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For Corinne



If we could first know where we are, and
wither we are drifting, we could better judge
what to do and how to do it.

— Abraham Lincoln
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Leander McKinney was a likeable fellow. It was Leander who’d found
the Chickasaw rocks on the ridge, Leander who’d shown Alemeth how to
make music with two thumbs and a blade of grass, and Leander’s rope that
swung across the swimming hole on Bynum’s Creek. Because of Leander,
summer meant scrounging for mudbugs at the sandy springs, luring catfish
with crickets, catching fireflies after dark.

But there was one problem. Leander had been acting biggity lately —
enough to make Alemeth wonder if he remembered the size of his britches.
He’d given instructions on how to fix a night crawler as if he were older than
he was, and better. He’d described how to spot poison ivy as if no one else
knew anything about the three-leaf devil. And now, here he was, whistling
turkey, which he did a lot when his attitude was near to unbearable. Truth be
told, Leander couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket, but there was no telling him
that. The simple fact was that Leander McKinney needed comeuppance.

So when Leander said, “Mawnin, Alemeth Bahrs,” it seemed natural to
make clear he was not the helpless youngster Leander made him out to be.

“Mawnin Leander. I’'m gonna kill the painter.”

“You gonna kill the painter? How you gonna do that, Mr. Alemeth
Bahrs?”

“How do you think? With a gun. Pa’s gun.”

“Now, if that ain’t -

“He lets me use it.”

There was no need to mention that Pa had been trying to teach him to
shoot, or that he’d never found it easy to kill an animal. Besides, Pa and he
were going to hunt down the panther. Pa had said so. And Pa had said they
were both going to shoot the gun. So he wasn’t lying.

“When?”

“Tomorrow.”

“Your Pa ain’t going with you?”

“Nope.”

His show of confidence put a lid on things, for a moment. But in short
order, Leander spoke again:

“Mind if I come along?”

The question had no good answer. “You don’t have no chores or
nothing?”

“Nope. No chores. I can come along. What time you goin’?”

Leander’s question was an arrow headed his way. His answer — “before
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dawn” — was a feeble attempt to put Leander off the scent.
“Great, then, Alemeth. Before dawn. I’ll be outside waitin.””
After that, there was no way out.

Pa kept his muskets up against the wall, just inside the front door. His
ammunition was on the shelf above the muskets. It would be easy to take one
of the guns, and some balls and powder, without being heard. But could he get
out of bed without Pa hearing? What if, as he tip-toed past, Pa asked where he
was going? He couldn’t be sure. Anything could happen.

The first, faint lightening of the dark. Dawn is near. Pa’ll be up soon. He
slid the blanket off. Pa snored. Good. He'’s asleep.

Out of bed, Alemeth grabbed his britches and socks, and waited. At the
next snarl, he lifted the latch, slipped through the door, and nursed the latch
closed, all before Pa’s nostrils stopped trembling. In the main room, he pulled
up his britches, put on his socks, and moved the stool to reach the ammo shelf.
The stool made a faint thud as its legs came down, but Pa snored on. And
outside the front door, Alemeth pulled his boots up to his shins.

A last glance back: the door closed.

Everything right so far.

Outside the cabin, Leander was waiting, just as he’d promised, sitting on
the edge of the well, scratching Wolfie’s haunches. The dog was backing into
Leander’s hands, turning and slobbering into them.

“Good mawnin,” Alemeth.”

“Good mawnin,” Leander.”

“Can I see the gun?”

“Not with that dog spit in your hands.”

Leander wiped his hand on his pant leg.

“Alright, I’ll show you how it works.”

Pa had always said that to find a panther, you want to look up, as panthers
like to hunt from the limbs of trees. Apart from that, there was no telling
where the killer could be; it could be anywhere; ‘just always look up.’

“We’ll take the highest ground, Leander. That’s where the painter’ll be.
That means the old Chickasaw camp.”

“Dangit, Alemeth, that don’t make sense. The highest ground around here
is that hill your cabin sets on. If the only thing the painter wants is high
ground, he oughta be sittin’ on top of your roof right now.”

That was the problem with Leander. In a world of possibilities, he always
thought he knew the answer.

“Second thing, at first light, the painter’ll be needin’ water. Cats come
down at dawn to drink. Everybody knows that.”
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Maddening. “Alright. If you’re so smart, what do you say we do?”

“We should follow the creek — up toward the swimmin’ hole. That’s
where the painter’ll be.”

Wolfie pawed in the dirt and sniffed the air like she was preparing to
move, then looked back at Leander. She was as loyal a dog as you could ask
for, and as good a quail hound as any in Panola County, but she wasn’t about
to leave the hand that scratched her. Meanwhile, she’d already sniffed out that
something was about to happen. So when Leander finally stopped scratching
her, her head was up, looking for signs of what he wanted her to do. But Pa
had said that a panther could take down a dog, so for Wolfie’s own sake, he
shut her inside the fence — and while caught up in caring for Wolfie, he didn’t
see that Leander had already started off on the path to the swimming hole.

He had little choice but to follow.

It was a good walk, and not too steep. A mile up the creek, at the oaks
called ‘the herons’ wings,” Leander turned on the path.

“Hey, Alemeth, let me have another look at the gun.”

Leander had a way of telling him what to do. He’d been the one who’d
insisted they leave the barn door open, the day the horses got out, but he’d
never gotten into trouble because of it: Alemeth had. That was another thing
about Leander: he had a knack for escaping blame, no matter how reckless he
was. And that was saying something, because Leander could be as reckless as
a winter wind. Could he be trusted with the gun? Maybe not.

But a voice said, At the end of the day, Leander is harmless enough.

“Alright,” said Alemeth. “Here.”

It had seemed like everything was going great. But as soon as Leander had
the musket, he turned and walked away, firearm in hand.

“Wait a minute!”

Leander was ignoring him, as if the weapon made him bigger than he was.

“Give that back!”

“You had it a while. Now it’s my turn. I’'m in front. I ought to have the
gun.”

“But it’s my gun.”

“No it ain’t. It’s your Pa’s. Said so yourself.”

“Alright, you carry it for a while. Then it’s my turn again.”

There was nothing that bothered him more than somebody no better than
him, no older than him, telling him what to do.

The sun began to rise, but ‘a while’ never came. Not long after taking the
weapon, Leander put his finger to his lips and looked up. Alemeth obeyed and
followed his gaze. Hanging from a branch above them was the goat. The
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victim that had finally put the panther at the top of Pa’s priorities.

The cat wouldn’t have strayed too far; it was probably still close by.

Alemeth had dreamed of taking it down, of standing over its lifeless
carcass, victorious. And he’d dreamed about panicking, about lacking the
nerve to kill, about not having time to reload as it charged. He’d been curious
how a real confrontation might actually play out. This time, the real cat was
close. It should have held his attention. But there was a problem even worse
than the nearby catamount: What would he tell Pa about taking the gun? What
would he tell Pa about going off, to hunt the panther alone?

If he made the kill, any scolding he got would be nothing compared to
how good it would be: everyone gathering, congratulating him, telling him
(and each other) how excellent a hunter he’d become. There’d be plenty of
glory in that. But what if he couldn’t make the kill? What if he came home a
failure? Pa would ask where he’d been. What would he say? What would he
say about taking the gun?

Forcing himself to think of the cat’s killing ways, he scanned the limbs
above the creek, branch to branch, tree to tree: no sign of the panther.

Leander, however, was already moving on. Resentfully, Alemeth
followed. Near the swimming hole, with the creek just below, Leander put his
finger to his lips again, to tell him to be quiet.

