her eye. She tugged down the skirt of her navy suit, her best suit, drenched now. Close to her cheek, a sparrow landed on the asphalt. When Christine glanced at Charles again, she noticed a little blood on his fingertips, which were next to his mouth (Must have scraped his lip on the asphalt). He was standing still, slumped, watching. She ought to speak to him. Encourage him.

There was the Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth reciting loudly, I will fear no evil. Water rocketed against his ribs, spun him once, twice, and he was down, his hands pressed against his side.

Rising to her knees, Christine watched the running children and heard their high-pitched yelps. Like little dogs yelping. The torrential water splashed just at their heels, then traveled to their ankles and up the backs of their legs. The power of the fire hose pushed a little girl forward, drenched the back of her yellow organdy dress. The girl in sodden yellow lifted her hands and spread her fingers to push the children in front of her. All the children were soaked. The water cannon was moving the schoolchildren like kites in a wind against a brick wall; Christine fixed her gaze on a wet white shirt (Dressed up for nonviolence, poor boy) plastered against dark skin. When the blast moved on, the boy against the wall turned to face the firemen.


He raised an elbow to protect his face, if need be, but he didnt avert his attentive eyes. It was Edmund, Charless little brother. Eyes wide with disbelief, Edmund wanted to see what was happening to them. Christine felt proud of him, glad that he wanted to see, to know. Edmund stepped forward from the wall and ran to kneel beside Reverend Shuttlesworth. The boy surely wasnt more than seven.

If not my generation, yours, she thought.
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Edmund




WHY DONT THEY COME TO VISIT ME, HERE IN THE HOSPITAL? Reverend Shuttlesworth asked the boy. You come.

Nobody could smile like Edmunds ministerall teeth, all sunshine. Smiling now, smiling up from his hospital bed. Same as the pulpit smile, but Reverend Shuttlesworth was lying in white sheets, not standing, not weaving left and right before his people, his narrow tie leaping like a dancing snake.

Who? the boy asked.

King, his minister answered. King and Abernathy. You here. Where they?

The boy shrugged. He retreated back into the ignorance of youth; he was little, he could shrug and say I dont know, but he smiled when he said it, like sunshine, he hoped. (He knew nobody was admitted here to the bedside of Reverend Shuttlesworthdoctor and wife ordersbut he had slipped in. So if he slipped in, why couldnt the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr.?)

I just got to come see you cause you my hero, Edmund soothed.

I thought Lone Ranger was your hero? Minister was pleased, teasing him.

Not anymore. I gonna be you.

Martin Luther King Jr. is a man of God, and I love him. But we aint the same. We aint no identical twins.

Yes, sir.

Pray with me! He reached out his hand from under the white sheet to Edmund, and then Reverend Shuttlesworth closed his eyes. Jesus, take this youngun. Be at Edmunds side as you ever have by mine. When the house fall, lead him out. When the bomb burst, be his shield; put a helmet on his head and be his protection. Put love in his heart. Teach him. Love your enemies; bless them that persecutes you. In the jail cell, tell Edmundyou with him, you with him even to the end of the world. In Christs holy name, Amen.

They opened their eyes, and Edmund said, I didnt let them put me in jail. I just ran off.

Did you? Minister wrinkled his forehead. He stared hard but loving. Then I got to tell you. Dont be afraid of the jail. They cant jail a soul. Your spiritit remain free, body behind bars.

Yessir.

Next time, you go on to jail like a good boy.
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Darl




AS THEY STARTED THEIR DESCENT DOWN THE NARROW SPIRAL steps inside Vulcans pedestal, Darl apologized to Stella. Im sorry we couldnt see anything.

The trees blocked the view, she answered. She was descending the stairs behind him. This way Darl could catch her if she stumbled, break her fall. It was like walking on the street side; his mother had taught him manners: a gentleman should be killed first, if a car jumped the curb. Going up the stairs, he should walk behind, in case she (any she) should slip.

From their high perch, Darl had admired the vast volume of air filling the space over the city in the valley. Gods love was suggested by a tension between immensity and insignificancesparrows plying the ocean of air. From left to right, all the way to a vague horizon, the city had lain resolved into white, gray, and tan buildings, a monochromatic mosaic of little squares and rectangles. The tops of the bubbling green trees had resembled broccoli heads.

At the head of Twentieth Street stood a green carpet, landscaped with fish-ponds; Darl knew the big trees of the park provided a canopy to the childrens entrance of the library, though the main library was too far away to serve children from his part of town, the West End. That other concentration of green he had seen from the balcony would have been Kelly Ingram Park, where the colored children gathered, the pawns of their leaders. If only people could be patient, God had his plan.

The air over the city had not been invisible but perceptible as a gray haze hovering over the tiny buildings and trees. When Darl had looked up higher, he had seen some real blue, pale and tender. He felt that God had a tender attitude toward Birmingham, despite her shortcomings.

