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Sight
Book I- Innocence
1
Childe Nathan and the Northward Flight
I.
They came at night, as was their murderous custom. A burning cross illuminated the sinister darkness. Spook hats revealed a cadre of hateful eyes.
They dragged their victim from his house, intent on hauling him to a horrible reckoning. He kicked and screamed curses, bidding his family to turn away. His pride did not allow him to beg.
His pride could not save him.
He spat at his assailants as they marched him off, the gesture expressing his hatred for them and all that they embodied. The butt of a shotgun dislodged three of his teeth, knocking him to the ground.
Hard soled boots launched a vicious assault on his ribs. Two of the curved bones fractured before hateful hands yanked him to his feet.
“I ought to blow your head clean off, nigger,” the man whom had struck him with the shotgun snarled.
“Naw you don’t, boy,” a booming voice disagreed. “This coon don’t deserve a quick death. Gonna make him suffer for all the trouble he’s been causin’.”
Held fast, the black man offered no resistance as he was swept away. Instead, he focused his energy on not crying out during the eminent torture and lynching. No matter how much they hurt him, he wouldn’t give the bastards the satisfaction of hearing him cry out.
“There’s a tree waitin’ for you, nigger,” the man with the booming voice taunted. “A tree an’ a rope.” A hateful chuckle passed his lips. “But first you’ll suffer. Gonna make you suffer something awful.”
II.
The boy leapt from his sleep, his strange eyes bulging in terror. Seven years on earth had been more than enough time for him to learn that his dreams often forecast an approaching reality. He streaked into the quarters where his Papa and stepmother slept.
No sooner had he entered than Papa sprang up like a man-sized Jack In a Box.
“What is it, boy?” the man grunted, striking the bedside lantern alight.
The trembling boy flew into his father’s arms with a force that nearly toppled them both. His stepmother moaned something unintelligible, turning over and claiming more of the cotton blanket for herself.
“What is it, Nathan?” Papa asked again. “Tell me what it is, son.”
“They’re coming, Pa,” Nathan gasped into his father’s sinewy shoulders. “They’re coming soon.”
The man stood the boy up as he got to his own feet. He grasped his son’s face as he leaned over so that they were at eye level. The boy’s irises shone an ethereal light, as they always did when the sight was working in him.
“Who’s coming, Nathan? Who?”
“The sp-spooks,” Nathan stammered. “The spooks with the burning cross. They’re coming for you, Papa.”
James Walker knew then that the night riders had marked him, just as he knew that some poor Colored had identified him as the organizer of meetings among homesteaders. He didn’t doubt that the fellow had the secret beaten out of him.
James knew that word was bound to get out, sooner or later. He’d figured on being picked up by the local authorities and thrown into jail as a rabble rouser.
He hadn’t figured that the night riders would come for him. He had no idea that the Klan was poised to ride again. The original spooks in sheets had been suppressed by the government when he was but a small boy. He had no clear memories of its actions, only terrifying accounts that his father had shared with him as a youth. James’s father wanted him to be able to instantly recognize if such a threat ever arose again. Well, now it seemed to have done so.
If it wasn’t for Nathan, James wouldn’t have known until it was too late. Once again, the power within his young son both amazed and scared him. But the boy’s ability was not nearly as terrifying as the prospect of falling prey to the new night riders. The legacy of their forebears preceded them, leaving no doubt about what they were capable of.
“When are they coming, son?”
Nathan’s visage twisted in deep concentration. He closed his eyes, placing a small brown hand on his forehead. He swooned before managing to steady himself. His eyes popped open.
“Tomorrow night, Papa,” he gasped. “They’re coming for you tomorrow night.”
III.
It was a cold January night in 1902, at least cold by Alabama standards. A young Negro woman writhed in a rickety bed, using every bit of strength she had to push her child into the world.
A midwife leaned over her, dutifully applying a cold compress to her fevered forehead. The woman’s husband waited outside the birthing room, feeling helpless against her tortured screams. His murmured prayers belied his sense of hopelessness.
The roar of an approaching motor and the sight of automobile lights interrupted his pleas to the Lord. He rushed to the door of the small farmhouse.
The man who exited the beast of a vehicle carried a huge, weathered satchel. There was a regal air to his walk.
“In here, Doctor Woodson,” James Walker said to the graying, bespectacled man whom he hoped to be the salvation of his wife and soon to be child.
Woodson was the only white doctor in the county known to treat Negroes, even if they did have to come through the back door of his office at irregular hours. James had never forgotten their first encounter, when Helen was just a few months along in her pregnancy.
“I’m hardly a champion of the Negro cause,” Doctor Woodson had remarked. “I just realize that whether it passes from a white hand or brown, money’s just as green.”
James's mind crashed back to the urgent present as he hurried Dr. Woodson to the birthing room. "Helen's bad", he said. “You have to help her.”
“I’ll do the best I can,” Dr. Woodson’s tone was solemn as they reached the parlor that had been transformed into a makeshift birthing area. “You'd best wait out on the porch.”
It was the second time that James had been made to wait elsewhere since his wife’s labor began.
The midwife had earlier instructed him to wait in the hall on account of his presence only helping to overexcite his wife. Now, Dr. Woodson wanted him outside of the house altogether.
“I won’t leave my home while you cut on my wife,” James argued.
“You will leave, because I am her doctor and I am telling you what’s best for her,” Woodson growled. “It’s also what’s best for you!”
Against his own desire, James exited to the porch. As he sat in his big chair, he realized how bitterly cold the night air had become. That detail would burn itself into his memory, never to be forgotten.
IV.
James did not bother to be gentle or polite as he shook his second wife awake.
“What is it?” she grumbled, rubbing her eyes.
“Damn, woman. You could sleep through a Texas Twister. Couldn’t you?” He frowned. “Well you have to get up, now.”
“What for, James? It’s the middle of the night?”
“No time to explain, woman! We have to pack.”
“Pack for what?” Naomi sat up beneath the bed covers, noticing Nathan for the first time.
“What are you doing in here, Nathan?” she grimaced.
“He saw something. He came in here to warn us,” James answered. “Now when I say we have to pack- we have to pack!”
V.
A sea of blood coated Dr. Woodson’s garments.
“Worst breeched birth I’ve ever seen,” he spoke solemnly, placing a hand on James’s shoulder as he stepped onto the porch. “I had to do a caesarian. I’m sorry, James. These things don’t usually end in death. But your dear Helen’s body just couldn’t stand the ordeal.”
James gasped and fisted his hands before placing his right hand over his left breast. He headed inside, on a beeline for his liquor cabinet. He eviscerated a tall glass of brandy in two long swallows.
Nightmares of this very scene had besieged James for months, nightmares that were no false harbingers. Helen had been sick for most of her pregnancy. James had spent hours beyond number hoping that she would come through the birth intact, but he wasn’t at all surprised that she didn’t.
Surprise or not, the pain was still bitter. The sense of loss was acute, final.
A second glass of brandy insured James’s composure. He’d allow himself to weep for his lost wife later. His newborn child awaited him.
“I want to see my child.” He headed for the birthing room, stirred by the wailing sounds of new life.
Doctor Woodson stepped in front of him. If he had been Colored, James would have moved him aside, but even his misery did not stop him from remembering not to touch a white man.
“I want to see my child,” he repeated in a listless tone.
“Not with your lost wife in there,” Dr. Woodson urged. “It will be too much for you, James.”
“I want to see my wife, too,” James sighed. “I want to kiss her goodbye.”
“Very well.” The doctor stepped aside, grabbing James’s arm as the widower opened the door. “But first, there’s something about the child that bears warning.”
VI.
The April sun yawned, opening its’ eyes after a restful sleep. James Walker and his wife finished loading their bedroll onto his carriage. His young son helped with the smaller items.
James soon guided a pair of young horses from his seat behind them. The muscled legs of the steeds were due to transport the family on a number of stops this day.
Their first stop was in the cornfields on their own property. James brought the carriage to a stop and stepped down. “Hezekiah!” he yelled into the yellow and green sea. “Hezekiah?”
A sweating, well-muscled man soon emerged from among the stalks. He wore a straw hat. “How are you, boss?” the man asked.
James laughed. “How many times do I need to tell you, Zeke? I’m not your boss. You’re an independent agriculturist operating on my land.”
Hezekiah grinned. “I’m a sharecropper,” he said. “A sharecropper on your land. I reckon s’a sight better than bein’ on some peckerwood’s land, though.”
“Ain’t it the truth?” James extended his hand, enjoying an uncharacteristic slip into improper English. “Listen up, Zeke. I have a proposition for you.”
VII.
The discarded caul was membranous and slick, the texture of a wet snake skin. The veil, as superstitious people referred to it, was not what mortified James. The Deep South teemed with tales of such a birth portending clairvoyance and other types of fantastic powers. But James was an educated man, his father having been one of the first Negroes to own land in Butler County. Four years at Tuskegee College had forged a man of reason, so James didn’t keep with such backward superstitions.
He knew that the presence of a caul on a newborn’s head was a natural, if rare occurrence of childbirth. What mortified him was what the veil covered.
He resolved to kiss his dear Helen goodbye before granting his full attention to the strange newborn. She lay still on the pallet, a beatific smile fixed on her face. Her still eyes stared toward heaven.
James did not doubt that heaven had claimed his beloved wife. Nor did he doubt that she’d gone willingly, pleased that her earthly work was done. He took the child they had created together from the young midwife, knowing that his earthly work had just begun.
VIII.
Having settled matters with Hezekiah, James next exited the carriage outside of a rustic two-story home. He marched to the front door, pounding on it as if trying to force it in. To his surprise, a plump, grim-faced woman answered. “What do you want?” she asked, placing her hands on her hips.
“Good day to you, Emma Jean.” James smiled, trying his hand at charm in the face of this unexpected circumstance.
“I said whatchu want, James?” Emma Jean hissed. “Oh, I know! You want to see Julius. Don’t you? Well, that won’t be happenin' seein’s how he’s locked up at the county jail.”
“The county jail?” James’s eyes bulged. “What for?”
“On account o rabble rousin ‘n’ bein a public disturbance.” Emma Jean’s bronze face turned a deep crimson. Her neck bobbed back and forth like a chicken’s. “On account o havin’ meetins with the likes of you. Now, git the hell off my porch.”
Emma Jean stalked into her house and slammed the door shut.
James realized that Julius would have been out of jail if he had given James up. He supposed he owed old Julius an apology if he ever saw him again. The man had more steel than he’d thought.
But if not Julius- then whom? Twenty two homesteaders had met with him in the old barn, seven of them Colored. James didn’t think the authorities would dare to violate a white Anglo-Saxon’s right to peaceful assembly by brutalizing him. That left six others to choose from, at least one of whom had given him up.
James wanted to face his betrayer before he left Alabama for good. He wanted the bastard to know that his weakness might have cost James his life.
IX.
Once the caul was removed, thick folds of skin that engulfed the newborn’s eyes were exposed.
“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Doctor Woodson spoke in a reverent tone. “I’ve heard of such occurrences, but in twenty seven years of medical practice, I’ve never seen it for myself.”
“Can anything be done?” James clutched the now silent baby to his breast.
“There must be an operation, of course,” Doctor Woodson said. “I will not be the one to perform it. I will have an esteemed colleague visit you from the hospital staff in Greenville. He is at the vanguard of modern opthalmology.”
“Do you think that the surgery might harm him?”
The doctor shook his head. “Either he’ll be blind or he will see. That is not much of a risk, for he is already blind.”
X.
James found the man whom had betrayed him at his fourth stop.
Sitting in his parlor, John Avery looked worse for wear. His right eye was badly bruised and swollen almost completely shut. His bottom lip was purple and looked fit to burst. There were splints on the pinky and index finger of his left hand.
Despite the brutal treatment his erstwhile ally had received, James couldn't help thinking that John looked a lot better than James would look if he remained in Butler County come nightfall. John’s wife treated James to a hostile glare before leaving her husband alone with him.
James fought back a chuckle, amused by his newfound popularity with his friend's wives. “Sheriff Allen do that to you?”
John nodded. “Him ‘n his deputies.” He picked up a washcloth lined with ice and pressed it to the swelling over his eye. “They rounded us all up. All the Coloreds't attended that meetin’.”
“They got no legal right to do that.”
John grimaced. “Yeah? Try tellin’‘em that when they come for you.”
James furrowed his brow, staring daggers at the beaten man. “What makes you think they’re coming for me?”
John bowed his head, letting the hand that held the washrag rest on the table before him.
“I….,” he stammered. “I- I jus’ figga’d they’d round up everybody who was at that meetin’. I jus’ figga’d that.”
“You jus’ figga’d that?” James snarled, voice barely above a whisper. “You jus’ figga’d that or you know? You know because you gave everyone up.” He pointed an angry finger. “And you named me as the ringleader!”
John looked up. “What was I supposed to do? Stay in that jail? Take more beatins?”
James bellowed, pounding the table with both hands. “I would’ve gotten you a lawyer when I got wind of it! I would’ve gotten you out.”
“ ‘N when would that a been? After two or three more days o’ me gittin’ beat on ‘n starved? After two or three more days o’ me not even bein’ given nothin' ta scrub the filth off maself wit’?”
James took a deep breath, flattening his palms on the table. “It would’ve been good for the cause in the end.”
“What cause? Ownin’ land free ‘n clear in Butler County? I got news for you, most Colored ain’t fortunate enough to be born into land ownership. Most Coloreds are lucky if they inherit a chicken ‘n a decent pair of britches.”
“You think I don’t know that?” James shouted, leaping to his feet. “You think I don’t know how damned fortunate I am? That’s why I try to help my fellow homesteaders win the same privilege I have. But I guess you and I aren’t fellows after all.”
John grunted as he got to his own feet. A defiant expression emerged on his battered face. “No, sir. I guess we ain’t. We ain’t fellows. ‘N you kin shove your cause directly up your hindquarters.”