Does he think he’s so much older? So smart? It would sure be sweet to
bring him down a notch or two...

* * %

Twenty yards ahead was clear, deep water. The swimming hole had a
sandy bottom. The panther, nearly on its belly, its front claws touching the
water’s edge, was lapping up a morning drink, minding its own business, as
quiet as a kitten. Again, Leander motioned to be quiet, then stepped forward,
closer to the cat. For a moment, the cat paid no mind, and Alemeth almost
relaxed. But then, Leander’s foot came down on a stick. Snap! The cat locked
its gaze on him. Leander jumped back — his foot catching a tree root — and he
fell down the bank toward the creek, musket in hand. (Dang it!) Leander was
off balance, scrambling, and the panther was crouching, as if to spring at him.

What could Alemeth do? Leander was pointing the gun toward the sky.
The panther’s teeth glistened in the early light. Was this to be Leander’s last
moment before claws pierced his sides? Before deadly feline teeth exposed the
bones of his neck? Would the cat be the last thing Leander McKinney would
ever see?

Then Alemeth remembered something else Pa had said.

A panther won'’t mess with a whole pack of dogs.
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He jumped into the air, high and screaming, charging down the bank,
waving his arms as he hit the water. “Whoopee Yee! Whoopee Yee!” The
cat’s charged eyes zeroed in on him, its irises like sabre blades. He turned to
Leander, “Get up!” Get up! Attack! Whoopee Yee!” Hobbling upright,
Leander swung the musket over his head with both hands. Alemeth splashed
walls of water the panther’s way.

For a moment, only the cat’s eyes existed, peering at him, cold and
primeval. But when the cat leapt, it was not at him.

It bounded out of sight.

Alemeth’s fearless show of force had worked.

Alemeth clambered out of the water, britches dripping, heart pounding.

“We scared her off!” Leander shouted, wide-eyed and proud.

On the walk back home, the thrill of confrontation gone, pleased with
himself, Alemeth’s heart rate slowed. But Leander was carrying on about how
they’d scared the panther off. The truth was, Leander had nearly cost them
both their lives. By taking the gun and being useless with it, he’d proven he
wasn’t half as smart as he thought. If only the world could know what had
really happened: Leander’s incompetence; his own quick thinking. It wasn’t
easy being quiet in the face of that. It wasn’t easy having to bite his tongue
when Leander was so full of himself.

But even Leander was not the biggest problem. The closer to his own
doorstep he drew, the colder and harder was the reality that awaited him there.
He was late for breakfast. He had nothing to show for his adventure. He had
no explanation for his wet clothes, for why he’d gone out before dawn, or
(most important of all) for why he had taken the gun without Pa’s okay — at
least nothing that would save his rear end.

He could always say, ‘I was brave,” or ‘I thought quickly,” or ‘I
remembered your lesson about painters and dogs.” He could even say, ‘I
saved Leander McKinney’s life.” But Pa would be fit to be tied about his
disobedience. And when Pa got that way, he was dangerous. With Pa so mad,
talk of saving Leander’s butt would sound silly.

Besides, Leander was his only witness to what had happened, and Leander
would never admit that anyone had saved him from anything.
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The boy’s bed was empty. The crumpled sheets and unkempt blanket —
without the familiar hand and leg hanging over its edge — made Amzi wonder.

1t’s not like him to be the first one up. If he went out to make water, he’d
be back by now. He pulled his night shirt off. But where else might he have got
to? He draped the night shirt over the back of a chair. He could have gone
swimming, or fishing, but if he was getting up early to do something like that,
why not say so at dinner last night? He put his shirt and trousers on. His socks
were in the seat of the chair. His boots were by the door. He put them on and
laced up the ankles.

Mary Jane and Little Semmy Lou were not yet up, Leety not yet getting
breakfast ready. The cabin was quiet, nothing stirring. But —

One of the muskets by the front door gone.

Alemeth was not in the yard. A call got no answer. Outside the outhouse
door, another call, and still, no answer. Behind the outhouse door, no sign of
him at all. Plainly, Alemeth had taken the gun. He knew not to take it alone,
but obviously, curiosity had gotten the better of him again. He’d crept out
early to avoid being seen. He knew he was doing wrong.

Yesterday, after the goat was taken, Amzi had said they’d have to get the
panther before it killed any more livestock. But he’d said ‘they.” Not Alemeth
alone. Not at nine years old.

The boy had spunk, at least, to go after the panther himself. No more need
to worry that he lacked the nerve to try his hand at hunting. He could handle a
musket alright, at least with straw targets. He wouldn’t likely shoot himself.
On the other hand, if the McKinney boy was with him, there was no telling
what might happen.

And the cat worried him. Alemeth didn’t understand the danger. He’d shot
at smaller creatures, but squirrels don’t turn on their predators when they get
cornered; a rabbit can’t kill with a shake of its fangs through the back of the
neck. Alemeth had no idea of what he was up against. The boy was too young
to be taking on a deadly predator. He’d made the rules for good reason, and
he’d made them very clear. Alemeth had disobeyed them, and something had
to be done about that.

% % %
When Alemeth finally returned, apologizing for being late, he looked

down, making no eye contact.
“Alemeth?”
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“Yes, sir?”

“Look at me. Where’s my musket? What did you do? Leave it on the
porch?”

Alemeth’s face got bright red. Leety carried Semmy Lou outside.

“Yes, sir.”

Amzi grunted.

“So you think you’re a panther hunter now, do you?”

“Yes, sir. We almost —

“‘Almost’? Son, you don’t know if you could kill a panther. But I promise
you, the panther could kill you. Ever stop and think what might have
happened, had you found it?”

Alemeth didn’t answer.

“Well, son?”

“’Course I’ve thought about it. [—”

“We wouldn’t want to lose you, son. Just be thankful you didn ’t find it.”

“Yes, sir. Pa?”

“You shouldn’t’ve taken my gun without asking me. You know you’re
not supposed to use it unless I’m around.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Looks to me like you don’t have enough to do, getting’ up before dawn
for such foolishness.”

“Yes, sir. But -

“There’s a bunch of rocks up on the east ridge. You know the ones from
the old Chickasaw camp. They need to be brought down to the creek. ”

“Yes sir.”

“See it gets done. And I’ll see to the panther myself. I don’t want you
having anything to do with that animal.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And one last thing.”

“Yes sir?”

“There’ll be no using my guns for a month, for any reason, even with
me.”

Alemeth nodded.

“Now, give Aunt Leety your dishes and get to those rocks.”

As Leety took the plate and mug Alemeth handed her, she gave the boy a
disapproving frown of her own. Amzi liked that about Leety. She was almost
like a mother to the children. She understood the importance of following the
rules. After Alemeth left the cabin, Mary Jane giggled, like she thought it was
funny her brother had gotten in trouble. She was a darling girl, but she’d
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always resented Alemeth’s being older. Even when she stopped giggling, her
smile remained, looking more than ever like her mother’s.

Semirah’s death had hit them all hard. Little Semmy Lou had been small
enough to absorb the shock, or at least not to understand it, and with Leety’s
help, Mary Jane had managed to cope. But Alemeth had known his mother the
longest. He’d been hurt the most, whether he realized it or not — ever since,
he’d been doing things just to prove he could, claiming there was nothing he
needed to talk about. But the loss of his mother had made him act strangely at
times, misbehaving just to get attention. And if the rocks were needed for the
bridge across the creek, Alemeth didn’t need to know that. If he thought
moving them was just punishment, no matter: it would be good for his self-
discipline. It wouldn’t do for him to grow up like some blue-blood, thinking
all the hard work was for negroes. A boy needs to be strong. Pulling a hoe,
splitting wood, suffering through sore shoulders, were powerful remedies for a
sulking heart.

