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On Richwood road,  a row of six shotgun houses sit. The road intersects with highway 165. The opposite direction on Richwood rd, would take you towards the Ouachita river. If you turned right on Buck Jones lane, just past the six houses,  that would take you into Monroe.

Across the highway is the community of Richwood, maybe 1200-1500 people live there. Richwood is a small community just outside the city of Monroe, Louisiana.  On the corner, next to the interstate is the Turner house.

That house, although small, is the largest of the shotgun houses. 

There was an addition some years ago, with a bigger front porch. The house is surrounded by huge pecan trees, in the backyard is sugarcane, as far as the eye can see.

On February 9, 1971 at 6:01am, a 6.5 earthquake struck Southern California. The epicenter was in Sylmar, Ca. not far from Magic Mountain.  It was on a Tuesday morning,  that quake was forty miles north of Compton, where we lived.  Our house shook violently, my family was terrified. Especially my wife Anna. Thankfully there was no damage to our home. Not long after that, another event rocked us, especially me. Big Mama passed away unexpectedly. 

Those two things, Anna being afraid of the quakes, and momma passing had us reeling. We had moved to California during the great migration in the 1950’s, now we decided to move back to Monroe, Louisiana.  Actually as I tell this story, it’s the great migration (in reverse) so to speak.  I know a lot of black families moved back to the south for whatever reason. I did know I was leaving behind more opportunities for black people. 

But since I was going back home to my family, I was optimistic. And last I checked, there are no earthquakes in Louisiana. So we sold the house, I quit my job at General Motors and we made the move. What I didn’t account for was the hate. There were those who were not happy to see me and my family come back home.  

Now the story is that Felix Schultz, a runaway slave migrated west from North Carolina and Alabama. He later took the name of a fisherman who helped him when he wrecked his boat in the Ouachita river near Monroe. That name was ‘Foster’, and that’s where the family lineage comes into play.

Felix Foster and Kate Cottonham Foster were the parents of six children. Kate’s sister, Moriah married Richmond Goins. They had four children, one of which was my mother, Tina Goins. Everybody called her Tiny, she was born in 1898.  My mother went from being called Tiny to Big momma. For whatever reason, there’s not much information on my father’s side. There was a story told by the elders  that my father killed a white man and left town, on the run, never to be seen again. Now if I was a betting man, I’d like to think my father got away. Of course we can only speculate. He was either caught and dealt with or he got away and lived out his life. I chose to believe the latter.  What our kids didn’t know  or would soon realize that in Richwood, almost everyone was kinfolk. Names like Foster, Goins, Hardy, Richardson, Fortner, Harris, Beckwith, Brown, Smith, Hester, Tatum ...just to name a few were our people. Teachers, cooks in the cafeteria, the bus driver, city hall, the vice-principal,  almost anybody. 

Here’s my story.

Chapter 1  SUMMER 1971 MONROE, LOUISIANA (Richwood)

Junebug, my oldest boy,  tosses the football up in the air in the front yard. He drops it as a couple of girls drive by waving. He eyes the girls suspiciously before waving back. The football rolls under the truck, he walks over to retrieve it.  I’m  Clay Turner,  I’m sizing  up the loaded pickup truck in the driveway.  I stuff a piece of gum in my mouth, normally that would have been a cigarette. I stopped ‘bout a year ago.  I look at my son, Junebug, grab this end here.

He grabs the stack at one end and pulls,  I grab the other end.  We walk the 2x4’s to the back of the house. 

Our cuzzin  Farris is in his sixties and a jack of all trades. He is there to help me . Farris spits every few seconds, he likes his chew. He carries one 2x4 to the backyard.  We get to the back of the house. Junebug watches. Farris takes a shovel, sticks it in the ground.  I  run a tape measure from the edge of the house. Junebug eyes the field of stalks behind us. Daddy, what is all that bamboo for? Farris and I  look at Junebug, amused. Boy, that’s sugarcane. Curious, Junebug walks over for a closer look.  About thirty yards in, something catches his eye. He saw someone or something deep into the sugarcane. I  watch, then walk over to Junebug. Dad, did you see that? See what? I say. He replies, I thought I saw somebody watching us. I look  as Junebug points.  I’m smiling at him, trying to reassure him. You in the country now, some of everything is out here. I pull out a pocket knife,  I pull a stalk over and cut off a piece. Here, just peel the outer part, once you get to the white part, that’s the meat. I cut a chunk, and  handed it to Junebug. Just chew on it, don’t swallow the cane. Suck the juice, good ain’t it? Junebug’s curious expression changes. He exclaims, whoa! This is so good. I smile as I walk back over to Farris. He looks at me, say uh Clay, you ever thought about farming that ‘cane? I  laughed hardily. I’m no farmer, that’s one reason I moved to California in the first place. Farris smiles. But you’re here now-
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I tell him -If momma was alive, I’d still be in Compton. Farris nods, I’ve made my point. He says, now once we get the frame of the room up, then I can run the gas and electricity.  I look at Junebug,  what do you think?  He looked at me, I don’t know, how long is it gonna take?