John’s wife reappeared, placing caring hands on her husband’s shoulders as she helped him back into his seat. She fixed James with accusing eyes.
“My husband cain’t take too much excitement in his condition, Mr. Walker.”
James picked his hat up off the table and straightened it on his head.
“Not to worry, Mrs. Avery,” he matched her formal speech. “I’m going now.”
He stepped past his grudging hosts and exited the parlor. He paused on the sliver of floor just before the living room and spoke without turning.
“Just so you know, John. They weren’t going to arrest me. They were coming to kill me, tonight. They were coming to kill me because they know that without me around the rest of you Coloreds will never put up the fight you need to put up to gain what’s rightfully yours. I hope your injuries heal up nicely.”
James didn’t wait for a response. After all, he had another very important stop to make.
XI.
Doctor Gabriel Addison was the most renowned opthalmologist in the small pool of Alabama surgeons. James could tell that the esteemed gentleman viewed the impending operation on Nathan as a grand opportunity.
James saw the operation as a no lose circumstance for the Doctor. If the procedure proved unsuccessful, the man’s profession would hardly strike a black mark against him. After all, harming a Negro baby was nowhere near as upsetting as harming a white child.
On the other hand, the successful completion of such an operation would surely bring Addison international renown in his field. A feat of such magnitude would render the patient’s ethnicity moot and validate the performance of future procedures on white patients.
Baby Nathan was only a month old when the operation date was set. He had spent that time in unrelenting darkness. Silence and stillness were his arms, embracing the black void that surrounded him.
Nathan’s activity was so minimal that at times it seemed as if he didn’t realize he had left the fluidic cave of the womb. He only complained when he was hungry. Even then, he managed only low-pitched sobs. Infantile giggling was rare, as was the playful movement of his tiny limbs.
James’s gratitude for Nathan's survival was tempered by the acute sense of loss he felt for his departed wife. He wasn't confident that the coming surgery could help Nathan, but he agreed to the procedure because he did not want his child to live a life of darkness. James felt certain that his beloved Helen would have shared that sentiment.
Everything James had ever strived for and all that he believed about right and wrong paled in comparison to his desire for his son to see. He decided that if the Good Lord would grant him the boon of Nathan’s sight, he wouldn’t ask for anything else as long as he lived.
XII.
“What do you mean only 700 dollars is available?” James said, scowling. “I have 1100 dollars invested in this bank! I earned every red cent of that money. Why is the entire amount not available?”
Sweat dappled the brow of the Colored clerk who faced James's ire. He was a small man, with close cropped hair and immense spectacles. ““I’m very sorry, Mr. Walker. I can assure you that the entire amount will be available in a few days.”
“I don’t have a few days!” James banged on the square desk that separated them. “I leave town today!”
“We could wire the remaining balance to your destination,” the clerk suggested, his voice shaky. “That’s the best that can be done on short notice.”
James exploded into laughter. He slapped his knees and nearly fell from his seat. “I do apologize,” he straightened up, voice and mannerisms aping an embarrassed southern belle. “I suppose I should have given you advance notice so that you could have all of my money ready for my use. After all, this is a Colored bank. I most certainly should have known better.”
The clerk's cheeks flushed as he lowered his eyes. “It’s the best we can do, sir.”
James returned to his own voice, managing to keep it low and even. “I suppose it will have to do. Only do me one favor.”
“Sir?”
“Look me in the eyes when you’re causing me one of the worst inconveniences of all my days on God’s green Earth!”
Minutes later, James left the bank with seven hundred dollars in hand. He wasn’t pleased about waiting for the rest of the money to be wired to his destination, but he couldn’t stay until it become available. Four hundred dollars was a large sum of money, but a dead man could not spend it.
XIII.
James didn’t care that the cost of Nathan’s surgery and aftercare had devoured a large slice of his savings. Nor did he care about being herded into the Colored entrance of the hospital, like some thief in the night. He only cared that Dr. Addison proved as skilled as advertised. He only cared that his boy could see.
Baby Nathan had the strangest eyes. The tiny pupils were green, which was unique enough in itself. Still, the irises outdid the pupils. They were hazel save for the outer edge, which formed a thin green ring. James couldn’t help thinking that they were as ethereal as a cat’s eyes at nighttime. As strange as his son’s eyes were, he did not consider for a moment that they signified anything mystical or supernatural.
Naomi, the young midwife whom James decided to keep on as a nanny, once made a passing reference to such a possibility.
James’s response was as deliberate as it was harsh. “As someone who is quite skilled at what she does and has had an intimate bond with my child and late wife, I would enjoy continuing to employ you, Naomi. But I’m not certain that will be possible if you insist on speaking of such nonsense.”
Naomi hastily agreed to keep any future notions of the like to herself. She didn't know that James lacked even the slightest inclination to make good on his warning since he didn’t see how he could get along without her.
Business was James's strong suit, not caring for a newborn. He was a merchant and something of a farmer, although he rented out most of his generous acreage to Colored sharecroppers. He was also something of a crusader for increased opportunities among the Colored in his home county. He raised and donated money to keep the schoolhouse for local Negro children open, among other endeavors.
James’s time with the boy would come when he grew bigger. For now, he would defer to Naomi in any child nurturing matters that didn’t involve silly superstitions. For a better than customary wage, she cared for the baby, fed and bathed him. She also cleaned house and cooked good food.
Having Naomi around freed James to concentrate on a man's duties. In many ways, having Naomi around was almost like having a wife. Not that anyone could replace Helen. The pain of Helen’s loss was a tireless hound on James’s trail. Holding the baby they created in his arms was the only thing that truly brought James peace.
He’d kiss Nathan and murmur to him. “Your mother gave her life to create something so beautiful. Yes, she did. Your mother gave her life for you, you beautiful boy.”
Nathan always laughed when James kissed him, regarding his father with those beautiful, mysterious eyes. The crystalline wells of those eyes always left James content.
XIV.
The persistent locomotive chugged along its track, causing the only slice of earth Nathan had ever known to shrink further and further from view. He, James, and Naomi were the only passengers in the Colored car.
While Nathan marveled as a child enjoying his first train ride should, James grumbled at the spare quarters he and his young family were confined to. Jim Crow is a rotten son of a bitch, he thought.
The Colored Car was the rearmost car of the train and the mobile equivalent of a dank cellar. Its musty smell offended James's nose. He felt bilious resentment of the knowledge that the Colored porters were sure to tend to the dining needs of he and his family last. James longed for the days when Jim Crow would lose its stranglehold on the Colored community. He believed that longing without action was senseless, so he took action often.
His boldest maneuver in pursuit of social change had been mobilizing the twenty-two homesteaders whom had met at his home two nights ago. He had felt encouraged by the fact that fifteen of the attendees were whites of low station. James believed that a white man without his own land was almost as bad off as a Negro. He also believed that if such white man were smart, they would stand with Negroes in pursuit of bettering themselves.
Each of the gathered homesteaders faced staunch opposition from the government and banks of Butler County. Under the Homestead Act of 1862, the terms of land acquisition were quite clear. A man could move in on unclaimed acreage, improve upon it for the overall good of the local jurisdiction, and submit a completed application for ownership of that land. There was no provision in the act to exclude Negroes or families whom lacked community standing. Yet, the county bigwigs up in Greenville actively blocked the approval of homestead claims for such men.
It didn’t take Sherlock Holmes to figure out why. The politicians and bankers were in bed together. They wanted to snatch land away from would be homesteaders so they’d be free to sell it to the federal government or develop some cash cow of an investment, such as more gambling houses.
James had inherited his own land from a father who’d been gifted by his former master after Emancipation. James was relentless in galvanizing the struggling homesteaders, wanting to see others gain what had been his birthright. During the meeting, they all agreed to pool their resources to hire legal counsel.
That was before the sheriff and town magistrate cooked up bogus charges of public disturbance and arrested all of the Negroes who'd attended (save for James). Other than that Judas John Avery, James expected the rest of the arrested to be released today. The plan seemed to be to have them out just in time to see what became of men like James. Well, all they would see now was the dust from his proverbial tracks. James hoped to be wrong in his belief that the sharecroppers lacked the steel to see the fight through without him around.
James believed that many of the men whom intended to string him up come nightfall were county officials by day. The sheriff and his deputies probably had spook hats in their closets as well.
After all, the original incarnation of the Klan had been birthed by such leaders. James’s father had told him that, just as he’d told him that the pastime of such men was hateful violence.
James wished that he could have stayed in his home on the outskirts of Greenville, but he knew that was no longer possible once Nathan described his vision of the night riders. James had come to know long ago that young Nathan’s sight rarely erred.
XV.
“I do appreciate all your help around here,” James said, smiling at Naomi.
“It’s my pleasure, Mr. Walker.” Naomi flashed two rows of pearls back at him. It took James a while to notice, but he now realized just how pretty she was.
She reached to clear his finished dishes from the dinner table. James sprung from his seat and seized them from her. “No, let me get those.”
“You gon’ to do my job for me, now- Mr. Walker?” Naomi asked, looking concerned.
“Your job this evening is to accept a humble demonstration of my appreciation,” James spoke over his shoulder, clanging the dishes into the sink. He turned and motioned toward the table. “I want you to have a seat, Naomi.”
The young woman’s eyes shifted into surprised circles. “Mr. Walker, I cain’t….”
James furrowed his brow. “You’re still working for me, correct?”
Naomi nodded.
“Very well, then. Your last duty for this evening is to sit and allow me to serve you some of the delicious food you have prepared. Surely you don’t intend to be insubordinate to your employer?”
“No, Mr. Walker.” Naomi smiled, bemused. “I don’t intend to be insubordinate.”
She settled into a seat at the large dining table. James heaped a plate of tasty vittles and sat it before her. He poured her a tall glass of sweet tea before seating himself across from her.
“I know you must be hungry, as hard as you work around here.” He looked into her eyes. “I know you have a time with my boy.”
Naomi blushed. “He’s no bother, Mr. Walker,” she said, pushing at the food with her fork. “I’m awfully sweet on him, to tell the truth.”
“Yes.” James smiled. “He’s quite the boy. I’m so glad he’s turned out healthy. You know with the way he was born….”
“I know,” Naomi interrupted him. “It’s a blessing. He’s a blessing.”
James stood up and poured himself another glass of tea. He cast a long glance at Naomi as he returned to his seat. Her eyelids fluttered as her pupils fled to the table.
“Why do you look at me that way?” she asked.
“I look at you that way because I’m seeing you for the first time.”
Naomi laughed. “I do believe somethin’s gittin into you tonight, Mr. Walker.”
James shrugged. “I do believe you’re right.” He smiled. “Is that bad?”
Naomi’s pupils ceased their flight and met his. “It doesn’t seem bad, I guess. I just don’t know if it’s proper.”
James shifted in his seat. “Don’t be alarmed, Naomi. I’m just a lonely widower, in need of some conversation. Would you be kind enough to indulge me with some?”
“Alright.” Naomi sat her fork down. Her hands formed a brown tent in front of her untouched plate.
“Damn, girl. You don’t eat and talk at the same time?”
“Not on this occasion, I don’t.”
James laughed and slapped the tabletop. “Alright, then.” He cleared his throat. “So tell me a little about yourself.”
She shrugged. “There ain’t much to tell.”
He cocked an eyebrow. “Surely there must be volumes.”
Naomi took a deep breath and leaned back in her seat. “Okay, well – I been reared to midwife from a young age. I learned from my mother and aunt. They learned from my grandmother. They say she got free around 1850. Passed down midwifing as a skill that will always be needed.”
James sighed. “I should’ve figured it was a family skill,” he said. “You were so good to my wife. You’re so good to my child.”
“Thank you.” Naomi unleashed a smile that could guide ships to shore. “You know I’m going to school next year? Been savin' up for it. Gon’ be licensed. Then I might really be able to make a decent living at it. White women and Colored gon’ line up for my services. That’s what I hope for, anyway.”
“Hot damn, Naomi,” James exulted. “I love to hear a Colored person with a plan. I think that’s the only way for the Negro race to progress. Through plan and action. You know, I feel almost embarrassed that we haven’t talked like this before. Here you’ve been kind enough to stay on a year after my son’s birth. You’ve looked after him expertly, cooked and cleaned like an angel– and I’ve never really talked with you.”
“Well, I don’t know how kind it is, Mr. Walker.” Naomi held her palms out in front of her. “You do pay me well, after all.”
“I guess I do.” James tapped the tabletop. “Still, I appreciate everything you do. And it’s nice to talk with you.” He stood up. “I think I’ve kept you from your dinner long enough. I’m going to look in on, Nathan.”
He began to walk away before stopping in his tracks. “Oh- and Naomi?”
“Yes, Mr. Walker?”
A broad smile engulfed James's features. “I hope we can talk again some time.”
Naomi's face flushed as she grew a smile of equal measure. “That would be fine by me, Mr. Walker.”
XVI.
“Papa.” Nathan tugged at his father’s arm. “Do we have far to go now?”
James rubbed the boy’s coarse crop of hair. “We don't have far to go on this train, Nathan. We're maybe an hour from Atlanta. That’s a bigger city than you’ve ever seen. We don’t have time to sight see, though. We’re just going to change trains to one that’s heading North.”
“We’re going to Baltimore. Right, Papa?” Nathan whispered. “We won’t have to worry about spooks in sheets there.”
James nodded. “That’s right, boy. I’m going to strike it big in business there. There are far more opportunities for Colored men further north. Who knows, in a few years we might do well enough to move on to New York.”
Nathan closed his eyes and leaned back in his seat. “We won’t need to go to New York, Papa," he said, opening his eyes a few moments later. "Baltimore will be just fine.”
James clouted his son upside the head. “What have I told you about abusing your talent, boy? I told you, it’s wrong to get an unfair advantage in life.”