* * *

The house on Bynum’s Creek lay almost at the county line, about half
way between Panola and Oxford. Panola was his kind of town, simple and
unpretentious. But today, Amzi was taking Cracker east, to Clear Creek, just
outside Oxford, which was Semirah’s kind of town. The invitation he’d
received, written in fine lettering on rag paper, was for a “Social” at the home
of Colonel James Brown, among the biggest landowners in Lafayette County.
Semirah used to say the Colonel and his wife were ‘people of distinction,” and
that he could learn something from them. As he approached the two story
mansion, he wondered if he was making a mistake.

The mansion was set on high ground cleared to keep it safe from fire, and
fronted by four Corinthian columns. A gate in the center of a white fence
opened to an entrance drive. Several negroes stood waiting in front of the
house. Amzi spit out his plug and reined Cracker to a stop in front of them.

“Good evenin.” Let me take that please, Suh. Who kin I says callin’?”

He dismounted. “Amzi Byers.”

“Right this way, Mist’ Bahrs.”

Up steps, a front porch and a maw of oversized doors. Through them, an
ante-room of crinoline dresses, petticoats, and laced bodices, enough to drown
a man. An ample-figured woman approached, a corset pushing up her bosom,
pinching her waist. Her dress was a deep blue-green that reached her ankles, a
yellow lily lay in auburn hair, fastened with a silver pin; about her was a hint
of lavender perfume. He recognized the Colonel’s wife from going to church
with Semirah.
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“Welcome to our home, Mister Byers. It’s a pleasure to see you again.”

Though she was a Connecticut Yankee, her manner could have passed for
Memphis, Charleston or New Orleans.

“The pleasure is mine,” he said.

A stairway cascaded from a balcony. There was complex, multi-surfaced
crown molding.

“Your house looks well put together.”

“Why, thank you, Mister Byers. As the poet said, ‘There’s no place more
delightful than one’s own fireside.””

In gray suits and brown dresses, guests circled like eddies in a river. But
from among them, he heard a rising pitch: Aawwwk! And then another
Aawwwk! There before his eyes were two creatures more colorful than the
Colonel’s wife: blue wings, a scarlet tail — bright lime underbellies — beaks the
color of oranges — perched on a polished mahogany stand across the room.

“Ah,” said Mrs. Brown. “Clio and Calliope. My parrots. Aren’t they
beautiful?”

“They sure are, ma’am.”

“Birds like that are everywhere in the Indies. Have you ever been?”

“No, ma’am. I’m afraid not. I sailed from Charleston to Savannah once.
As a boy.”

(He’d gotten sick over the side of the boat.)

“If you like birds, you must make it to the Indies one day. Totally exotic
birds, the most striking you’d ever care to see. Daddy sent these two home
when [ was little. A rather splendid gift for a young girl, don’t you agree?”

“Certainly.”

“So. Do you know the Hunters? The Bradfords?”

Mrs. Brown seamlessly introduced him to the Hunter-Bradford
conversation, then disappeared just as smoothly.

“Gentlemen,” said Mr. Hunter, “What do you think? Will cotton ever
bring ten cents a pound again?”’

“Those days may be gone forever.”

“I’m an optimist. I’'m planting as much as I can. Of course, we all know
the problem there.”

Amzi knew all too well the challenges of cotton — crusty soil, pests,
disease, late frosts, damp storage, jammed balers. Too little rain, too much
rain. But he couldn’t think long about cotton because the parrots were looking
at him: their eyes concentric circles, round glossy black pupils in the center of
full moons, the moons themselves centered against red face feathers. And no
sooner had he realized that e — Amzi Byers — had been singled out for the
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bird’s special attention, than the Hunters and the Bradfords excused
themselves, leaving him alone with the birds.

People were in closed circles now. Hard to enter a conversation.

“I’m Calliope,” said one of the birds. “Pleased to meet you.”

He’d never heard a bird talk, much less introduce itself.

“I’m Calliope,” the parrot repeated.

1t seems to expect a reply. Do I have to oblige?

The bird lifted one leg slowly, then, putting that one down, lifted the
other, sidling down the perch, its stare fastened upon him.

He looked around, but no one else was paying any attention to the bird,
and the bird seemed unconcerned about anyone else. It was clearly looking at
him.

He looked again for something else to relate to. At last, a bell’s ringing
called attention to the staircase, where the Colonel — a large man to begin with
— stood on one of the lower steps, waiting for silence. As large as he was, the
tiny bell only made him seem larger, and he had a demanding way of ringing
the bell. As he made eye contact with more and more guests, one after another,
conversations wound down. And when the last of them had stopped, the bell
stopped too.

The Colonel glanced at a silver pocket watch, returned it to his waistcoat,
thanked everyone for coming, and said he felt honored that Senator Alexander
Pegues had agreed to give them a report regarding the status of the University.

Senator Pegues took the floor. He spoke of “years of struggle.” Of the
selection of Oxford as the site of the new University. Of having classes begin
within three years. Of tuition, and of the number of students expected. He
outlined plans for the construction of buildings. He deftly handled Mr.
Smither’s question about the shortage in the seminary fund. He addressed the
mystery of whether the Legislature had intended to fund a religious seminary
or a secular university, and he did so with tact and good humor.

“The Master’s gone to sea!”

One of the parrots was behind Amzi’s shoulder, and once again, had him
flummoxed.

He couldn’t address the bird — pretending at intelligent conversation with
a mere animal was out of the question without Mary Jane there to laugh at him
— so he decided to move. Making his way through the crowd, through
bootlicks and puffery, he looked for an approachable face, his gaze alighting at
last upon Mary Ann Brown talking to Dr. Waddell.

“Having the University in Oxford will improve the town’s moral
character, don’t you think?”
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“Without question. I suppose the folks in College Hill aren’t too happy.”

“Indeed. I wonder what will come of their college now?”

Amzi took his measure of the crowd: cultured people, people who thought
too highly of themselves, people dressed in fine visiting clothes, kow-towing
to prove their enthusiasm for the University.

Amzi was skeptical of “cultural improvements.” As far as he could see,
Mississippi was fine as it was. When Papaw had sent him to school in South
Carolina, it had not been a happy experience. He had as little use for
intellectuals as he had for preachers. A university in Oxford could only bring
upturned noses — and more socials.

But then again the sound of the tinkling bell.

“Gentlemen,” said the Colonel. “Will you join me outside for cigars?
Mary Ann doesn’t let me smoke in the house.”
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Leander McKinney’s father said that Chickasaw savages had brought the
rocks all the way from Pontotoc to make an altar to the devil. Pa said to pay
Moses McKinney no mind, there was no altar to the devil; the Chickasaw had
probably just wanted a fire pit; stones were just stones: there was no reason not
to touch them — and, by the way, he wanted the biggest Alemeth could gather.
So, wondering all the while whether the devil was hiding somewhere among
them, Alemeth swallowed hard and put his hands on the largest he could see.
But it was as heavy as a tree stump, and polished smooth, with no place to
grip. It took a whole minute to wrestle it over to the wagon.

Dang. How many more?

Straining, he heaved it into the wagon. He could handle nothing heavier.
Turning back to the pile, he stooped to lift another, a little smaller.