Darl took his time descending the metal steps in the dim light. He needed to decide if he should arrange to see Stella again in the evening.

Did your folks take you to the library when you were little? Stella asked, her voice floating down over his shoulder. Sometimes she seemed to follow his unarticulated thoughts.

We had a branch in West End. Not so grand. He glanced out a narrow window set in the curve of the stone tower. He wished he had grown up nearer the center of things. Not that he didnt love his own blue-collar people. He did, and fiercely.

When I was ten, Stella said, my aunt allowed me to take the bus alone to the library.

He could hear her steps slowing. She lived in Norwood, once the residence of the well-to-do, with its wide boulevard, but now an area that had headed steadily downhill for many decades. Still, he liked its quiet decay, the remnants of elegance.

It was my first visit to the library, she went on, after I lost my family. I turned ten. Aunt Krit said double digits meant I could take the 15 Norwood to town, on my own.

He paused and turned to look up at her.

They had been gone five years. Her upturned face looked peaked and scared.

Im sorry, Stella.

The library had a revolving brass door. She had stopped, stood as though suspended in the dim tower, one hand on the metal handrail. You entered the door from the outside world, pushed, then emerged in another world. A quiet, interior world. She seemed imprisoned in her sadness. Slowly she took another step down, closer to him; he continued their descent. Thats how it was, she said in a little voice. They died and the world changed. Like passing through a revolving door from one world to another. She paused again, as though she wanted this spiraling down to last and last. Actually, it was like crossing a river from one state to another. The driveway passes between my original home with my brothers and parents and where I live now with my fathers sisters, Aunt Pratt and Aunt Krit. I crossed the driveway into another world.


At the bottom of the tower, they stepped out into the bright May sunshine. Though it had been chilly up on the pedestal, it was pleasantly warm at its base, with a slight breeze. How sad Stella had sounded. Darl took her hand, and they walked forward.

I need to go on to Fieldings, she said, referring to her evening work on the switchboard at one of Birminghams large department stores.

He turned to face her. Ill pick you up after. On the Vespa.

All right, she said.
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Bobby Jones




LETS GO FISHING, DAD. PLEASE, DAD, LITTLE BOBBY Jones begged his father.

I promised your mom Id stake up them tomatoes.

Bobby saw the twelve plants sprawled over the backyard. But this afternoon provided Bobby with a rare opportunity for fishing. His dads service station was close to town, and theyd shut down because of the demonstrations. His little brother and sisterTommy and Shirleywere playing in the sandbox. It was just an old truck tire that held sand. Bobby had seen cats nasty in it, and he didnt want to have anything to do with the sandbox. His mom was pinning a sheet on the clothesline. It was the kind of clothespin he liked, not the two sticks with a spring that could snap your fingers hard as a mousetrap.

Please, Mom? he whined.

Oh, Ryder, yall go on, she said. It wont hurt the tomatoes none to wait.

Where you want to go, son?

Village Creek! Village Creek! And Ill take my galoshes and wade.

Whatll we use for a pole?

Cut a pole!

Son, if we was to catch anything we couldnt eat it. That creeks too dirty. Nobody but niggers eats out of Village Creek.

Bobby had no reply. Hed only heard about Village Creek. Hed never seen it. Hed heard a white boy went over the Village Creek Falls in a barrel and it made him a half-wit. He asked his father about it.


Them falls aint but two feet high, Ryder answered. And the water aint more than a yard deep anyplace. Its an open sewer.

Bobby tried to hold back his tears. He had imagined the water of the creek to be a bright blue with a fish hopping out of it, smiling, like in Shirleys coloring book. Village Creek was the only body of water hed ever heard of.

Tell you what, his father said. Well go explore.

Bobby watched his father take off his black cowboy hat and smooth back his hair. He watched his parents squint their eyes in the sunshine and smile at each other. Bobby put his hands on his hips, grinned, triumphant. He felt as though he were holding a Brownie camera and taking their picture.

We need a emergency plan, his father said, case the house catches fire.

Bobby glanced a nxiously at his house. Gray-white, it sat securely on the dirt.

You carry out the kids and the TV, his father said to Bobbys mother, and Ill get the guns and my recliner.

She just cracked her gum and smiled. All right, hon.

The house was safe and square: four rooms not counting the bathroom. It was perfect.

Bobby reached down to pick up his child-size footballa lumpy, waddy thing, stuffed with rags. His mother had made the football for his last Christmas, stitched it up on her machine out of brown oilcloth.

Bobby threw a sure, spiraling pass toward his father, who snagged the ball with one hand.







OEBPS/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





OEBPS/logo1.jpg





OEBPS/logo2.jpg





OEBPS/MSRCover.png
' //, 197 7Y
/// /J/

2 Author of Ahal’s Wife