“James,” Naomi complained, diverting her attention from the landscape passing in the Colored car’s single window.
James leaned toward her and whispered in her ear. “Don’t challenge me on this, woman. I don’t want him misusing what he was blessed with.”
She responded with her own whisper. “You don’t want him misusing it or you don’t want him using it at all? Just remember that without his blessing, this might have been your last night on earth.”
James fell silent, trumped by the simple truth that had passed his wife’s lips. Still, he didn’t want to encourage the boy to summon his sight at random.
Nathan had lost the only person who might’ve taught him proper use of his gift before he was old enough to reap the full benefits of the tutelage. Now it was left to his father and stepmother to mold him. But how could the ordinary mold the extraordinary?
Just moments ago, the boy predicted that they would do just fine in Baltimore. James closed his eyes and said a silent prayer for his son’s unbidden forecast to prove correct.
XVII.
“What’s the matter?” James asked.
Naomi sighed. “I think I’ve gone and made a big mistake,” she said.
James placed a sinewy arm around her, pulling her naked torso into a spooning position.
“You call what we just shared a mistake? That doesn’t do much for my ego.”
“It’s a mistake if I expect to be courted,” Naomi muttered into her pillow.
“Well, now. I guess that’s true. Thing is, I don’t intend to court you.”
“I knew it.” Naomi pushed his arm away, revealing a furious visage when she turned to face him. “Listen- I’m no strumpet! I’m not here for a cheap thrill.”
James smiled then. It was a kind smile, bereft of guile. As much as she wanted to, Naomi could detect no cruelness in it. If she had, if would have been easier for her to storm off in a huff and retain what little dignity she had left.
“I know you’re no strumpet, Naomi.” James dared a quick peck of her lips. “I could tell you haven’t traveled that road too many times before.”
Her face plummeted, embarrassed. “S-so you didn’t enjoy it?”
James responded in the most earnest voice he could summon. “Hell yes I enjoyed it, Naomi. I felt like you were sharing something very precious with me. And you can’t be a strumpet, because I’m far too smart to fall in love with that sort.”
Naomi gasped, placing her right hand over her left breast. She cast a prolonged stare into his eyes. She did not glean even a tiny hint of deception in his returned gaze.
“Don’t toy with me,” she warned.
“I don’t mean to toy with you, Naomi.” James accomplished the uncanny feat of flashing a broader and kinder smile than he had before. “And I don’t mean to court you. Why waste time with formalities when we could hurry and get married? That is- if you’ll marry me. Will you marry me, Naomi?”
Naomi jumped out of bed and stood stock still, in naked, nubile glory. Her hands covered her face as if she were a child afraid of the dark.
James took two slow steps toward her, removing her hands from her face and pulling her into a tender embrace. “Please say yes, Naomi. Please say yes.”
“Yes,” she sobbed into his chest. “Yes!”
They danced around the bedroom, hand in hand, naked as newborns. They were married two months later.
XVIII.
James breathed a sigh of relief while boarding the train in Atlanta.
Naomi squeezed his arm, no doubt sharing the same unvoiced sentiment.
Hezekiah had driven them the fifty miles from Greenville to Montgomery to board the previous train. The married couple had been worried that the authorities of Alabama would apprehend them at the Bessemer or Birmingham stop- that James wasn’t safe from the trumped up charges which had landed the homesteaders in stir. James could have stomached cooling his heels in jail for a worthy cause, but he was certain that his fate would be much worse than an arrest if his adversaries got their hands on him.
James felt much safer as the train from Atlanta headed north. In five hours, they’d change to another train in Columbia, S.C. He hoped to sleep as that one chugged through the night, ending its long route in Baltimore.
James couldn’t wait to arrive. Maryland might technically be a southern state, but it wasn’t the Deep South. It was far different from Dixie.
James’s cousin Virgil had told him as much years ago, when he’d first tried to convince James to come north through written correspondence.
“You ought to sell off that old farmland and come up to Baltimore, Virgil wrote. You could do better in business up here, for sure. And you wouldn’t have to worry about no peckerwood trumping up a reason to throw you in jail or swing you from a tree.”
James had passed up his cousin’s invitations for years, choosing to pursue change in the Deep South. Though he was aware of how unsafe his immediate surroundings could be for Negroes, he never truly feared being lynched or wrongfully incarcerated. He felt entitled to a kinder fate- especially considering that the cost of his land inheritance had been losing his parents as a young man.
James had always figured that if he fought for right the right way, things would eventually work out as he wished. In the wake of Helen’s death, he became more and more determined to further the cause of Colored folks. He became obsessed with it.
He had lost Helen in childbirth only a few years after losing both parents to tuberculosis. The twin tragedies served him as a cruel lesson about the frailness and temporary nature of life. Those who are here today could be gone tomorrow. With that harsh lesson stained into his soul, he decided that he ought to have more than what the racist structure of American society deemed his privilege. Perhaps his strongest belief in life was that other Coloreds and whomever else society deemed to keep trampled underfoot should also have more.
James now knew that his incessant pursuit of such beliefs would have led to a violent death, had it not been for the boy. What a boy he was. Watching the fruit of his loins stare out the window from his train seat, James ached with love for him. James wished it hadn’t been necessary to chide Nathan during the previous train ride, but he didn’t want his son turning into some sort of sideshow who called on his abilities all the time. There was nothing to be done about the occasions when the sight just seized hold of the boy, but he didn’t want Nathan abusing something no science or scripture could explain.
James smiled in bittersweet fashion, allowing himself some overdue relaxation. He scooted over to his son, sharing a view of the big window. He mused that this train’s Colored car was much less shabby than that of the previous one. Perhaps a dozen other Negroes shared its space. James surprised himself with the ability to share Nathan’s undiluted amazement while digesting the rapidly passing landscape. Scenes of towering, verdant forest and fantastical wetland passed before them. Nature’s wonder was only slightly intruded upon by the smoke stacks of industrialization. America was a beautiful country.
A great swell of excitement swept James's dread aside. He felt full with the certainty that he would still have all the opportunity he craved- just not in the state of his birth. Baltimore awaited him.
If Virgil spoke true, Baltimore was a place where James could pursue his ambition without the worry of being dragged off by hateful spooks in the dead of night. James had never known Virgil to be a liar.
VIX.
Nathan was just a few months past his second birthday when he first showed signs of the sight.
“Horse hurt, Papa,” he spoke during breakfast, nibbling on a piece of sausage that Naomi had cut small for him. The pleasant spring sun shone through the kitchen window, giving an ethereal glint to his already fantastical eyes.
“What are you talking about, boy?” James smiled, scooting his own chair closer to Nathan’s wooden high chair.
Nathan swallowed the sausage before lifting his drinking cup to his lips. He sucked at its nipple with pleasure before setting it down. “Horse hurt, Papa,” he repeated. “Horse hurt, today. The big horse.”
James’s smile twisted into a frown. “I don’t like that, Nathan. That’s not a good joke.”
Nathan looked across the table at Naomi. It seemed to her that his eyes betrayed a depth of awareness that was impossible in such a tiny child. She had never dismissed the circumstances of his birth as mere physical anomaly. Unlike her husband, she didn’t think that education precluded superstition.
“Horse hurt, Mama. Horse hurt.”
“Yes, baby,” she responded.
“Yes, baby?” James bellowed. “Surely you’re not going to encourage such behavior, Naomi.”
He stood up and pushed his chair in. “Nathan, I know you’re little more than a baby, but you are an exceptionally smart boy and it’s never too early to learn that although we may think certain things are funny, they just aren’t acceptable. After you finish breakfast, I want you to go to your playpen. Without toys, of course. You are to remain there for one hour.”
Nathan waited in his assigned location while Naomi approached James in the corridor between the living room and the kitchen.
“I wonder about you sometimes,” she whispered.
“What would you have me do?” James matched her volume, peeking at Nathan over her shoulder. The still tot stared at the floor. “He has to learn that that sort of thing is not acceptable.”
“Acceptable?” Naomi somehow managed to maintain her whisper and yell in the same breath, her whisper voice quaking with frustration. “James, you speak as if he was a young man already.”
James whisper-shouted right back. “And you speak as if everything he does is a ray of sunshine.”
“Isn’t it?” Naomi smirked, her voice rising. “Has it even occurred to you- Mr. Walker - that your son might truly believe that one of the horses will be hurt today? Have you even considered that?”
The headstrong expression on James’s face departed. An embarrassed smile crept into its place after a few moments of silence. “As a matter of fact, I hadn’t,” he confessed, grasping his beautiful wife by her shoulders. “I’m sorry. I guess you must be pretty sore with me.”
Naomi’s face remained stern. “Now, what on Earth makes you say that?”
James grinned. “The fact that you called me Mr. Walker. Like you always do when you’re angry with me. Do you think he may have dreamed about the horses?”
Naomi nodded, allowing herself a small smile. She turned and looked at Nathan. The boy grinned and clapped his hands.
James brushed a hand against his wife’s. She grasped it, intertwining her fingers with his. He marveled at the strength in her grip.
James pulled free, bringing the moment to a reluctant end. “I guess I’d better make it right with him,” he said, still grinning.
Naomi grabbed rough hold of her husband, whispering into his ear. “You’re damn right, you’d better. Then later you can make it right with me.”
“Love to,” James chuckled, making his way to Nathan. He bent at the waist and hoisted the tot from his temporary prison. James wrapped his son in a tight hug, ruffling the miniature bird’s nest of his coif.
“Sorry, I was stern with you, Nathan,” James said. “Thought you were trying to put one over on your Papa.”
He extended his arms to hold his son in front of him. “I guess you were just trying to tell us about your dream. I guess it’s hard for someone barely two years old to relate a dream. Tell you what. I’ll give you an extra piece of candy to make up for it later. That okay with you?”
Nathan smiled and nodded his head.
“Good! We’re square, then.” James set the boy down. “One happy little family again. Well- Papa’s got to head into town, now.”
He thought for a moment, resting his chin on the knuckles of his right hand. He dropped to his knees in front of Nathan.
“Don’t you worry, Nathan.” He squeezed the baby fat around the toddler’s cheeks, eliciting a squeal of laughter. “Junie will be just fine.” He spoke of his chestnut mare, the largest of the four horses he owned. “She’ll finish the day just as she began it. In tip-top shape.”
A haunted expression deposed the smile that had decorated Nathan’s face. It was an expression that should visit no toddler in a just world. He bit his lip and hung his head. “No,” he moaned. “Junie hurt. Big horse hurt, Papa.”
James felt no anger this time, only concern for his son. He kissed Nathan on his forehead before straightening up and turning to his wife.
“Poor boy’s really frazzled,” he said. “See if you can’t comfort him, Nay. I’ll return just as soon as I can.”
“Of course.” Naomi swept the boy she’d come to love and accept as her own into her arms. “He’ll be alright, James. You just be careful heading into town.”
Even in such curious circumstances, it gave James satisfaction to hear her clearly pronounce the “g” at the end of “heading”. It would have been “headin’” before he’d started stressing the importance of proper speech. He was glad to have such positive influence over the woman he loved.
“Don’t get spooked, Nay.” He smiled. “You know I’m an excellent driver.”
“Yes, you are.” Naomi leaned past the child she embraced to plant a kiss on her husband’s lips. “Still, I cain-can’t help being a little nervous. I guess the boy’s worry is catching this morning.”
A few minutes later, James piloted Junie and Lulu Bell as they pulled his carriage up the coach road. He meant to conduct his business and immediately return home.
He sensed that his young family needed his composure on this day. That boy, God love him as his father did, could be downright strange. For her part, Naomi could be downright skittish.
James attributed that quality to Naomi’s youth. She had just celebrated her twenty first birthday, nine fewer birthdays than he had known. She was extremely intelligent, hard working, resourceful, and adaptable. Still, she bore the skittishness of youth, the tendency to overreact.
James hadn’t noticed it before he married her. He’d been too busy being swept along by her physical beauty, effervescent spirit and stunning devotion to his son.
Though he’d come to recognize Naomi’s skittishness, James didn't feel any less fond of her. If anything, being able to detect flaws in his beloved provided strange comfort. He mused that he had his own fair share of them.
James’s train of thought was disrupted when the carriage made careened to the left and came to a clumsy halt, coming close to upending. Junie brayed an alarm that soon gave way to pained whinnying. James righted himself in his perch and climbed down.
“Easy girl.” He approached the big horse with care, placing a comforting hand on her heaving, heavily muscled side. “Easy. Let Papa see what’s wrong.”
He stood by her ear, murmuring comfort until the heaving of her torso decreased. He began checking for her affliction once she grew still.
A large rock had become lodged within her front left horseshoe.
Whispering and calming the big steed all along, James slowly and carefully removed the offending object. Moments later, he steered the carriage towards home, keeping it at a slow crawl so as not to further damage Junie’s hoof before a vet could examine it. He spoke soothing words to her the entire way.
The rational portion of James’s mind argued that what happened had been pure coincidence. The small part of his mind given to fancy held a different opinion.
XX.
“Hot damn, it’s good to see you, boy,” a stout, bear of a man declared as he embraced James.
James returned the embrace with equal enthusiasm. He couldn’t decide which was more exciting- seeing his cousin Virgil for the first time since he was 14 or arriving in a place that offered far more opportunity than the Deep South.
Nathan and Naomi completed the quartet that stood outside of Baltimore’s Mount Royal train station. James’s smile cast a pleasant glare as he made the proper introductions.
“Virgil.” He made a small flourish with his arm, as if he introducing the President of the United States himself. “This is my lovely wife, Naomi. I know you’re probably wondering how I ever hitched myself to such a peach of a woman. Rest assured, I haven’t figured that one yet, myself.”
“Nice to meet you, Ma’am.” Virgil bent to kiss the hand that Naomi demurely offered. “You’re quite the lady, if James letters tell the truth.”