Pa had said the land could be his someday, but it depended on whether he
proved himself. He wanted nothing more than to prove himself, but this
business with the panther had messed things up. Pa didn’t know he’d saved
Leander McKinney’s neck; Pa thought he’d done something stupid.
Meanwhile, might the panther strike again? Take another goat, or even Wolfie
or Cracker? Pa’d said they had to be rid of it. Alemeth didn’t much like
killing things, but to kill the panther could put him back in Pa’s good graces.
Killing dangerous animals was what men did; he wondered if he had it in him.

When he threw the next rock into the wagon, he half expected it to break
the first. After taking a deep breath and stretching his back, he reached for
another, this one smaller still. He could take the gun again, take one more stab
at killing the cat...

But it made no sense to disobey Pa now. Not after the trouble he was
already in. He heaved the next rock into the back of the wagon. Pa had said to
leave the panther alone. There was no way. He shouldn’t go after the cat.

After one more stone, he stopped for a moment, wondering if the goat’s
carcass was still on the limb. It had to be, if it hadn’t been eaten already. Pa
hadn’t said a word about not going after the goat. He wouldn’t need a gun, if
the panther was away, and a goat could make a meal for the whole family.

The creek trail, the tree, the carcass on the limb, all called out to him. The
last thing he needed was for Pa to find out he’d skipped out on a chore, but Pa
was gone, all the way to Clear Creek. He could hike up toward the swimming
hole for a quick look — just to see what was up — and Pa would never know.

He was mulling it over when Leander McKinney reappeared.

“Hey, Alemeth Bahrs. Your Leety told me I’d find you up here. You want
to go hunt some rabbits? We could take your Pa’s gun again.”
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“I got work to do. Pa told me to get these rocks.”

“You know you’re messin’ with the devil’s rocks.”

There it was again: Leander saying things as if he knew they were true.

“Pa says that ain’t so.”

“I told my Daddy what we did this mornin’. How we scared off the
painter. He said we done good.”

“He said we done good?”

“Sure did. Said we done real good.”

“Really?”

“That’s right. He said, “You boys done good, not to get yourselves killed.’
Said, ‘If I’d been you, I’d a shot the cat and fed it to the wolves.””

Feeling ill, Alemeth sat on the pile of rocks. As Leander looked down at
him, shaking his head, the idea of going after the goat closed in. Just to find
out if it was still there. Just to see what was what — if it would be possible to
get it down, to bring it home, to show Pa what he could do.

“That goat’s probably still up in that tree,” he eventually said.

“Yeah? So?”

“I’m fixin’ to go get it. Want to come?”

“Heck yea. I’ll wait here. You go back and get your Pa’s gun.”

“Naw. It’s too far. Besides, we won’t need it.”

“Alemeth Bahrs, don’t you know anything? The painter will be there. You
think she’s just gonna give us the goat? We can sneak up on her, shoot her
right there on the limb — if 'you bring the gun.”

“Naw. No need.”

“You’re not allowed to take your Pa’s gun, are you?”

“Heck no, that ain’t it. Pa’s a better shot than me. If the painter’s still
there, we’ll let Pa know. He should be the one to take the shot.”

“You’re just scared.”

“No I ain’t. You re the one that’s scared. You comin’ or not?”

As he took a step toward the creek trail, he looked at Leander over his
shoulder. Leander was hesitating. So he turned his back and started up the
narrow path, wondering what Leander would say.

It worked.

Leander fell in behind him.

“Dangit, Alemeth Bahrs, hold on! ‘Course I’'m comin.””
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Following the Colonel’s lead, men were converging on a door behind the
stairs. As Amzi considered making excuses for an early departure, Mary Ann
Brown approached again.

“Mr. Byers, it’s a shame we haven’t had time to talk more. We miss you
at church. But I’'m so glad to see your interest in the University. It will be a
splendid thing, when it opens.”

“l imagine it will, ma’am.”

“You have a son, do you not, Mr. Byers?”

“I do, ma’am. John Alemeth is nine.”

“Isn’t it wonderful? He’ll be able to attend a university in his very own
town.”

“Yes...” His words had to be chosen carefully — “if that’s what he wants
to do.”

“I hope you won’t think me forward for saying this, but — it’s been a year
now since your wife passed away?”’

“About that. It was in June —

“Do you think you might ever marry again? — to the right woman, of
course?”

If her question was unexpected, at least her smile was warm. “Oh, I don’t
know, Mrs. Brown. Not too many women could put up with an old coot like
me.”

“Well, I’'m sure you could make some young lady a fine husband.”

“Even a worm looks good to a bird, Mrs. Brown. But a young lady’s got
plenty more than me to pick from.”

“I do believe you sell yourself short.”

Flattery made him uncomfortable. The men by the staircase would make
easier company, and it was them, after all, he’d come to be with.

“Will you excuse me, ma’am?”

“Of course, Mr. Byers.”

Outdoors, in a terraced garden, orchids sprawled from clay pots hung
from the limbs of magnolia trees. The Colonel was handing out cigars. When
his eyes engaged Amzi’s, he tilted his head sideways, as if trying to remember.

“It’s been a good while,” Amzi offered. “I’m afraid I haven’t been to
church much lately. I’'m Amzi Byers.”

“Yes, yes. Don’t worry about church. It was good of you to come today.”

The Colonel offered him a cigar. The rolled brown leaves were moist to
the touch and sweet to the nose.
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“Thank you,” he said at last.

The Colonel introduced Senator Pegues and Mr. Smither.

“Mr. Byers, you know the Senator, I’'m sure.”

Of course.

“Mr. Smither’s a merchant in Oxford. Mr. Byers is a planter in Panola
County, on Bynum’s Creek.”

“How do you do, Senator?”

“Very well, Mr. Byers. Thank you. What are you planting?”’

“Cotton, of course. Is there anything else?”

“It doesn’t seem so. Not these days.”

Amzi had never seen the likes of what the Colonel did next. It was a quick
movement,— so quick, in fact, he wasn’t sure if he’d seen it correctly. But the
movement had produced a tiny, finger-sized flame. The Colonel had struck
something against the brick wall of his house, and it had caught fire. Now, he
used the flame to light his own cigar, and then the one he’d given to Pegues.

“Colonel, that — what sort of — what is that?”

“A lucifer, Mr. Byers. You haven’t seen one?”

“No...”

“Well, they’re ingenious little things. Here, look.”

The Colonel handed him a small wooden stick: something white on one
end.

“Much quicker than a tinder box. It’s just a pine stick, dipped in lead and
white phosphorus.”

Amzi struck the lucifer against the Colonel’s house, and a flame appeared.

“Well, I’ll be!”

He lit his own cigar and drew a puff into his mouth, where a dark
Caribbean aroma infused itself into the taste of Mississippi tobacco.

“I’1l give you a box to take home with you. Don’t let me forget.”

“I’m much obliged, Colonel.”

What a fascinating item! How useful! And a box would sure delight the
children. Semirah had been right. He could learn something from Colonel
Brown.

Senator Pegues finished a long drag. “Very nice tobacco, Colonel. Did
you say where it’s from?”

“West Indies. Jamaica.”

“I thought so.”

“I’m glad you like it. I’ll get you a box of them. Do you like the cigar, Mr.
Byers?”

“I do—”

“Wonderful. I’ll get you a box as well.”
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In groups of fours and fives, men talked of land prices, steel plowshares,
the price of cotton, the Colonel’s stage coach lines, steamboats on the
Mississippi, new locomotive engines, the best gauge for railroad track, and the
coming of the telegraph. At every turn, Amzi heard predictions of things to
come, perspectives on how to gain advantages and prosper. Late in the
afternoon, the Colonel pulled out his silver pocket watch again and opened it
with a flip of his thumb. After glancing at it, he looked at the parrots, and as if
on cue, Clio screeched: “Aawwwk. I’m sorry. It must be late.”