My two younger boys, Trey (12) and Uncle Luke (4) playfully chase a chicken around the yard.

On the front porch is my wife Anna (35). She’s comfortable being in the south again. Sis(12)  the younger daughter, sits on the front porch with her mom.  Frequently glancing at the cars and trucks passing  by on the highway.  The old lawn chairs gently squeak, as they rock back and forth.

Sis looks at her mother. Momma? How long are we gonna stay here?

Anna looks at Sis, she smiles. This is home now, this is where we live. Sis bristles, Why can’t I stay with Jeanette? That’s my oldest daughter, she stayed in California. This is her sophomore year in college. Anna, your sister’s in college, she can’t look after you. Sis, I miss her. Anna, we all do, maybe we’ll see her next summer. Sis looks over at the highway, several eighteen wheelers speed by. One truck blows his horn. Sis, why can’t we go back to California?  Anna, such a serious question for a seventh grader, you’re my big girl now huh? Sis rolls her eyes. Jeanette’s the lucky one. Anna, why? Sis, she’s the oldest. Anna smiles, looking over at the Pecan trees, they stand one hundred feet tall. She stands up, steps off the porch. Anna, you wanna make some pecan candy? Come on. Sis jumps up, and joins her mother. They walk over to the trees. Anna stoops down, grabs several pecans from the ground. You know when Big Momma died, your daddy got her house, and you know what? They don’t have earthquakes here in Monroe. Sis looks up at the giant tree. But momma, Compton was nice, and it stinks here. Uncle Luke and Trey walk over. Sis, don’t you guys want to go back to California? Trey’s eyes widened.  Are we going back? Really? Uncle Luke, you hear that? Uncle Luke shakes his head, smiling. Anna, no, no we’re not, this is our home now. And with that, Trey and Uncle Luke spot the chicken again and run off to chase him.

In the driveway a 1969 Buick Electra 225 pulls up. The horn blows loudly. Out of the car steps cuzzin Remy(65). She stands 6’1”, dresses nicely. Loud and boisterous. Hey family, how’s everything? Anna and the kids walk over to the car. Me, Farris and Junebug walk up from the backyard. Remy gives Anna a hug. Hey cuzzin, how are you? Remy, I’m good, girl look at these kids. Junebug? Trey? Growing like weeds I see. I gave Remy a hug. Farris tips his hat as Anna turns to Junebug and Trey. Hey cuzzin. Anna, you better speak to your cuzzin. Remy, you’re gonna see all your cuzzins when school starts, what grade are you in? Trey, I’m in the eighth grade. Junebug, tenth grade. Sis gives Remy a hug. Remy, look at you, looking like your mama. And look at the baby! Uncle Luke smiles shyly, then waves. Anna, he’s four now, come on in cuzzin.

Anna and Remy walk inside, Sis follows. Farris and I return to the back yard.

Junebug and Trey toss the football, Uncle Luke watches.

Anna hands the pecans to Sis, she takes them into the kitchen. Remy and Anna sit down to talk.  The front room is crowded with the sofa set from California, most of Anna’s furniture is gone, the house is just too small. Anna, can I get you anything? Remy, no, no I’m fine, how’s my big girl doing? Anna, oh she’s fine, college suits her. Sis walks in from the kitchen, Anna tilts her head toward the front door. Sis takes the hint. Remy rubs her hand on the arm of the sofa. This sho’ is nice, well how you adjusting? Anna sits back on the sofa, crossing her legs. Well you know, it's the kids really. California is all they know, and Clay it was emotional for him since Big Mama passed. Remy stands and walks to the front window. She looks out, then turns around to Anna. Remy,
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