Naomi laughed. “If his letters say that he can’t get along without me, then they should be taken as Gospel. I see now that flattery runs in the family.”
Virgil chortled, his ample midsection and chest heaving. “An’ I see that you’re a firecracker, too. I cain’t wait to introduce you to my wife, Alma. You an’ her gon’ git along just swell.”
Still smiling, James nudged Nathan towards his much older cousin. “This of course….”
“Is your handsome son, Nathan!” Virgil exclaimed, bending to the boy’s eye level and extending a broad paw. “Nice to meet you, Nathan.”
Nathan’s small fingers disappeared inside Virgil’s mitt. “Your hands are soft,” he said.
Virgil cackled like an excited coyote. “As a matter of fact, they are, little cousin. See your big cousin’s got to keep these big ol' hands gentle. That’s because I’m an artist. I know I might not look the part, but I got the talent, boy.”
Nathan smiled. “Could you draw me a picture sometime?”
“Sure thing, little cousin. But first things first. I got to git you folks to your lodgings.”
A few minutes later, they all boarded a crowded streetcar. It was a new experience for James and his young family. Though he had seen such conveyances during his few trips to Birmingham, James had no occasion to set foot on one before now.
He drank his new city in, watching streets of cobble stone pass in the streetcar’s wake. Baltimore seemed much grander than Birmingham, the largest city James had ever been to. There were no farmhouses here, only brick buildings and storefronts, many far taller than even the tallest buildings in Greenville. In fact, Greenville would struggle to fill Baltimore’s boot. Scores of brick rowhomes sprung from the ground like spring flowers. Immaculate marble steps lay at their feet. Further along, brick tenements pulsed with activity and screamed of overcrowding.
The difference in architecture, roads and methods of transportation portended a new world of possibilities for James. He would become part of the growing industry in this city. Through hard work and business acumen, he would soon claim one of these brick buildings as his own.
Once he managed that, he would see if he couldn’t become a galvanizing force among the Colored in this burgeoning city. Things might be a lot different here than in tiny, rural, Greenville, Alabama, but he could already tell they weren’t different enough.
The fact that all of the Negroes were crowded into the back of the streetcar served as prime evidence of second class citizenship. James wouldn’t raise a fuss just yet, but he didn’t think that a seat in the back was acceptable for any Negro or other person of color. In time, he would find out how many Negro citizens of Baltimore he could influence to share his viewpoint.
2
Undeniable Proof and Reunited Cousins
I.
Naomi chose not to press her husband about the horseshoe incident, knowing him well enough to foresee that he’d bristle at the notion of Nathan having a clairvoyant moment. She knew that if she was right about the boy, sooner or later James would be confronted with evidence too strong to deny
She’d been watching and waiting the boy’s entire short life, patiently expecting his capabilities to emerge. The incident with the horse was but a taste of what she anticipated.
Naomi had no doubt believed that being born with a veil portended clairvoyant power. The growths that had been removed from Nathan's eyes meant that he had born with three veils.
Naomi might not have gone to Tuskegee like her husband, but she knew about a lot more than caring for children and pregnant women. She knew that James’s commitment to education and modernity prevented him from considering any truth that couldn’t be explained by science, even if that truth seized him by the collar and screamed into his face. She also knew that what happened with the big horse had been no coincidence.
Nathan predicted that Junie would be hurt and indeed she was. If that wasn’t evidence that the boy had the sight, then what was?
A skeptic might have argued that Nathan's premonition concerned a fairly insignificant event. Naomi chose to focus on the fact that Nathan had managed such a prediction as a mere toddler.
Naomi speculated that Nathan’s powers would prove to be incredible as he grew. No, speculate wasn’t the right word. She hypothesized. James would have liked that word.
Naomi had been bed side when the boy’s mother died after pushing him forth into the world. Helen kissed the newborn once before asking Dr. Woodson to hold him while she spoke to Naomi. Dread and wonder filled Naomi as Helen’s dying hands squeezed her. Those hands possessed a strength that should not have been possible in one whose body was so ravaged. Naomi looked into Helen’s eyes as the light within them flickered, listening to her last urgent words.
“Take care of my boy,” Helen said, nearly crushing the bones of Naomi's hands with her fevered grip. “Promise me you’ll take good care of him.”
Naomi nodded hard enough to bring her chin to her chest. A single tear dropped from her face onto Helen’s struggling bosom. “I promise.”
“Thank you,” Helen said. Naomi would never forget the serenity in those final words.
The dying mother birthed a peaceful smile as she breathed her last. That smile was the smile of one whom had accomplished something greater than herself, of one gone unburdened to meet the heavenly father.
Naomi believed that God had shown Helen all that her son was capable of before he took her. That was why she requested that Naomi safeguard him.
When she promised Helen that she would care for the boy, Naomi had no inkling that she would come to love and marry his father. Yet, she had. Perhaps it was God’s plan.
As much as she loved and honored James, Naomi loved Nathan more. Nathan was one of God’s chosen- blessed with what Naomi knew would prove to be tremendous powers.
She was just as certain of Nathan's awesome power as she was of the eventuality of James coming to recognize that power for the supernatural blessing that it was.
II.
After exiting the streetcar, Virgil led James, Naomi, and Nathan on a four block walk to his humble brick rowhouse in Old West Baltimore. Along the way, he explained that the section of town they entered was populated by a great majority of Colored folks.
“We’re livin good here, y’all.” He smiled. “I know you never went anywhere in Alabama an’ saw mostly Colored faces. I’m telling you, y’all are gon’ love it here.” As if conspiring to lend veracity to Virgil’s statement, a number of Colored travelers passed them on the street, heading to and fro.
James thought that the passers by carried themselves with a bit more pride than Negroes back in Greenville. It seemed that just about every man of color back there moved in a permanent defensive posture. Such body language communicated that they only wished to conduct their business and return home without suffering some sort of humiliation or victimization. The Negroes in this part of Baltimore seemed much more at ease.
James enjoyed the full tour of his cousin's home soon after arriving and being introduced to Alma and Virgil’s young sons, David, and Eli.
Virgil proved prescient about his wife and Naomi becoming fast friends. The two women lost no time falling into chatter with each other, as if they were long lost sisters. Alma was a lovely and charming woman, though a bit large for James’s liking. Not that any woman could hold a candle to Naomi in his book, anyway. The only one who could have was Helen.
Virgil’s place was far more roomy than it appeared from outside. The first and second floors had cavernous corridors with high ceilings. The sparsely decorated living room gave way to a spacious kitchen that housed a modern stove and sink.
Virgil showed off the running water in the sink as if encountering it for the first time. He waited patiently as it ran a brief brown before giving way to a clear stream.
“Running water ain’t no rare thang around here, James,” he chuckled. “Ever'body I know has it on account o this fancy sewer system they have in Baltimore. Like I told you in my letters, I ain’t had to truck wit well water in years. The boys hardly ever seen it. Ain’t got no outhouses, neither. Got a toilet in the bathroom. Lots of folks got ‘em. Hear tell the well off folks got two or three in they house. Ain’t city life grand? You could get used to this, couldn’t you?”
James nodded. “I suppose I could.” He thought of hauling water and venturing to the outhouse back at the farm. Not having to do either was a welcome change.
“You suppose you could?” Virgil laughed, clapping his cousin on the shoulder. “You always was a cool one, cousin! Even the last time I saw you when you were what- thirteen? Fourteen? Damn, I’m glad to have you here, boy!”
He stepped back so that he could look into James’s eyes. “So what you think about my home so far? Nice, Ain’t it?”
“It’s very nice, cousin,” James said, nodding his approval. “I’m glad to see you’ve done well for yourself.”
Upstairs held three spacious bedrooms and a bathroom. Virgil showed James the room he and Naomi would share, explaining that he had been using it as a home art studio. “Not to worry, though,” he said. “I’m glad to give it up for family. I’ll work out of the attic now. Got a trapdoor on the second floor leads right to it. S’big enough for a person to room in, even.”
Once James and his family’s belongings were settled into their rooms, Virgil invited his cousin down to the basement. The spacious area was separated into distinct halves. One side housed a large wash basin and sink. The area that he and James occupied was set up parlor style. They sat at a large table that faced a towering mahogany cabinet shelved with dinner plates and glasses. A phonograph sat immediately to their left, on a much smaller table.
James nursed a glass of lemonade as he half-listened to Virgil prattle on about the minutiae of his daily life. The pleased host explained that the good finery was kept in the basement and that his sons were forbidden from coming down there.
“I ketch ‘em nosin’ around down here, I wup ‘em good.” Virgil smiled as he talked. “They break enough stuff as it is. A woman never birthed more destructive a pair. They don’t mean nothin’ by it, just awkward I guess. Still, I ketch ‘em ‘round here, I tan there hides good. Don’t know how I’d replace this good stuff down here if it got broke up. Ever since photography caught on 'round here, I’m losin’ a good portion of my business. Folks would rather have a photograph of themselves than a painting. Even if it was painted by these magic hands.” Virgil held his hands up, twirling them around for show.
James’s eyes widened. “Still, you support your family solely through art work?”
“Mostly,” Virgil said, nodding. “I do odd jobs every now an’ then. Mostly house painting, signage an’ such. But mostly, yeah, through my art work. That’s somethin’- ain’t it?”
“It certainly is. I mean, you always could draw and paint amazingly well. But a Colored man supporting his family only through art? And outside of New York City. I know we’re nearly a decade into the twentieth century, but that’s a rare thing.”
A mischievous glint emerged in Virgil’s eyes. “Not if my most well to do patrons don’t even know I’m Colored.”
James leaned toward Virgil, his curiosity piqued. “Whatever do you mean by that?”
He sat captivated as Virgil gave a detailed explanation of how he came to straddle two very different artistic worlds. One world was the Colored world that was largely isolated from Baltimore’s white world, only coming into contact with it for employment or landlord-tenant purposes. Virgil was well known throughout this small but proud world for his exquisitely rendered portrait work, which depicted everything from group scenes to family pets. As he’d already told James, in recent years he made less and less money from Colored people. The exploding popularity of photography greatly decreased the demand for such work. When he did get commissions, it was for significantly less than the going rate for skilled photographic portraits.
“I aim to git into photography myself,” he said. “Soon’s I kin git some equipment an’ a place to set up a darkroom. I'm sure I kin take some damn good pictures. Cain’t beat ‘em, might as well join’ ‘em. Right? Supply an’ demand is the way of the world.”
Virgil digressed, explaining how he came to maintain profitability in that other Baltimore Art World- the one that consisted of upper middle class and wealthy white art patrons. He told of how he’d come to know Charles Thurmont. He’d set up a drawing pad on his portable easel outside of Lexington Market some time back (as was his custom on Saturdays and some weekdays). On the edge of the easel sat a sign that had the words Dime Drawings scrawled on it. With his ability to produce a masterful pencil drawing within minutes, Virgil had become accustomed to making a dollar or more on a good day. Though he had no permit, the cops who walked the beat usually didn’t bother him because they admired his talent. From time to time, they requested free drawings.
Virgil obliged with a smile, never hesitating to play the part of the humble aw shucks Colored boy. During this repeated enterprise, Virgil encountered many whites who treated him like an idiot savant or trained monkey. “They act like s’ a miracle that a Colored man could be so skilled,” he chuckled. “That’s good for me, though. The more miraculous they think it is, the more likely they are to throw me some silver. You know?”
James sensed bitterness beneath Virgil’s laughter. Hell, he was bitter for his cousin. He doubted that Virgil would have to hustle for dimes in the street if he were a white artist.
“Anyway,” Virgil continued, “one day this white fellow comes up to me, asks for a drawing of him and his friends. So I git real pickaninny-like for ‘im, show my choppers an’ say ‘It’d be my pleasure, suh’. He frowns an’ tells me I oughtn’t call ‘im suh, that he’s just a college kid, that I had to be older ‘en he was.”
Virgil chuckled, amused by the memory as he retold it. “So I says, ‘Yes, suh. Anything you like, suh.’ He rolls his eyes, takes a sigh an’ says he’d like for me to make ‘im a damn good picture. I smile an’ tell ‘im that’s my business. So him and his two friends stand off to the side, on the cobblestone path they got down there and I make a real nice picture for ‘em. I git the background an' all. I’m tellin’ you, James. It was one of the best pencil drawings I ever done.”
“So did he like it?” James asked.
“Hell, yes he liked it!” Virgil’s voice sang with pride. “That picture about knocked that old boy’s socks off. Him an’ his fancy college friends raised a big fuss over it. Then he tells me he’d feel like he was takin’ advantage by only paying me a dime. I says, ‘A dime's fine with me, Mister. A dime's my stated price.’ I pointed to the sign. He frowns, says maybe my stated price should be a good bit higher. I says maybe nobody would buy any if it was higher. He says the right people would, people wit a good moral center.”
Virgil chuckled again. “I asked how much he thought I should charge, as a person wit’ a good moral center. He reached down in his pockets and handed me two shiny half dollars. I tell you cousin, my eyes nearly popped out of my big ole head. Nearly flew off into the great blue sky, they did. His friends seemed to be surprised like I was. Maybe they didn’t have as good a moral center as he did. Anyway after I damn near kneeled before him like he was the second comin’, he scolded me something awful, tellin’ me that I was far too humble."
Virgil threw his voice, trying to sound like a wealthy white person. “Undue humility can be a hindrance to the tremendously talented. That’s what he said.”
Virgil laughed again. “He used two dollar words like that all the time. Come to think of it, he kind of talks like you. I found out later that he went to the big local college. Johns Hopkins, they call it. I guess the fancy words is part o bein’ college learned. They’da never let your Colored behind through those doors, though. Even if you are plenty smart. I hear even regular white folk cain’t get into that school.”
James impatiently motioned for Virgil to go on.
“Oh, right,” Virgil said, chuckling. “I’m gittin’ off the subject, again. You know once I git to talkin’, the conversation’s subject to go off to the four corners of the Earth.”