Amzi chuckled at the parrots’ almost human observations and the absurd
thought that the parrots might understand what they’d said. But a few seconds
later, Mr. Hunter said to Colonel Brown, “Your parrot is right. It’s getting late.
We must be going home for supper.” Within moments, others were saying it
too. Amused that the words of a witless parrot had triggered the movement of
intelligent men, Amzi joined the herd as it entered the house to bid goodbyes,
making his way to Mrs. Brown to do likewise.

“Thank you, Mrs. Brown. You have a wonderful house. I’ve had a fine
time.”

“But of course, Mr. Byers. You’re welcome any time. We’re sorry we
haven’t seen you in church lately.”

Had coming to the social been a mistake after all? “It’s such a long
way...”

“I understand. It was delightful talking to you earlier. I so wanted to have
a chance to chat some more. Perhaps you’ll join us for tea some time?”

“I’d be honored, Ma’am, I’m sure.” But it would never happen.

“Till next time,” said Clio.

Amzi dismissed the meaningless bird.

Mr. Smither came in with Colonel Brown.

“Those are some exotic parrots you have, Mrs. Brown. They look like
African chieftains in tribal robes.”

“They certainly are colorful. How they make me think of the Indies!”

“The Master’s gone to sea,” said Calliope.

“Mr. Byers,” said the Colonel, “if you’ll wait just one moment, I’ll get
you those cigars I promised, and some of those lucifers.”
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When the boys reached the tree, the goat was still on the limb, just a day
old and not much eaten.

“You should have brought the gun,” said Leander. “Just in case.”

“Why? You scared?”

“Course not.”

“Neither am I,” he said, starting toward the tree. But the lowest branch
was too high to reach, so Leander told Alemeth to make a foothold with his
hands, then used it to climb onto Alemeth’s shoulders, lifting himself into the
branches. He pulled Alemeth up after him.

The goat was slung across a limb, its head cradled in branches on one
side, its rump hanging over the other, limbs lifeless, eyes dull, pieces missing
from its belly, the back of its neck torn open, bones like rocks dug up by the
tilling of soil. Should the two of them carry it down? Was it better to let its
own weight take it down? Did it make more sense to drop it? From which side
of the branch?

But his thoughts were rudely interrupted. On the ground, fifteen feet from
the base of the tree, the panther crouched, poised for a jump toward him. To
repeat his earlier success, Alemeth screamed as loud as he could and tried to
shake the branches, but the big branches didn’t move, and this time, the cat
didn’t scare. Its legs flexed taut like a bow. Alemeth imagined the release, the
cat springing like an arrow loosed, its maw open wide, its teeth set to pierce.
Lest he never see the age of ten, he jumped from the branch as far from the cat
as he could, landing in a patch of tall grass. Behind him, though the leaves still
trembled, the goat remained on the limb, and Leander (dislodged by Alemeth’s
departure) fell hard.

Screaming as if to let the whole world know that it was not to be trifled
with, the cat leapt into the tree. Leander, on the ground, yelled as if hurt. The
cat screamed over their heads. Leander ran, and Alemeth ran after, looking
back to be sure it was just a two-person run.

Taking stock a moment later, he reflected: he hadn’t taken the gun; he
hadn’t tried to hunt the panther. True enough, he wouldn’t be able to show off
the goat; there’d be no trophy to brag about; but it was Leander who’d be
bringing home a swollen ankle and bruises. And there was still time to make
progress with the rocks. This time, he’d be able to answer all Pa’s questions.

So after Leander went home to nurse his wounds, Alemeth spent the rest
of the day filling the wagon, thanking his lucky stars that everything had
turned out all right.



6

Back from Clear Creek, Amzi found Mary Jane and Semmy Lou playing
house on the porch. Mary Jane looked up.

“How was the social?”

“Oh, it was a lot of talk about business. Adult talk. It wouldn’t interest
you.”

“Papa, I want to know what’s going on in the world. Something
interesting must have happened.”

“Well, actually: it did. I was just teasing. If you want to know about it,
come over here and sit down.”

Mary Jane rushed over and sat in her straight-backed chair; Semmy Lou
followed, climbing a rung to the top of a stool.

“Senator Pegues was there. And Ike Davis — you know Mr. Davis. Mr.
and Mrs. Smither, Mr. and Mrs. Hunter.”

Mary Jane raised an eyebrow, her interest in question again, as he’d
expected. The trap was set.

“On the other hand, there was a couple there you might have found
interesting.”

Mary Jane perked up. “What sort of couple?”

“They were covered in bright feathers.”

“Feathers?”

“That’s right, covered in feathers. And not like those on a nut hatch.”

“What do you mean?”

“They were orange, red, and the brightest green you’ve ever seen. Like
emeralds.”

“Oh, Pa...”

“They were strutting around like Tennessee Walkers. And you wouldn’t
believe what they said!”

“Pa-ah! You’re making the whole thing up. I’m not a baby any more, you
know.”

“I am not making it up.”

“People dressed in feathers?”

“I said nothing about people. Have you never heard of parrots?”

“Parrots?”

“Yes. Talking parrots.”

“I — They really talked?”

“That’s right.”

“Like us?”

“Well. Not quite like us. But almost.”
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“Promise you’re not making it up!”

“I promise.”

Enter Alemeth, climbing the steps to the porch.

“I’'m back.” He looked beat. He was rubbing his left shoulder.

“You get all those rocks?”

“Yes, sir. Wagon’s full. Down by the creek, like you said.”

“Good,” said Amzi. “Now, both of you, watch this!”

He removed a match from a box and struck it against a stone. Just like the
Colonel’s, his match burst into flame. The children’s mouths opened wide.

“Wow,” said Alemeth. “What was that?”

“It’s called a lucifer. It’s got chemicals on the tip. Colonel Brown gave me
a box of them.”

“Can I see one?”

“No. You’re still being punished.”

“Pa,” said Mary Jane. “Can we see the parrots? Can you take us to see
them?”

“What parrots?”

“I was just telling your sister, son: the parrots belong to Mrs. Brown, the
Colonel’s wife. They really do talk, just like all of us, almost. But we can’t just
drop in, not without an invitation. You know that.”

“Let’s get an invitation, then,” said Alemeth.

Amzi exaggerated a frown, but it was to no avail. The children’s eyes
made clear that their interest in the parrots would not be quelled.

“I tell you what. Tomorrow, if you want, we could all go to church
together.”

Alemeth made a face.

“If you tell Mrs. Brown you’ve heard about her parrots, maybe she’ll
invite you to meet them.”

Mary Jane’s eyes brightened.

“I could wear my dress!”

Mary Jane was nothing like her brother. She loved going to church. But
even Alemeth’s sour reaction softened as Amzi answered all his questions
about the lucifers.
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That evening, Alemeth watched Leety wring the necks of two chickens.
The first flapped its wings and ran in a circle before falling to the ground, legs
kicking reflexively. The killing of chickens still made him a little queasy; he
wondered what it would feel like, to have his neck broken that way. He could
kill a pest like a squirrel, and maybe even a panther, but a harmless chicken?
Leety had performed the execution without hesitation, then quickly caught a
second. When she wrung its neck, the chicken flew out of her hand, its
detached head remaining between her fingers, clear-eyed. She threw it into the
pig pen with no apparent thought. One of the pigs put a toe on it and started
ripping the skin from the head with its teeth. Alemeth cringed.

After dinner, Pa threw some table scraps to Wolfie, trying to teach her to
play dead.

“Pa,” asked Alemeth, “do chickens feel pain, the way people do?”