James nodded and smiled. “Same as when we were kids.”
“Amen to that,” Virgil said. “Anyway, he takes his drawin’ and starts to walk away. Then he hands one of his friends the pitcher and comes back over to me. I swallow hard, hope there ain’t no trouble brewin’, but he just asks for my name. He reaches his hand out after I tell ‘im. I stare at it a second ‘fore I realize he means to shake wit’ me.”
Virgil’s eyes widened as if the surprise had just occurred. “That white boy actually shook my hand! A good firm handshake, too. Didn’t wipe his hands off on his clothes or make a face like he was on the toilet after he was done, neither. Tells me his name is Charles Thurmont III, tells me he’s from a well to do family. Tells me he never seen such a good drawing, that a man of my talent oughtn’t have to peddle his work on the street. I tells ‘im I ain’t mind. He says that he damn well minds even if I don’t. Asks me if I got a studio. I tell ‘im I work out of my home. He asked me where home was and I told him Old West Baltimore, of course. I don’t know where else he expected a Colored man to live in this city. Then he asked if he could come by my place some time!”
Thurmont did just that, showing up in the wee hours one night. He and Virgil faced each other across the kitchen table as Thurmont revealed a bold scheme. Virgil agreed to produce works that Thurmont would present as his own, claiming to the local art world that a latent talent had bloomed within him. All profit would be split down the middle. The caveat was that Virgil would produce works different in style from his figural and portrait work. That way, no one could ever connect the two men.
“That was a small trick for me,” Virgil said, grinning. “I can make any kind o pitcher come alive. Watercolors, landscapes, city scapes- you name it –I can do it. Do it with style like nobody else. Anyway, I might be getting less work from other Coloreds, but the money I bring in from the arrangement with Thurmont never lets me down. It done me good enough to git’ this house an’ keep some nice thangs. Ain’t a bad hustle. Is it?”
James’s face twisted into a scowl. “How could you be such a damn fool?” he hissed.
Virgil’s jaw plunged toward the table. “What?”
“You heard me!” James banged the table. “You’ve been a damn fool. Allowing some pale bastard to take such advantage of you.”
Virgil sat stunned for a few moments before managing, “Thurmont’s not taking advantage of me. Thurmont’s helped me to have a better life.”
James shook his head, exasperated. “It is the white man’s boon that so many Negroes are so short sighted. I had hoped you were different.”
A vein pulsed on Virgil’s forehead. His voice became a low growl. “Now, you see here, James Walker. Cousin or not, no man disrespects me in my own house.”
James took a deep breath, a weak smile replacing his scowl. “I mean no disrespect. And this is a nice house. You might have had much more, however.”
“An’ how you figure that?” Virgil demanded. “How you figure I might've had much more?”
“Forget it,” James said. “It’s obvious that we’ll never see eye to eye on the matter.”
“No, I will not forget it.” Virgil pointed a large finger at his cousin. “You brought it up, now I want to hear it. How might I have had much more?”
James sighed. “You might have had much more if you hadn’t allowed that scheming white vulture to take credit for all that you created with your God given talent. You might have done more than manage. You might have become quite rich.”
“Rich?” Virgil sprang apoplectic from his seat. “Ha! Sure I mighta became rich. I also might not a done better’n I was already doin’. I might never’ve gotten what I do have for myself ‘n’ my family. I mighta gone on sharing a room with seven other Joes down in Slump’s Alley, scrapin’ just enough for meal money. I wasn’t left property like you, James. I had to make a sure choice.”
“How do you know that white boy’s even giving you as much as was agreed upon?” James asked.
Virgil held his arms out in a wide arc, palms up. “Maybe he ain’t givin’ me half, cousin. Maybe he ain’t givin’ me a quarter. If so, I don’t give a damn! S’still more than I’da gotten on my own. You think them chinchy white people would put some nigger’s art in their houses and museums?”
James sighed and shook his head. “We’re not niggers. We’re people, just as good as any of them.”
“Think I don’t know that? Try tellin’ it to them.”
James rose slowly from his seat prior to staring into his cousin’s inflamed eyes. They stood that way, silent, pupils dueling for a long time.
“Oh, I aim to tell them,” James said, a defiant smile spreading across his face. “I aim to show them. If I have anything to do with it, conditions will become much improved for Coloreds around here.”
Virgil laughed and shook his head. “I mighta known the first thang you’d try to do was stir thangs up. You were always so full of big ideas, even when we were young. First started talking over my head when you were but 10 and I was 14, I guess. Suppose nothin’s ever gon’ be simple for you, nothin’s ever gon’ be enough. You couldn’t just accept the fact that although s’still a white world, Baltimore is a helluva lot better than where you jus’ come from. You fresh off the train an’ you already talkin’ ‘bout how you gon’ make things better. Well cousin, things already are better. You jus’ need to take the time to smell the damn roses!”
James considered his cousin's argument and nodded. “Maybe things are better. But they’re far from satisfying." He gesticulated with both hands as his emotions got the better of him. "Not when Coloreds are still second class. Not when a man as talented as yourself feels he has to pass his work off as someone else’s to make money, not when a cracker who probably can’t draw a stick figure gets to take all of the credit and at least half of the profit for the beautiful work you create. They might not make a pastime of lynching Negroes up here, but they’re oppressing us just the same.”
Virgil laughed without humor. “You ought to climb on a soapbox, sound a bullhorn maybe.”
“Perhaps I will,” James said.
Virgil furrowed his brow. “Perhaps you’ll be kind enough to wait until you’ve secured your own lodgin’ before you start any rabble rousin’. I don’t want to be lumped in with any such nonsense. Why’d you pick now to come here, anyway? I been tryna git you to come North for years. I have to say, I’m startin’ to regret it, already. Why’d you choose to come now?”
James’s face tightened. “That’s not your concern,” he growled.
Virgil laughed and clapped his hands. His eyes danced as if he were a detective whom had just solved a crime. “Piss off the wrong folks, I bet. Still you’re fool enough to try an” make waves here?” He shook his head. “I guess some folks are too smart to ever learn anythang.”
Virgil backed up and turned toward the basement stairs. “Whatever the case, I mean what I said. Don’t you git me involved in none a your foolishness. Unlike you, I think o’ carin’ for my family ‘fore I think of tryna be some big man. Keep your damn ideas to yourself until you move outta my place. Otherwise, I’ll have to throw you out. You will not bring trouble to my house.”
Virgil started up the stairs, stopped and looked at his cousin. “I think the world of you cousin, but you got to stop bein’ so greedy. Thangs are good for Coloreds here. You ought to give yourself a chance to appreciate that. You’ll be a much happier man.”
James did not reply, knowing that doing so would be futile. Virgil had his narrow minded view of the world; James had his broad, ambitious one. He would respect Virgil’s wishes of not stirring anything up until he’d obtained his own lodgings. But once he was settled on his own, he intended to accomplish things that most Coloreds weren’t capable of envisioning in their fondest fantasies.
III.
Two uneventful weeks passed between the incident with the horse and the picnic that James and his young family enjoyed in an inviting meadow just beyond their fields.
Thick, greasy ham sandwiches slathered with mustard and all the trimmings, a layered chocolate cake, two dozen deviled eggs, and a lidded pitcher of country lemonade (all prepared by Naomi) were packed into a large red picnic basket. Husband, wife, and young son sprawled on a large red and white striped blanket, letting the mid-May sun warm them.
James slipped into brief reminiscence of similar picnics he’d shared with Helen. Those fine days had often culminated with lovemaking on a blanket like the one he now lay on. He banished the thought, thinking that this time with Naomi and the boy should be held in at least equal esteem. He felt guilty about thinking of Helen while he was with Naomi.
He didn’t suppose he could avoid it, what with how he’d lost her. Still, his love for Naomi was powerful. Every day he felt grateful that God or whatever greater power had seen fit to bless him with a second beloved.
“Open up,” Naomi said, an adoring smile on her face as she held a deviled egg in front of his mouth.
James matched her smile and obliged, allowing her to drop the egg into his mouth. He chewed it slowly, savoring its zesty flavor before swallowing.
“You always were something with deviled eggs, Nay.”
“I thought I was some kind of cook, period,” she said, feigning offense.
James sat up and wiped his mouth. “You let me be the one to toot your horn- you hear me, gal?”
Naomi smiled. “Well, you need to toot it a little louder.”
James’s eyes toured her pleasing figure. “I’ll toot it plenty tonight, darling. Don’t you worry.”
Her beige face flushed as she giggled. “Will you now?”
“Damn straight.” James grasped her shoulders and planted a loud smack on her full lips. He then turned his attention to Nathan. The boy had already finished eating. He now occupied himself with his wooden spelling blocks.
“What are you spelling there, Nathan?” James asked.
Instead of answering, Nathan began to move the blocks with urgent focus. His intense focus on the activity made it seem like something far more significant than child’s play.
“Let’s have a look,” James said, moving closer.
Nathan had a total of thirteen blocks. Each displayed one letter of the alphabet on one side and another when flipped.
The toddler moved with preternatural quickness, flipping two blocks so that they spelled M-A. He picked them up and set them down again to represent repetition of the pairing.
“Mama?” James beamed, full of pride. He rubbed Nathan’s short crop of hair. “Damn, son- you’re learning how to spell quite early.”
He turned to Naomi, whom had drawn as close as he had. She pointed toward Nathan, calling James’s attention to the next spelling that the boy sped through. L-O-V-E. Nathan flipped aside the first two blocks in the word without pause, placing an M in front of the E.
“Yes, she does, son.” James nodded, still all smiles. “Just like I do.”
Nathan continued without pause, hands moving with the kind of quickness and dexterity that would be exemplary for a professional card sharp, let alone a two year old boy. Not once did he look up from the blocks. James could have sworn that the boy’s hazel and green eyes were glowing.
I-K-N-O-W S-H-E transitioned into another L-O-V-E, which metamorphosed into another M-E.
James clapped his hands. “You ought to know, boy…” Naomi shushed her husband, gripping his bicep to indicate that he should be still and silent.
James complied, although he couldn’t understand why his young wife wanted him to be quiet on a triumphant occasion like this. He always knew Nathan was bright, but doing something like this meant he might prove to be a genius.
Nathan’s next spelling derailed James’s train of thought.
B-U-T N-A-O’M-I flowed into N-O-T.
For the first time since Nathan began, James did not feel good about what his son was doing. Nor did he feel good about the fact that the boy’s eyes were definitely glowing.
The next set of words caused James’s blood to run cold.
M-Y-R-E-A-L morphed into M-O-T-H-E-R.
James just registered Naomi drawing in a shocked breath. He took no notice of his own shallow breathing.
Nathan continued to work the blocks without pausing or looking up. Never once did his hands mishandle his tools.
M-O-T-H-E-R became M-Y-R-E-A-L, which gave birth to M-O-T-H-E-R once more. James didn’t bother wiping away the sweat that beaded on his forehead.
I-S- D-E-A-D was next, quickly giving way to I-S-A-W- I-T.
Naomi’s fingers scrambled for James’s right hand. He accepted her grip, matching her urgent squeezing of his palm.
I-N-M-Y-D-R-E-A-M gave way to L-A-S-T N-I-G-H-T, which begat I-K-N-O-W, which became I-T-T-R-U-E.
A frigid spirit danced along James’s spine.
Nathan continued, still not pausing or looking up. James thought he heard the boy’s breathing growing labored, but perhaps it was Naomi’s or his own.
I-S-A-D- B-U-T progressed into I-H-A-P-P-Y. M-A-M-A H-E-L-E-N delivered D-I-E H-A-P-P-Y. D-I-E H-A-P-P-Y shifted back into M-A-M-A H-E-L-E-N, which lost no time in becoming D-I-E F-O-R- M-E.
James’s felt as if he were trapped in some drug induced hallucination as he continued to watch the letters reveal truths Nathan had no earthly means of knowing.
M-A-M-A H-E-L-E-N appeared again, giving way to H-A-P-P-Y. H-A-P-P-Y birthed I-N- T-H-A-T P-L-A-C-E. I-N- T-H-A-T P-L-A-C-E birthed T-H-A-T G-O-O-D, which morphed once more into P-L-A-C-E.
James drew a breath so deep that his exhale sounded like a tiny steam whistle. Naomi squeezed his hand hard enough to cause pain.
P-L-A-C-E changed into I-S-E-E-I-T, which gave way to T-H-A-T G-O-O-D P-L-A-C-E. I-D-R-E-A-M-I-T was spelled next, followed by T-H-A-T P-L-A-C-E again.
Enraptured by his son’s incredible display, James was just cognizant of Naomi’s soft weeping.
T-H-A-T P-L-A-C-E fled, leaving S-H-E T-H-A-N-K Y-O-U. N-A-O-M-I was next, returning to S-H-E T-H-A-N-K Y-O-U. That phrase was followed by T-O-C-A-R-E F-O-R M-E.
Naomi released James’s hand and pitched over, sprawling across his lap. Her sobs grew much louder as she hugged her own shoulders.
Nathan swept all of the blocks aside and yawned, placing a tiny hand over his mouth. He rubbed tired eyes that no longer glowed.
“Mama Naomi sad?” he inquired, gazing at his stepmother.
“N-no,” Naomi said, straightening up. She wiped her face and forced a smile at the same time. “No, baby. I’m not sad.”
Nathan frowned. “You sad, Mama. Grownups sad.”
James nodded in agreement with that inarguable truth. Nathan was not yet three years old, but he knew that grownups got sad, no matter how they tried to fool him.
They’d tried to spare the child the burden of Helen’s death by allowing him to believe that Naomi was his mother. It had not worked because Nathan had seen the truth. He’d had a vision, one that he spelled out in his toy blocks. It now seemed possible that he’d communicated with his dead mother.