“Good Lord, Alemeth. What would make you wonder such a thing? No.
Only people feel pain, really. Killing a chicken is no different than training a
dog.” He held Wolfie down to the ground. “Animals were put on earth for us.
A chicken’s best use is to be killed and eaten. That’s all you need to know.”

Alemeth was on the porch, mulling over what Pa had said, when
Leander’s daddy rode up.

“Your Pa here?”

“Yes, sir. He’s inside.”

Mister McKinney did not look happy. Whatever was troubling him surely
had something to do with the goat in the tree.

“Pa, we got company.”

The front door opened and Pa came out.

“Good evening.”

McKinney gave no hello, but started right in.

“Leander come home this afternoon with a broken arm. Come to find out,
your son was with him. Seems they was out lookin’ for a mountain lion. I
thought maybe you’d want to know about that.”

Pa’s eyes were on him like stink on a polecat. He turned, as if to find a
way out, but there were only empty fields, dark woods, and everything that
had happened at the swimming hole.

Nothing to do but tell Pa about all of it.

The tree. The goat. The panther.

That night, Alemeth got a real shellacking, but he didn’t blame Pa. It was
Leander who’d opened his big mouth.
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Single fatherhood is no easy occupation. With land to be worked and
livestock fed, the widowed father must not only be planter, shepherd and
judge, but in whatever time is left for the children, he must be teacher,
comforter and disciplinarian — and all the while, must suffer alone whatever
emptiness is in his heart. In addition to his cotton and his children, Amzi had
fifty mules, more or less. Fifteen horses, a hundred hogs, four hundred sheep,
twenty oxen, seventy-five cows, two hundred chickens, and fifty negroes to
provide for. He had to grow enough corn, oats, hay, and potatoes to keep them
all fed. And while Semirah’s loss still saddened him, he could ill afford to stew
in memories of her. An entire plantation depended on him.

Besides, he’d only known Semirah a quarter of his life. The children had
never lived a day without their mother. So at Mary Jane’s urging, he’d let them
visit her earthly remains every Sunday, though College Hill Presbyterian was
some two and a half hours from Bynum’s Creek. Mary Jane’s sad but loving
gaze on Semirah’s headstone had made the trip worthwhile. His daughters
would grow up to become like their mother, if he could help it. He would keep
away anything that could hurt them — including his own hand. A moment of
anger could never be undone, Like breaking a petal off a flower, a pretty thing
that could never be re-attached. So Amzi was careful with his daughters, lest
his interference keep them from becoming the girls Semirah had wanted them
to be.

Alemeth was a different story. He was never meant to be another
Semirah. Amzi’s duty toward his only son was to make a man out of him —
and that meant making him strong enough to bear the sort of burdens that were
a father’s to bear. Alemeth would have his own plantation, his own family, his
own negroes someday, all depending on him. He would need the strength to
build a barn, break a horse, set a broken leg, or lose a wife. He would have to
bear every adversity life could pile on him. And at nine years old, he was a
long way from being that man. He’d put up such a stink about the long ride to
College Hill on Sundays that Mary Jane had suggested they forego the trips.
(She better understood sacrifice than her older brother, and because of her
concern for his feelings, they hadn’t been to the church or the graveyard in
months.)

Alemeth was a dreamer; always had his head in the clouds. There was
much he had yet to learn about the way things really were. He’d have to
toughen up if he was ever to be the man Amzi wanted him to be. So when he
balked at going back to church again, Amzi had told him to take it like a man
and do what he was told.
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* * *

Colonel Brown had no sons, only daughters. And as curious as Alemeth
was about the parrots, it was Mary Jane who asked Mrs. Brown about her
parrots as soon as the service was over. Three of the Colonel’s daughters were
more than twice her age, and the fourth was just a toddler, but she was so
friendly to all of them that the invitation was soon forthcoming. That
afternoon, the whole family were guests at Clear Creek.

Six white chairs faced each other in a circle, surrounded by a flower
garden. Clio and Calliope shared a perch on a long wooden arm that projected
across the top of a gatepost.

Calliope: Aawwwk!

Clio: “Welcome. So pleased to meet you.” (Amzi was relieved. This time
the bird was looking directly at Mary Jane.)

“And I’m so pleased to meet you!” she said.

Aawwwk.

While the children paid attention to the parrots, Mrs. Brown asked Amzi
about his background. As he told her of his childhood on the rice plantation,
Mrs. Brown’s knowledge of the palmetto state became apparent.

“Charleston has so much to offer. Don’t you think so, Mr. Byers?”

He hesitated. As far as he was concerned, there wasn’t much good to be
found in any big cities, Charleston included. “I —”

Then the black man appeared again.

“Tea now, Miz’ Brown?”

“That would be good, Harl. We’ll have it here, on the terrace.”

Harl nodded and turned to leave.

Aawwwk.

The rising pitch of the parrot’s screech vied for attention.

“The Master’s gone to sea.”

”They seem so intelligent,” said Mary Jane.

“It’s an illusion,” said Frances Brown. “They’re not really talking. They
have no idea what they’re saying. They’re only repeating speech they’ve
heard.”

“‘The Master’s gone to sea?’” repeated Alemeth. “What on earth does
that mean?”

“John Strong was a sea captain. He got the parrots when Mama was just a
child. She’s simply repeating something she used to hear Harl say when
visitors came to call.”

“They’ve been alive since your Mama was —

“They’re nearly thirty years old,” said Mrs. Brown
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“I’m four,” announced Julia.

”I’m seven,” said Mary Jane.

“Here,” said Julia, taking Semmy Lou by the hand once everyone had
been heard from. “Come with me.”

The younger girls left in one direction, the older girls in another,
following familiar patterns. Colonel Brown talked to those remaining — Mrs.
Brown, Amzi and Alemeth — about the stage business, using a pocket watch to
make a point, giving several examples of why, in the stage business, even
more than in the rest of life, it’s important to keep to a schedule. Alemeth
fidgeted, more interested in the parrots than the adult conversation. Amzi tried
to learn what he could.

Later, over goodbyes, Mary Jane asked if they could come back again the
next week. Mrs. Brown chuckled, but when she saw Amzi frown at Mary Jane,
she put her hand on his arm.

2

“It would be wonderful to see you again,” she said. “Your children are
delightful. They should get out more often.”

It was a long ride from Bynum’s Creek to College Hill. But Mrs. Brown’s
words had delighted Mary Jane, and now their pleas were united. Surrender
seemed the only course.

“Alright, then. Church again next week.”

Alemeth winced.

“pg _»

“Not now, Alemeth.”

“We’ll be looking forward to next week, then, Mr. Byers. You’ll be able
to meet my sister, Eliza.”

What?

He should have known better. Mrs. Brown’s sister? Taking the children to
church was one thing. But he didn’t need another widow in search of a
husband. He’d thought he could learn something from Colonel Brown, but
maybe getting involved with strangers again had been a mistake. He shook his
head, seeing no way to extract himself from what he’d agreed to do. And as he
climbed into the wagon, he couldn’t wait to put a plug of tobacco in his mouth.
The sweet, familiar pleasure gave comfort whenever things didn’t go well.
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At the first splash of the paddlewheel, the movement of the deck
underfoot had interrupted Eliza’s heartbeat; she had held tight to the rail,
fearing that with a sudden change of direction, she could topple from the
steamboat. She’d imagined plunging into the water below, the river
swallowing her up, clenched teeth and all. She was hardly the seasoned sailor
her father had been. But as she imagined what dangers lurked below, it
occurred to her that God himself had made the river for some purpose —
whereupon, praying for strength and peace, she felt the comfort of the river’s
power. Her grip on the rail relaxed. For God spoke to her personally, and now
He reminded her that the river had swept through the country every day, every
hour, every minute since Creation, and it would keep flowing until Judgment
Day. Paddle wheels might break, engines might explode, but the river was
everlasting. Besides, the deck steward had advised that, in the unlikely event
she fell in, she should not try to swim back toward the boat, but let the river’s
flow carry her to shore. Divine and earthly authorities agreed: the river was
more powerful than she; she simply had to trust it. So as the shoreline passed
by, the river pulling rafts, driftwood, and The Alex Scott along with it, Eliza
put her trust in God’s mercy.