James could not dismiss the fantastic events that had just occurred as coincidence. He considered himself a believer of science. As such, he knew that evidence proved theory. All of the evidence at James’s disposal pointed to his son having supernatural powers.
“Its’ okay, Mama and Papa.” Nathan positioned himself in the nook between them, hugging each adult with one short arm. “Everything okay.”
James hoisted the boy into his lap before searching his wife’s eyes with a silent question. Within seconds, Nathan was sound asleep. His spelling activity had worn him out.
“What will we do?” James spoke in a tremulous whisper. “What can we do?”
Naomi sighed and shook her head. “I don’t know.” Her eyes were as red as they were wide. “But I know of someone who might.”
IV.
Try as they might in the days following their argument, James and Virgil could not restore their once easy camaraderie. Unease and resentment lurked just beneath a polite façade.
James wondered if he would have done better by keeping his opinion of Virgil’s arrangement with Thurmont to himself. He'd always had a hard time accepting how slow the average Colored was to stir. The still long shadow of slavery and the even longer shadow of Jim Crow left many of his brethren content with whatever crumbs the white man tossed them.
The belief that the Negro had both accomplished and suffered too much to be relegated to second class citizen was James’s greatest conviction. He knew that there were others out there whom felt the same way, brilliant men like W.E.B. Dubois who argued for racial reform.
Still, he felt as if he’d been too harsh with Virgil. Once he took time to reflect, he realized how proud Virgil had been of the scheme he’d cooked up with Thurmont. The big guy’s chest had been all puffed up. He’d been glad to be able to provide comfort for his family.
James had forced Virgil to confront the truth of his exploitation in severe fashion. He hadn’t meant to hurt Virgil’s pride, but the shock of such injustice had caused his disparaging words to issue forth like a geyser.
James now reasoned that he should have saved his injurious words for the true culprit- Thurmont. That predatory Caucasian and others like him thought nothing of exploiting Negroes. They rigged the game of life from start to finish before reveling in tainted victory. What men like him did to Coloreds was akin to bullfighters squaring off against bulls that had already been bled for several pints before being released into the arena. Poor Virgil was only trying to provide for his family. He had nothing to be ashamed of in the context of the situation.
James decided to apologize to his cousin after Sunday dinner.
The two families went to church beforehand, an activity that James didn't exactly jump for joy about. Though he believed in God or some form of higher being, James could take church or leave it.
He just couldn’t disregard the origin of the black church enough to fully immerse himself in the experience. He never lost sight of the fact that for generations, white Christians had twisted the message of biblical passages to brainwash people of color into believing that bondage was their preordained lot in life. The knowledge that the Negro often used Christianity for inspiration and to great advantage was not enough for James to forgive the fact that it had been forced upon his people. He was fully aware that many slaves had used coded messages in freedom songs masked as spirituals to plot escapes into free lands. He also knew that countless numbers of his people had used the Christian faith to sustain themselves in the face of miserable living conditions. Still, he couldn't help thinking of Christianity as much more than a bitter pill that whites had forced Negroes to swallow.
James only went to church because Naomi wouldn’t accept otherwise. His choices were to attend church with her on Sunday or deal with a nasty attitude all week. The matter of church was one issue in which she never deferred to him.
Christian faith was just one of the similarities that Naomi shared with James’s departed Helen. The women became fast friends once Naomi came to care for Helen during her pregnancy. James supposed that it was only natural for two such kindred spirits to become so fond of each other.
It was Naomi’s faith that kept her from being distressed about having borne no child of her own. “I think the Lord means for me to reserve all my mothering for Nathan,” she once said. James didn’t think that idea held any water- that more likely there was a problem with her ovaries- but he didn’t dare argue against her means of comforting itself.
Virgil and Alma had informed their guests that they attended Bethel AME Church, on the lower east side of the city. “It’s the first Colored church in Baltimore,” Virgil said, a cat just ate the canary grin plastered on his face. “Got a big ol’ congregation. An’ Pastor Freeman sure kin preach. That’s a preachin’ Colored man.”
After a breakfast of bacon, eggs, and grits, the three adults and three boys headed out in their Sunday finery. James thought that Alma looked mighty pretty in her shimmering church dress and fancy hat. Still, she had nothing on his Naomi.
Maybe he only felt that Naomi was the most beautiful woman around because he was so smitten with her. If so, James hoped that he would never love her any less.
The second Mrs. Walker took her Mister's arm just as Alma took her husband’s. As they all walked to the streetcar stop, the three boys milled about ahead of them, passing the occasional lick. Virgil chided them to walk straight and stop playing on the way to church. After they fell in line, he mused, “Boys will be boys.”
“Yes, they will,” James agreed, reaching out to rest a hand on his cousin’s strong shoulder. He couldn’t wait to smooth things out with Virgil after supper.
Fifteen minutes later, they all exited the streetcar on Caroline Street. “They weren’t any whites on that streetcar,” James observed.
Virgil shrugged. “I guess they don’t take too kindly to ridin’ wit’ our kind on the Lord’s Day.”
James chuckled. “Perhaps they don’t want to soil their own houses of worship with our residue.”
Alma rolled her eyes and turned to Naomi. “I do believe these men oughtn’t talk that way while approaching the house of the Lord. Would you agree, Naomi?”
“I wholeheartedly agree,” Naomi said, staring at James and applying pressure to the arm she held.
James chuckled. “I believe we’d better hold our tongues, cousin.”
“Either that or have them cut out,” Virgil said, smiling while holding his hands before his face as if cowering in fear.
The church was a wondrous sight to behold. The few churches James had attended in Alabama resembled shacks or clapboard houses. Once inside such shabby structures, he invariably found himself packed in with dozens of other Coloreds, unable to move any better than a canned sardine. To make matters worse, such churches never failed to have dirt floors. He’d sit through two hours of preaching, singing, and testifying, while sweating through his clothes and getting clouds of dirt on them.
James often mused about whether conditions were much worse for his ancestors during the Middle Passage. He had seen his share of large, beautifully constructed churches from the outside, but none that Coloreds were allowed into. Bethel AME was the first exception to the rule that he'd laid eyes upon.
The colossus of architecture dwarfed the smaller surrounding buildings on Caroline Street. It was all Byzantine arches and huge windows. A ten foot tall cross adorned its’ massive roof.
A huge sign enclosed in glass stood in the left center of the lush lawn that bisected the path to the double-door front entrance. It read, “Welcome to Bethel AME Church, Brothers and Sisters in Christ.”
Helen and Naomi pulled the three boys closer as they all fell in step with the throng of nattily dressed Negroes approaching the entrance. James seemed to exchange a pleasant greeting with each step he took.
Once inside, they were all directed to their seats by a kindly old usher. James marveled at the glorious interior.
If it had not been a church, Bethel might have made a splendid theatre, what with its’ impossibly tall ceiling and massive balcony section. A sea of pews stretched across the floor level. The preacher stood before a huge oaken pedestal, at the head of a massive stage. His powerful voice boomed through the house of God, welcoming all whom had come to hear the Lord’s message on this beautiful day.
James surprised himself by being swept along the tide of worship. Hymns were sung with fervor- at least 500 beautiful Colored people sounding their voices in unified joy.
Soon, the preacher began the day’s sermon, a message of perseverance. Charismatic and commanding, Pastor Freeman made repeated references to the story of Job, using it as a metaphor for the experience of Coloreds in America. Screams of “Yes, Lawd,” and “Thank you, Jesus,” exploded at frequent intervals, as if some of the congregation were set to timers.
Large women grew wild with excitement and fanned themselves with paper fans. Individuals possessed by the Holy Ghost rushed into the aisle at frequent intervals, flopping about like fishes out of water. Virgil, Alma, and Naomi clapped their hands and swayed their arms as Pastor Freeman’s words invigorated their spirits. Virgil and Naomi’s boys smiled as they clapped along. Nathan joined in a few times, though his clapping lacked fluidity.
James remained as outwardly reserved as his son, but he left feeling better than he ever had following a church service. He was still miles from becoming a bible thumper, but he found the preacher’s words to be reaffirming. He would persevere as Job did, as did the Israelites and others who suffered great tribulation in the bible. There would be no quit in him, not until things got better for him and his kind.
James realized that just being in Baltimore meant that things were a little better for him. Colored folks might be second class here as well as in Alabama, but it was a much better second than he’d been used to. Negroes would never have been able to build such a beautiful church in the Deep South. Negroes would never have been able to build anything so grand.
James’s pleasant mood accompanied him home and stayed for the delicious dinner Naomi and Alma cooked. James and Virgil shared a number of jokes and childhood reminiscences during the meal. James felt the veil of tension between them slowly lift.
3
Burned Land, Old Ruth
I.
Virgil invited James back to the basement after dinner. They sat at the same table where they'd argued.
“Have a drink?” Virgil asked. “We ain’t shared a proper one since you first got here.”
“Sure the Lord would approve?” James said, smiling. “It being his day and all.”
Virgil chuckled. “The Lord don’t mind a man sharing a nip with his houseguest every now an’ then. Ever'thang in moderation- right?”
“The Church says amen to that.”
“Amen, cousin. Amen.”
James stopped laughed and shifted in his seat. ““Listen, Virgil. About the argument we had…”
Virgil slapped the table before popping to his feet. ‘We’ll talk about it after I come back wit’ our drinks.” A grin stretched across his face. “Got some brandy ever’ bit as good as what they got down in Dixie, cousin. Only break it out on special occasions. Cain’t think of nothin’ more special than hostin’ my cousin, who’s my guest after some twenty years of separation. You hold tight.”
Virgil trotted up the stairs with a quickness that belied his stocky build. James felt relieved that his cousin seemed certain to accept his apology.
The house telephone rang as he waited for Virgil to return. The startling and reverberating sound was rare in Virgil's home. James wondered who the caller was, doubting that anyone would call about artwork on a Sunday.
“James.” Virgil called from the top of the basement steps, surprising his cousin.
“Y-yes, cousin?”
“You got a phone call from Greenville. It’s urgent.”
The hairs on James's neck stood at attention. He didn’t need Nathan’s clairvoyance to feel a sense of foreboding.
“You hear me, cousin?” Virgil called again.
“Yes. I’m coming.” Anxiety filled James as he hurried up the stairs. Virgil handed the u-shaped receiver to him when he reached the living room.
“Hello?” he spoke over the crackling line.
“Boss?”
“Zeke.”
“Yeah, Boss. S’me. Listen, I got terrible news for you.”
James’s body knotted into a ball of tension.
“They burned your land, Boss. All of it.”
James remained silent as the disastrous words sunk in. He was vaguely aware of Virgil watching him.
“You hear me, Boss?”
James cleared his throat before responding in a near whisper. “This is not one of your better jokes, Hezekiah.”
“I cain’t hear you, Boss,” Hezekiah’s voice crackled on the line. “You’ll have to speak up.”
James bellowed, “This is not one of your better jokes, Hezekiah! I didn’t think you capable of jesting in such poor taste!”
There was a pause on the other end of the line. James heard the sound of throat-clearing amidst the continued crackling.
“I know s’a shock to hear it, Boss,” Hezekiah spoke in a slow, measured fashion. “But believe me, I’d never kid about somethin’ like that. You know me better than that.” Another pause. “I’m real sorry, boss.”
James was aware of the women of the house joining Virgil in watching him. He didn’t care if the whole world watched.
“How did this happen?” he screamed. “When did this happen?”
“They came the same night you left,” Hezekiah answered in a mournful tone. “In the middle of the night. Set all your fields ablaze. Time I woke up to the smell reachin' my little plot, she was already burnin' something awful. Then I had to make sure there weren’t none of ‘em who done it around. I reckon they wouldn’ta been too kind to any witnesses. I did manage to git your horses out. Bu that was all I could save.” He choked on his next words. “I’m so sorry, James.”
James’s lips trembled as he dug his free hand into his own thigh. He squeezed the muscle with all his strength, needing the physical pain to fight back his anguish. The land his father had fought for- that his tragically deceased parents had left him as an inheritance. The power of land ownership. It was all gone.
Although James thought he had left Alabama for good, he’d had plenty of plans for the family homestead. By James’s design, Hezekiah and the other sharecroppers were to continue working the land, each sending him a generous monthly tribute. Hezekiah was to be in charge- he was a man who could be trusted. There wasn’t a dishonest bone in his body. The tribute money- which would have been James’s free and clear- was to supplement James's endeavors in Baltimore.
Now that plan was shot to hell. No doubt by the same men who would’ve killed James if he'd stayed. He hadn’t imagined that they would exact their vengeance on the land if they couldn’t get their hands on his flesh and bone.
Daggers of hate stabbed at James's stomach and chest. Sweat beaded his forehead. He slammed a fist into his own ribs to stave off an anxiety attack. His wife and cousin started toward him, only to retreat from the wild look in his eyes.
Virgil went to the liquor chest and poured a glass of the brandy he’d offered earlier.
“Boss?” Hezekiah spoke over more crackling.
James seized the drink with his free hand, causing some of it to splash to the floor.
“Just a second, Zeke,” he answered, amazed by how calm his voice sounded.
He drained the brandy in one draught, his chest burning before his taste buds had enough time to make a decision. His stomach warmed as those same taste buds determined that the drink was quality stuff. James handed the glass back to Virgil, who lost no time in pouring another.
“Why’d you take so long to call me? That was three nights ago.”
“I know it, Boss. But you know we got no long distance booths in the sticks. Had to wait ‘til I could travel into town. Plus I was worried that them who done it might have eyes on me.”
James nodded, although he knew Hezekiah couldn’t see him. He waved Virgil off when he offered the second drink. “I guess that’s about right. I’m sorry my problems came back on you.”
“You ain’t the one burned your own property, Boss. Least I did git to the horses. They damn near trampled me when I let ‘em out the barn. If this ol’ boy wasn’t so light on his feet, I’d be laid up right now.”
James chuckled. “You always were a swift one. How are they doing?”
“Alright now, I suppose. Still a bit skittish. Had a helluva time trackin ‘em down once I set ‘em loose. Seemed like they might flee clear to the Gulf itself.”
“I want you to sell them.”
“What? Boss ….”
“You heard me, now. I want you to sell those horses. Send me two-thirds of the profits as soon as you’re able. Keep the rest for yourself. Can you handle that, Zeke?”
“You know I kin boss. An’ that’s mighty kind of you - to throw me some of the profits. I’m sure sorry ‘bout your land. Terrible thing, watchin’ it all go up in flames like that.”
James took a deep breath and cleared his throat. “No use crying over spilled milk, my good man. Just have to figure out how to go on, that’s all. What do you plan to do for yourself?”
Static reverberated through the phone connection as Hezekiah chuckled. “Hell after what happened, me and the missus got to talking. Figured we don’t want to stay around here much longer. We’re gon’ tie some loose ends, then head North like you did. Don’t reckon we’ll come to Baltimore, though. Got family in Cleveland and Detroit. Gonna git on the train, head to one o’ those places. Figure at least in the North Coloreds shouldn’t have to worry ‘bout their homes bein’ burned or bein’ dragged off in the middle of the night. We ain’t the only ones talkin’ ‘bout leavin’, either. In light of what happened, lots of Coloreds figure they done had their fill of what Dixie got to offer.”
James sighed. “Can’t say I blame a single one of you,” he said. “You see I’ve already gone.”
“A good thing you did, at that. Hate to think of how it might have been if you were here when they came.”
“I hate to think of that, too,” James agreed, not letting on that he knew exactly what would have happened if he had been present that night.
“How you like it up there in Baltimore?”
“I can’t say Coloreds get a fair shake here, but its’ a sight better than what us 'darkies' get down in Dixie.”
Hezekiah laughed. “Amen to that. You take kere now, James. You hear? I’ll be gittin’ that money to you soon as I sell them horses, alright?”
“I know you will. You take care yourself, Zeke.”
James set the receiver back onto its cradle before accepting the second glass of brandy from Virgil. He drained it as quickly as he had the first.
“A word alone with my wife, please.” His voice was somber, tiny.
Virgil and Alma adjourned to the kitchen.
James sat the glass down and collapsed onto Naomi’s shoulder. “They burned it all down, baby,” he whimpered. “Those crackers burned it all down.”
Later that night, he lay in bed, Naomi held tight to his breast. Thoughts of white men destroying his family’s property danced a hateful jig through his head. A single, unchecked blaze had desecrated all of his acreage. Crops that supported both he and the sharecroppers that he’d shared the land with had been charred beyond any use.
The vile bigots responsible for the destruction would face no consequences from the authorities. James felt convinced that a good number of those whom had come to burn his birthright were the “authorities”. He had no difficulty visualizing that old peckerwood sheriff in the finest of spook hats, gleefully torching his family’s land.
James considered heading back to file a proper insurance claim. He knew that the company holding his policy would wish to determine whether or not he had torched the property himself before they issued any payout. While he was there, he would file a civil suit against the town of Greenville. Perhaps he could discover the identities of some of the desecrators.
James knew that he’d left there a wanted man, but now he wanted retribution. The likelihood that the perpetrators would have no consequence other than many a laugh into their beer turned his stomach.
The sound of the bedroom door creaking inward startled James from his bitter thoughts. Nathan appeared in the archway, clad in his pajamas. The boy’s strange eyes shone like a lantern. He seemed to glide across the room, arriving at James’s bedside without a single creak of a floorboard.
Nathan stared into his father’s eyes, his voice low and soft. “They’ll kill you if you go back.”
James rolled Naomi off of him. She groaned and pulled the cover over herself, too far into the land of sleep to register Nathan’s presence.
James sat up. “What are you talking about, son?” he grunted.
“I know what happened,” Nathan said. “I know you’re mad, but you can’t go back. They’ll kill you if you go back, Papa. I saw it.”
James sprang from the bed and seized the boy by his arms. “Did you now? You’re good for seeing things- aren’t you? Well, answer me this, Mr. I See Everything. Why didn’t you see that they would do it? Why didn’t you see that?”
“I did.” Nathan accepted the pressure on his puny limbs without grimace or cry. “But I didn’t tell you. It was you or the land. Your life is more important than land, Papa.”
James released the boy, falling to his knees and covering his face as he surrendered to the tears that had been fighting to overwhelm him for hours.
“I’m so sorry, son,” he gasped, pulling the boy into an embrace. “I’m so sorry.”
“I’m sorry too, Papa.” Nathan wrapped his small arms around his father. “I’m sorry, too.”
James wept without restraint, perishing thoughts of the awesome burden of having abilities like Nathan’s. That was something to consider on another occasion. For the time being, he only wanted to be comforted, just as the special little boy in his arms only wanted to comfort him.
II.
James halted the carriage at the end of a narrow dirt road, about twenty yards to the left of a small, dilapidated cabin.
He and his family were now at the far southern tip of Alabama, only a few miles from the Gulf of Mexico. The summer heat here felt even more severe than in sizzling Greenville, despite the forest that surrounded them.
A hungry mosquito nipped James’s elbow as he looked at the cabin. He sighed before steering Junie and Angel up the dirt patch that served as a poor facsimile of a front yard. Angel tensed and brayed her resistance before submitting to Junie’s superior strength and determined obedience.
James felt glad to arrive at just past noon, since the ethereal nature of his surroundings put him in mind of an Edgar Allen Poe tale. They would be nowhere near this strange outpost come sundown. He stepped down from the driver’s seat and helped his family from the carriage.
“So this is the place, huh?” he asked Naomi. “I hope things turn out as you say.” He didn’t offer that his bowie knife lay strapped within his left boot, in case any danger should arise.
“She not bad,” Nathan squeaked as only small children and mice can. “The lady not bad.”
James shivered. He could never get used to having his mind read, or whatever it was that Nathan did. He loved his son more than anything in the world, but that didn’t prevent his skin from crawling in the face of the boy’s strange talents.
“I’m certainly not, sweetheart,” a voice full of gravel yet still feminine wafted from the doorway of the cabin. Angel whinnied and jerked her head, causing Junie to nuzzle the younger horse for reassurance.
A weathered old woman stood where the voice had come from, wearing a shawl over a simple brown dress that appeared to be homemade. Her stature was that of a child. A mane of wild white hair streamed from her head. Wrinkles as gnarled as an old tree trunk covered her bare arms and feet. Her gray toenails might have been fashioned from dust. James thought that she had to be the oldest woman he’d ever seen.
A guttural laugh escaped the jumble of dry, withered flesh that served as the woman’s mouth, sending her shawl flapping. “You can trust your son in such things, Mr. Walker. I am most certainly not ‘bad’.” Her approximation of a reassuring smile was all gums, save for the few nubs that served as teeth.
James struggled to keep a calm demeanor, thinking that if he were not a man of firm scientific beliefs, he might accept the woman as inarguable proof of the living dead.
“I can assure you that I am not dead, Mr. Walker,” the unsettling voice came again, the sound of someone sharpening blade against stone. “Nor am I dying. I am merely very old, no doubt ancient in your eyes. I am the one you all seek. Come into my humble cabin so that I may acquaint myself with the boy.”
James watched Nathan as he smiled at the old woman. The old woman returned Nathan’s smile. Naomi smiled, too, her eyes dancing with excitement. James wondered just what the hell his second wife had roped him into.
“Well,” the old woman said, motioning behind herself. “Are you all going to come in or not?”
The family followed her in seating themselves on the earthen floor of the cabin, in front of a huge stone fireplace. A wicker chair that had seen better days was the only piece of furniture within. A great black stove that called to mind a witch’s cauldron sat in the left corner of the floorless room. James found himself thinking of the old woman who intended to eat Hansel and Gretel.
“She nice lady, Papa.” Nathan placed a tiny, reassuring hand on James’s knee. “She nice lady.”
“Yes I am, boy.” The bony witch grinned, her gray pupils becoming the eyes of a ghost in the light that shone through the open window. “I am a nice lady. And a friend.”
Nathan returned her grin, arousing a small cloud of dirt as he scuttled closer.
“Nathan,” James said, instinctively reaching for his son only to have Naomi pull his arm back to his side.
“She is a friend, honey,” Naomi whispered.
“Yes, I am.” The old woman nodded, rubbing Nathan’s head with the bony relics that served as her fingers. “Young Nathan senses it. Haven’t you seen enough to trust him in such matters…James David Walker? Or shall I call you JD?”
James bit his bottom lip to stop it from quivering. “You can call me Mr. Walker! Only my father called me JD.”
The woman tossed her head back and unleashed another of her guttural laughs. James’s eyes pleaded with Naomi, who smiled and squeezed his hand. Meanwhile, Nathan settled himself into the hag’s lap.
“Nice lady, Papa,” Nathan said, still smiling. “Nice lady.”
James felt as if he were trapped within a house of horrors. He felt angry at Naomi for convincing him to come to such a place. He felt furious with himself for having been convinced. Beyond those emotions was fear for his strange, wonderful, terrible child.
“My apologies, Mr. Walker," the old woman said. "I thought that perhaps using your childhood nickname would help you feel more comfortable. Judging by your reaction, it did not have the desired effect. But then, though my sight is strong, I am not a reader of minds. I can sense things, though.”
She rubbed Nathan’s head again. “I sense that this one already has powers to rival my mine. It shines from him, like a bright light amidst the blackest darkness. It pulses through his body, like lightning trapped within a bottle. As he grows older, it will resist all attempts at containment; all attempts at suppression. Young Nathan must be taught to manage his abilities- to wield them only for good. If not, his abilities will surely manage him. That could result in much harm. To himself and others.”
“And you know that just from being around him?” James asked
The old woman’s gray pupils flashed black- for a split second appearing as burning coals. Her weathered face twisted into a sneer that James found monstrous. “No! You know that just from being around him! ” she howled.
At that moment, young Nathan looked up at his father. James could have sworn that his son wore an expression of paternal patience. The notion that a toddler was capable of such chilled him far more than the old woman’s howl.
“Don’t be scared, Papa.” Nathan walked over to James and rubbed his back with a tiny hand. “She our friend. Ruth is our friend.”
“Ruth?”
“Yes, Papa. Her name Ruth.”
James gulped hard, wiping emerging beads of sweat from his forehead. “Is,” he managed, “Her name is Ruth. What have I told you about that?”
“Sorry,” Nathan said. “Her name is Ruth.”
“That’s a good boy.” James swept Nathan onto his lap, kissing him on the forehead. “You’ll learn proper speech yet.”
“Well, I believe he does very well for a child less than three years old,” Naomi grumbled one of her oft-repeated assertions.
“I have no argument with that, Nay,” James said, trying to disarm his wife with a grin. “Still, one is never too young to improve.”
“James Walker,” Naomi chortled, “would you keep your mind on the subject at hand?”
“What subject is that, dear?”
“That subject, Mr. Walker,” the old woman interjected, “is your son’s education. He’s going to need a different one from the stout book learning you will obviously provide him with. He’s going to need to learn to manage his abilities.”
“And I suppose you intend to teach him?”
“That is my aim,” the old woman said, nodding with enough vigor to shake her cotton mane. James wondered that birds did not fly from it. “But he is not ready yet. Two and a half years old is far too young, even for someone as powerful as Nathan.”
“Powerful?”
“Oh, yes. The power within your young son is far too great to ignore. It must be cultivated- watered like a garden. But unlike a garden it will not wilt and die if it is not tended to. Instead, it will rage like a wildfire.”
James’s eyes bulged. “You’re trying to tell me that…”
“I am telling you that which you already know but hope to deceive yourself about.”
James started to respond, but then stopped himself. He nodded as he squeezed the terrible treasure he had sired to his breast. “You say he is too young?”
“Yes. At his age, it is still difficult to tell between imagination and reality,” Ruth explained. “Such is the case even for a boy as bright and intuitive as Nathan. To try and teach him now would only serve to confuse him.”
“Then when?”
“Bring him to me after his fifth birthday. He should be ready to begin then.”
James nodded his assent.
“Do not worry, Mr. Walker. I know that when you look at me you see an old and ghastly woman and perhaps what you see is true. But this old and ghastly woman has dedicated her looongg life to helping others. And I will surely help your son when he is ready. I believe that his 'education' is the last earthly task the good Lord has seen fit to charge me with. I will take good care of your young Nathan. That is a solemn promise.”
She hauled her creaky bones to their feet, her smile once more betraying her dearth of teeth. “Now that we are agreed, it’s best you take your young family and go home. I will see you all again at the appointed time.”
Nathan must have waved a dozen goodbyes to the old hag as he was lifted into the carriage upon his family’s exit. “Nice lady,” he chirped as his father led the horses back onto the narrow wooded road. “Ms. Ruth is a nice lady.”
James couldn’t decide who he found more unsettling as he navigated the long trip home- the old hag or his young son.
4
Leaving Nathan and Opportunity
I.
James enjoyed a hearty breakfast before bidding goodbye to his wife and son and stepping out into Old West Baltimore on a balmy Saturday morning. Virgil joined him on the street in short order, having also kissed his wife and children goodbye.
This early June day was an occasion for business, not women and children. Neither James nor Virgil said much as they began the nine block trek to their destination.
James watched his new Baltimore neighborhood spring to life as he walked. Women and children used soapy buckets and rags to clean marble steps to a fine sheen. The jolly red-haired mailman Mr. Coleridge whistled and greeted folks with an easy manner as he walked his route. Other folks walked their dogs or ambled to their own destinations.
James had no idea where the people he passed were going, but his destination was of utmost importance. Just a few days ago, he’d seen an ad in the classified section of the Baltimore Evening Sun. The ad told of a storefront / housing rental in the heart of Pennsylvania Avenue. Its’ asking price was 42 dollars per month. Even better, the last two words of the ad were “Coloreds Welcome.”