Eventually the river led to New Orleans, and everyone knew what that
meant: Drunken brothels. Worldly temptations. New Orleans was as wretched
and depraved as Sodom or Gomorrah, and in similar need of salvation. Along
the way there were countless other souls with similar needs. With Faith in
God’s mercy, even New Orleans could be saved from decadence. The river’s
power was His power. It would always be with her, if she let it into her heart.

And therein lay the purpose of life: to obtain for herself and others the
mercy and comfort only He could offer, simply by submitting to His will.
Eventually, she relaxed enough to take a seat on the hurricane deck, where she
took stock of all that had led to this juncture of her life.

Her first memories were of Uncle William Strong’s house, where she’d
been taken before she could remember. There she’d learned the benefit of faith
and prayer. Dear Uncle William. Dear Aunt Harriet. With eleven children of
their own, they barely had enough room for themselves, much less taking in an
orphan, but what was there to complain about? By their charity and their
example, she had come to know God, and God had proven as reliable as any
parent could have been.

In the shawl in her lap, her autograph book carried parting messages from
Sarah and Saphronia, Nancy and Oliver. How insignificant those relationships
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now seemed, when compared to the comforts of faith! The most meaningful
signature in her autograph book was Henry Hitchcock’s. While Aunt Harriet
had taught her the value of faith, Henry Hitchcock had taught her the
importance of acting on it And he had signed her book, “H. L. Hitchcock.
Your friend and pastor.” His joyful vision of America as the “new Promised
Land” became her vision, too. Together, they were part of the new Eden,
under the new Covenant with the faithful, soldiers of the Lord, God’s promise
to Abraham soon to be fulfilled.

* * *

Everything changed in Memphis. The frontier was a Sinai desert, a
Gethsemane, a trial God had created for His soldiers. The hotel bed had been
lumpy, its odor unpleasant. Now, the stagecoach was cramped; it could not
have been meant for nine. Had she been in the middle row, her knees would
have dovetailed with those of the malodorous drifter in the front seat. Next to
him, a sack-coated man fidgeted and tapped on a chest he carried in his lap. In
the far corner, behind the other man’s chest, slouched a man with his hat brim
down, as if trying to sleep. Three young men on the middle bench, their backs
toward her, formed a welcome barrier between her and the drifter up front, but
the barrier caused its own discomforts: the talk of one of them, in a buffalo
robe, was crude; he chewed tobacco, and he was so close to her that, with each
jostle, she lurched toward him, her nose nearly touching his buffalo hide.

Her own space, on the rear bench, was no wider than her hips. Dust came
in through the window, past the handkerchief hung there. To her left, an older
couple, a Mr. and Mrs. Cleary, shared a blanket. Since Mrs. Cleary rested
against her husband, Eliza had room to shift a little, so her muscles didn’t
cramp. Nine souls packed into a six by six coach that rocked insistently. With
no one to brace against, she fought the urge to feel sorry for herself.

An envelope was folded as a bookmark into Mark, and the book opened,
as if of its own accord.

Verily, I say unto you, there is no man that hath left house, or
brethren, or sisters, or father, or mother or wife, or children, or
lands, for my sake, and the gospel’s, but he shall receive an
hundredfold now in this time, houses, and brethren, and sisters.

Julia had suggested the verse to her. It was just what she needed now.

Dear, dear Julia. She had been living with Uncle Henry Strong in the
finger lakes until she married Dr. Webster. When Uncle William took his
family there, Eliza and Julia had come to know each other at last. Julia had
become her best friend. Eliza had moved with the Websters to Columbus, and
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later to Carondelet. Her five years with Julia had been the happiest of her life.
Now, she was leaving her best friend behind. No more afternoon strolls along
the river bank. No more conversations about their work in the church. No
more evenings on the porch, among the fireflies, with Julia’s children. What
lay ahead for the youngest of the Strong women was a new life. A life with
Mary Ann — her senior not by seven years, like Julia, but by fourteen. A sister,
yes, but completely unknown to her, as remote and unfamiliar as a faraway
star.

Years earlier, Eliza had read one of Papa’s old letters to Mama. “I wished
you to write very often,” John Strong had written, “and particularly about
Mary Ann’s eyes.” Eliza had asked Julia what Papa meant about Mary Ann’s
eyes. Julia had explained that Mary Ann once had a problem with a wandering
eye, her left sometimes focusing on something other than her right. The eyes
had looked ‘crossed’ at times. For all the years since, Eliza had pictured her
oldest sister looking like Julia, but with crossed eyes. Julia said she believed
the problem had been long corrected, but there was no portrait of Mary Ann
hanging on a wall, no etching by which Eliza could know what Mary Ann
looked like. So when Eliza imagined Mary Ann, the image always included
eyes that wouldn’t stay put.

The image was responsible, no doubt, for the emotion Eliza had long felt
toward Mary Ann. It couldn’t have been love, as she didn’t know her oldest
sibling. It was something more like pity. A compassionate sorrow for
whatever woes had caused the wandering eye, and for whatever additional
woes it had brought. Problems at school? Ugly nicknames? Teasing? She
could only imagine. But on the example of Christ, she would do what she
could to show her sister compassion.

* * *

A gooey white slime splattered on the rim of the open window.

“You might want to close that window,” said Mr. Cleary.

“Can you believe how many birds there are?”

“There’s a reason they call this Pigeon Roost Road. Andrew Jackson built
it to remove the Chickasaw. He managed to get the Indians to leave, but not
the blasted birds!”

Through Watson’s Crossing, through Byhalia, the pigeons reminded her
that among God’s creatures, people were vastly outnumbered by animals. In a
country of catamounts, rattlesnakes and heathens, good, god-fearing souls
were clearly in the minority. Every bump, rock, rut and jar was a trial of faith.

After the first way station, the men on the middle bench opened a flask of
whiskey. Soon they began boasting to the others, and the men in front boasted
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back. When the odor from their mouths reached the back seat, the man on the
middle seat rose and leaned across the man beside him, spitting through the
window, while the gaze of the drifter up front fastened on her. She lowered her
eyes, but that left her unaware of what the drifter was doing. Her gloved hand
trembled. When she looked up, his gaze was still straight on her, his tongue
wandering from its den like a cat’s. Again she lowered her eyes. Again she
looked up.

His eyes were still on her. She summoned the iciest stare she could. It
seemed to put him off. But she had no guarantee that it would work very long.
Perhaps she could just ignore him...

A bump in the road sent hard wood into the back of her neck. If she
leaned forward, to rest on her duffle bag, her forehead would brush the back of
the man in the buffalo robe. She’d be closer to the man who’d spit out the
window. She’d be closer to all their foul breath and unwelcome attentions. So
she sat erect, her eyes closed, trying to shut out everything around her.

At the next stop, the man closest to the door had trouble opening it. (He’d
clearly had too much whiskey.) Two of the men from the middle seat got out
first, then the man with the chest. The man in the buffalo robe waited for the
Clearys to step out. Then, at last, Eliza followed, taking her first step into the
land that was to be her home. If ever she’d need the strength that Faith could
provide, it would be settling into this heathen territory.