There was no doubt that James was Colored, just as there was no question that he could raise 42 dollars a month. Hell, now that the damn Colored bank in Greenville had managed to wire him the rest of his savings, he had over a thousand dollars. It took a month, but the bastards made good.
Depositing his money in a Colored bank was a mistake James didn’t intend to repeat now that he lived in Baltimore. For the time being, he kept his money hidden under his mattress. It didn’t draw interest that way, but at least he could get to it when he needed to.
Virgil lost a struggle to contain himself as they walked. “Hot damn,” he yelped halfway to the destination, slapping James on the back. “You really 'bout to do it, cousin! You really 'bout to have your own business! Ain’t many Colored men kin claim that.”
“I’m not going to count my chickens before they hatch, Virgil," James responded. “A deal’s not a deal until all parties involved put their John Hancock on the paper.”
Virgil shrugged. “I guess you right. Still, I think everything’ll work out fine. These Baltimore crackers ain’t as hateful as the ones down South. Least they not stupid enough to let black skin keep them from making green money.”
The brisk pace they kept brought them to the storefront within twenty minutes. The prize James desired sat at the bottom of a brick building that looked sturdy enough to withstand artillery fire. Judging by the number of second floor windows, James assumed that there were three bedrooms within. A pristine new Ford Model-T sat unattended across the street.
The storefront's shades were drawn, giving it a deserted appearance. James knocked anyway, expecting the owner to be inside.
A tall, pasty fellow with reddish brown-hair opened the door. The man wore a dark pin striped suit and dark dress shoes. He cocked his head like a curious cat, sizing James up before extending his right hand. “James Walker- I presume.”
“Yes, sir,” James said, smiling and taking firm hold of the hand that had been offered. “You are Mr. Breslin?” His eyes performed a delicate dance, maintaining enough contact with Mr. Breslin’s eyes as was customary during an exchange of business, yet not staring. There could be trouble if a white man thought that a black man was staring at him. James didn’t need to be told that such held true even outside of the Deep South. The difference was that in Baltimore, lynching wasn’t a guaranteed consequence.
James didn’t give a damn about offending whites on most occasions. But for the sake of furthering his own agenda, he was determined not to anger the one before him.
“Yes, I am.” Breslin motioned for James to enter. “Let’s have a look.”
Virgil started to follow James, only to be stopped by the alarmed expression that emerged on Breslin’s face. “You are?”
James chuckled. “That’s just my cousin, Virgil. He escorted me here. As I said during our phone conversation, I’m new to Baltimore. I needed him to show me the way. You’ll have to forgive Virgil. He isn’t much of a businessman. Otherwise, he would’ve known he was expected to wait outside.”
James didn’t need to observe his cousin’s facial expression to know he was offended. Well, that was Virgil’s own fault. He should have known better. James would smooth things out with him later. Right now, I’m not letting anything prevent me from leaving this meeting without a lease, James thought as he closed the door.
The interior of the structure was very large, with a trio of man height ice boxes and a sandwich counter situated near the left rear of its expanse. A sink and large stove-topped oven sat behind the sandwich counter.
James decided right then to devote one of the ice boxes to storing ice cream. He could churn and sell the cold, sweet treat, set up a soda fountain to accompany it, sell dairy and meat out of the remaining ice boxes, stock the store’s ample shelves with cereal, chips, and the like. The place was perfect. He'd make wise use of the money he'd saved and have it hopping in no time. He meant to turn it into one hell of a convenience store, just for starters.
Excitement coursed through James, but he feigned calm as his potential landlord tooted the property’s horn. Once they completed the tour of the store space, Breslin led James through the door at its rear. They climbed the staircase beyond, leading them to the living space. There was only one bathroom on the upper floor, but it was quite large. A round tub lay within, fit to stretch out and rest one’s bones in.
The hardwood floors of the upstairs space were immaculate. James decided right then that he would make it Nathan’s responsibility to keep them clean. The boy was now big enough to handle such a task.
There were three bedrooms, just as James expected. The rearmost one was the largest. Even the smaller ones were significantly larger than the room he’d slept in at the old farmhouse.
James intended to use the third bedroom as his office. Yes, this setup was just what he needed to provide a financial backbone for the activism he planned to throw himself into. He followed Breslin back down to the store, keeping up his nonplussed façade.
James had come to this meeting with the idea of securing a lease for rental, but he couldn’t resist the more ambitious idea that screamed inside his head. Figuring that Breslin had inherited the store but didn’t want to be bothered with running it, he decided to see if the white man wanted to cut all ties with it.
“If you don’t mind me asking, Mr. Breslin,” James measured his words, “How much would you be willing to sell this property for?”
Breslin’s placid veneer shifted into a smirk. He snorted- an unsubtle show of disgust. “Well, if I meant to sell it- I’d let it go for about 3000 dollars. Those who can afford that price aren’t looking to own property in this neighborhood.”
James had no problem reading the subtext of that statement. Virgil had informed him that a lot of Germans and Irish had left Old West Baltimore as Negroes flocked toward it, preferring to live in areas where they saw only people of their own complexion. Most of the remaining whites in the area were Jews. To hear Virgil tell it, they’d soon be pulling up stakes as well. James didn’t agree with that prediction by his cousin, figuring that at the very least, area businesses would be dominated by whites, so long as commerce was good.
It was clear that Breslin was incapable of entertaining the notion that a Negro would have as much money as he’d just mentioned. It was just as clear that he was not looking to sell. Still, pride wouldn’t allow James to choke back his next statement.
“3000 dollars?” He said, thinking of his handsome savings. “I could raise a third of that as a down payment. If you would like, we could reconvene after you draft a deed of sale. I would very much like to own this place.”
“Would you, now?” Breslin sneered, resembling a dog baring its teeth. “I bet you would. Thing is, I don’t wish to sell. I only wish to rent. That is why I listed the property in the newspaper as a ‘rental’.”
James nodded, realizing he’d made a big mistake. A man like Breslin had no qualms making money off Coloreds, but he had a big problem with them having real power. Property ownership was the key to power in this country. If James had been white, Breslin would have jumped at his offer. Instead, James would be lucky if he could conclude this encounter by accomplishing his original goal.
“That’s fine, then.” James cast his eyes downward, trying to assume the role of the humble Negro to save his original plan. He felt disgusted with himself, but far more disgusted with Breslin. “I’d still love to rent the place.”
“Alright, then.” Breslin's smile became that of a predator as he produced some folded papers from his suit pocket. He unfolded them on the vacant sandwich counter. James settled in next to him, on one of the round stools that jutted from the floor.
Breslin slid the lease papers over to him. James read them with care, finding the terms to be standard to his knowledge of leases.
“The terms are acceptable to me,” he said, trying to sound meek.
“Excellent,” Breslin chortled. “126 dollars will make our agreement official.”
“126 dollars?” James struggled to keep his voice neutral, hoping to seem surprised rather than outraged. Outraged Colored men had a habit of finding their way to jail, or worse. “When we spoke on the phone you said you required first month’s rent and security deposit. That’s 84 dollars.”
“Your math is perfect!” Breslin’s kind smile and vocal pitch reeked of condescension. He seemed shocked that a Negro could multiply forty-two by two. “But to be perfectly forthright with you, now that I’ve met you I feel the need for further safeguard in this venture. You seem like the sort of man who’ll have this place swarming with activity. I’m worried that there could be repair damages I haven’t anticipated.”
James heard the real message contained within that façade of caution, loud and clear. He was being extorted because he had overreached himself, been too prideful. Breslin meant to make James feel small, to show him that a white man would always be in control, even if a Negro happened to have enough money to purchase property within a large city like Baltimore. James decided to devour the huge slice of humble pie placed before him, thinking of doing so as a worthwhile means to a noble end.
Once he opened for business, he’d show himself to be the equal of Breslin and every other white businessman in town. That would be soon enough.
Breslin sighed. “Of course, If you find that unfair I can continue running the ad.”
“No, no, Mr. Breslin. If that’s what you require to ease your mind, I’m willing to pay.”
The shark’s grin resurfaced. “Actually, 168 dollars would put me perfectly at ease.”
James nodded his assent as he fantasized about beating the rotten bastard to a pulp.
James watched as Mr. Breslin strutted from the store like a king rooster a few minutes later. The man’s chest stuck out so far that it threatened to pop free of his ribcage and fly off, leaving his cold heart exposed.
James shrugged off the gloating. He had suffered heavy casualties, but as far as he was concerned he had won the battle. Once the dough started rolling in, he intended to win many more.
James devoted a few moments to drinking in the promising interior of his business to be before using his new keys to lock up. Virgil stood where James had left him. He didn’t seem the least bit graced by his cousin’s presence.
“How was it?” he grumbled.
James shrugged. “Good and bad,” he said, watching Breslin put his Model-T in motion. The Cheshire grinning bastard had the poor taste to honk his horn and wave as he drove off.
“He gave me a hard way to go.” James held out his copy of the lease and pointed to Breslin’s signature. “Bottom line is - I got the John Hancock. Won’t be long until I’m in business now.”
“Congratulations.”
“Thank you.” James placed a hand on one of Virgil’s meaty shoulders. The shoulder stood high and tense, just as James expected. “Listen, Virgil. I’m sorry about what I said earlier. I was just trying to make the bastard feel comfortable. I owe you a lot, cousin.”
“Don’t mention it,” Virgil said, allowing himself a smile. The tension slowly left his shoulders as they eased into a relaxed position. “I shoulda known better than that. White men don’t want to be alone with one Colored, let alone two.” He laughed. “You see his face when I started for the door? Bastard looked like he was about to soil his trousers. I jus’ bet he thought we might rob him or somethin’.”
James let out a great whoop of a laugh, slapping his hands against his thighs. He leaned back against his new rental property, surrendering to the hilarity that engulfed him. “Could be,” he managed between guffaws, “but he must’ve gotten over that fear real fast, because he ended up robbing me.”
II.
Nathan climbed into the carriage without any adult assistance, his five year old movements as fluid as those of a trained athlete.
The climate was typical of a January day in Alabama, windy and hovering in the vicinity of fifty degrees. Way down near the Gulf of Mexico, the occupant of a lonely cabin waited for James and his family to make their journey. As he settled into the driver's seat and led his faithful horses into the road, James reflected on the time that had passed since their first visit with the old woman.
Two and a half years had sprinted by. Nathan had grown leaps and bounds in height and awareness during that fleeting time, shedding the squat awkwardness of a toddler. His limbs and torso had gained significant ground on his head. He was graceful and lean in his improved proportions, having lost much of his baby fat.
Nathan’s eyes remained gray-green spheres of light. The magnificent orbs never failed to give his father pause. James often caught his son in deep contemplation, eyes seeming to seek out a realm beyond his surroundings. At times, Nathan's eyes lit up like candles.
James always managed to laugh off his own concerns. What do you think he’s doing? He’d admonish himself. Communing with the spirits? That’s a bunch of hogwash.
Still, James knew that Nathan’s capacity for the spectacular defied all logic and science. The boy presented too much evidence of his special ability for James to build a sturdy barrier of denial.
One such incident occurred when they returned from dinner at a neighbor’s home. Nathan’s eyes bulged in terror as they exited the carriage. “Snake,” he croaked. “On the porch. Copperhead.”
Sure enough, a huge brown viper lay curled by the front door. James circled around the back of the farmhouse, grabbed his shotgun from the shed and blasted its’ poisonous head off. As blood splattered the porch and the snake’s ruined body jerked its’ final death throes, James tried and failed to convince himself that the boy had simply seen it with his eyes.
On another occasion, Nathan awakened his father in the middle of the night, rambling about thieves getting into John Lawrence’s onion patch. Lawrence was a white homesteader, the lone white man James counted as more than a speaking friend. He owned a small plot of land about three miles up the road. James called Lawrence the morning after Nathan's rambling. He warned his friend to keep a careful watch over his fields, saying that he heard there was a band of thieves about.
When two days went by without any confirmation from Lawrence, James breathed a sigh of relief. He wanted to mark the outcome as proof that perhaps Nathan wasn’t clairvoyant after all. What seemed to be supernatural might merely be advanced powers of perception. James reasoned to himself that an extremely perceptive person might seem clairvoyant at times.
That notion was dashed when Lawrence rang his phone the next evening. “I’ll be a sonofabitch, James,” Lawrence drawled. “You were right about there bein’ thieves about. Caught two young colored boys in the patch just after sundown. Turned my shotgun on ‘em. Felt sorry for the old boys, though. They looked so damn hungry. Hell, me and Mable invited ‘em up to the house for dinner. Seems the ol’ boys are on hard times, harder even than most. Had a nice dinner, ended up hirin’ ‘em on. I warned ‘em, though. Any more shenanigans ‘an’ I’ll turn ‘em in to the ‘thorities. Say, how’d you know?”
James invented a quick lie. “You know how it is out in the country, John. Folks talk. Sometimes you hear things.”
John laughed. “Can’t argue that. Well, next time you hear somethin’, let me know. I won’t question your ears again.”
That last statement was a powerful argument for James not questioning Nathan’s ability again. Still, he couldn’t help himself. He burned with desire for Nathan to just be a normal kid.
But Nathan just kept providing examples of his ability, leaving his father with no alternative but to own up to what he was. Though the prospect of supernatural clashed with his rational beliefs, ignoring implacable evidence of the truth was even more contrary to James’s way of thinking.
Once James accepted his son's uncanny ability, he made no bones about keeping it a secret among their small family.
“Other people might not understand you,” James said during their first conversation about the matter. “And people are usually scared of what they don’t understand.”
As so often happened, the childish glint of Nathan’s dichromatic eyes seemed to brighten and darken in the same moment, deepening into something sinister and beautiful, foreboding, and majestic. James shivered, feeling that the then four-year old was looking into his very soul.
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