As it happens, Chulahoma station was but a single cabin that sat among
rolling hills of grass. She wondered what was to become of her in this
unfamiliar place, civilization nowhere in sight. Even in the Finger Lakes, with
no roads or buildings in view, a person was never far from farm or mill. Here,
there was no sign of humanity beyond the station.

In front of the coach, the driver was checking a new team of horses.

“Can you tell me, sir — are we in Mississippi yet?”

“We’ve been in Mississippi about an hour now, Miss.”

Beneath the open sky, the billowing clouds, the sunlight, everything
seemed small.

“This surely is God’s country,” she said out loud.

“‘Sgod’s country ‘ndeed,” blurted the drifter, cocking his head, exposing
his tongue, coming closer. “Purdy country for a purdy girl...”

She stiffened. The man in the buffalo robe shot a quick glance at the
drifter, then called out, “Are you alright, ma’am?” as he approached her to
help.

Eliza thanked God that someone had noticed.
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Amzi had known for a while what had to be done. If you’re going to keep
livestock, you have to keep it from wandering off. The fence had served that
purpose well. But by fencing in his goats, hogs, and chickens, he’d made his
stock easy prey for predators. Now, there was only one way to protect them,
one way to be a good steward.

Alemeth had said the goat was hung up in a tree, right along the path, no
more than a hundred yards short of the spring. So it didn’t take long for Amzi
to find the right tree. The big cat was on the limb, on all fours, looking over
the goat’s remains.

His Kentucky long rifle had a range of a hundred yards or more, but a
miss would give the cat time to strike, or get away, while he reloaded. So what
he needed most was a steady hand. He drew a bead. The cat turned and looked
in his direction.

No time to consider the possibilities. Squeeze.

Arms and legs folding, the cat fell from the tree and hit the ground.

There. It wasn’t moving. That was that.

Amzi bled out the cat and detached the goat’s shoulders and legs. (Leety
could feed them to the hogs.) As he made his way home, his meat on a
makeshift sled, he enjoyed the contentment of knowing that his livestock were
free of imminent danger. It had been a job well done. His fields were coming
up healthy and green. The joint grass had been pulled; the soil had been
worked. The cotton blossoms had started to turn white. There was nothing now
but to let the sun do its work. As long as the weather didn’t turn foul, the crop
would be healthy and good.

That evening, there was plenty of pink in the sky. After dark, there was no
halo around the moon. Years of experience brought comfort in the knowledge
that tomorrow’s weather would be good.
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The stagecoach stopped in front of the courthouse. The nervous man and
the drifter headed toward the Butler Hotel. People and wagons approached, but
there were no familiar faces, no friendly eyes. There was an empty bench on
the store’s porch. Eliza took a step in that direction.

Then a woman called down from the back of a wagon.

“Eliza Strong?”

“Mary Ann?”

The woman stepped down, her hands on Eliza’s arms, her cheek bringing
a pleasant scent of lavender to Eliza’s. Then she stepped back, holding Eliza
at arm’s length, leaving plenty of time for the sisters to examine each other’s
faces.

“How marvelous! Reunited at last. I haven’t seen you since — how long,
sister? I do believe you were still in diapers —

Mary Ann’s eyes were large, brown, and becoming: no sign of a
wandering eye.

“Well, we certainly have a lot to catch up on. So, Julia — she is doing
well?”

“Yes.”

“And Doctor Webster?”

“Yes. How is Colonel Brown?”

“Oh, the Colonel is always busy with one thing or another. He’s out now
looking at some property he wants to buy — Oh, give that to Harl, dear! — so
we’ll have some time to ourselves. Isn’t that delightful? Oh, Sister! You are a
sight for sore eyes! Well we mustn’t stand here all day. Harl, you be careful
with that luggage, hear?”

“Yas’, ma’am.”

“How is everything in Carondelet?”

“How is Doctor Webster’s medical practice?”

“How are Julia and the children?”

“How were your students?

All the way to Clear Creek, Mary Ann kept up her questions.

* * *

Harl stopped the buggy in front of a columned, Greek Revival home, as
grand with its two rows of windows as anything Eliza had seen in Saint Louis
or Carondelet. When she reached for a piece of luggage, Mary Ann stopped
her, then glanced at Harl; Harl called to some boys standing nearby, and two
of them ran over to hoist it down.
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“They’ll get it all, Eliza.”

Mary Ann led the way up the steps. When Harl opened the door, Eliza
spotted the parrots on their mahogany perch.

How time had dulled her memory! The deep royal blue feathers, the
flaming scarlet tail, the bright green undersides and white eyes!

Aawwwk. Good morning. Aawwwk.

They were strutting with excitement

Aawwwk. How do you do?

Aawwwk.

“I am very well... thank you... Now, tell me -

I’'m Clio.

“It’s so wonderful to see you again, after all these years...”

Aawwwk. Glad to meet you.

What other-worldly creatures!

I'm Calliope.

And their speech! What it must have been like to grow up with such
fantastic creatures! “Mary Ann, I’d forgotten how striking they were!”

“Indeed, sister, they certainly are that. But you’ve been on the stage now —
how many hours? You must be terribly tired. You’ll want a chance to freshen
up. Come with me.”

Mary Ann led the way up palatial stairs. Crown molding. Oak paneled
walls. A globe. A bronze bust. On one wall, a painting of Cupid and Psyche. In
the room Mary Ann said would be hers, a dressing table topped with white
linen and polished silver trays.

Lord Jesus, into what splendor had she ascended? Was this what it could
have meant all these years, to be a daughter of John Strong?

* * *

Later, in the parlor, Mary Ann insisted she tell her everything about the
past twenty years. Eliza took her through the story of her life, describing
Somers, and Redding, and Uncle William’s call to the Finger Lakes. How, by
the time she was fourteen, she’d been taken from her friends five times. How
Julia had become her only lasting friend. How, in Columbus, Lyman Beecher
and Henry Hitchcock had instilled in her the importance of missions to the
west.

“Julia has told me about your admiration for Reverend Hitchcock. He was
a young man?”’

“Twenty-seven.”

“I see. Good looking, I suppose?”

“Mary Ann!”
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“I understood you thought rather well of him.”

“We all thought well of him.”

“I see. Tell me, sister. How did you find Saint Louis?”

“Oh, such a town! It began as a Romanist mission, you know. It was
obvious everywhere you went. Saint Charles. Fleurissant. Portage des Sioux.
The Sisters of Charity. With so many papists, the need was apparent. I’d
intended to locate a position as a teacher — I made inquiries at various schools
— but I received no offers. I'm afraid the best I could do was occasional
employment; some tutoring in private homes. But I do think I accomplished
something with my Irish Marys.”

“Your Irish Marys?”

“Yes, Henry Blow’s servants — all three of them named Mary!”

“Well, sister, you won’t have a problem finding a position here. Oxford is
to be Mississippi’s center of education. We already have the North Mississippi
College, and the boys’ and girls’ academies. Even the new state university is
to be ours. And the Colonel is not without influence, you know.”

“I’'m so excited! But tell me, Mary Ann. I can’t delay asking any longer.
What was it like, living with Papa?”

“Oh, I got an excellent education from it. We saw and did everything.”

“Everything?”

“He took me to concerts in Charleston, to balls in Savannah. Papa’s
friends included the best people in the South, you know.”

“Were they good Christians? I mean, truly, not just Christians in name?”

“Oh, sister. Whatever do you mean? I suppose they were a mix...”

While Emily brought tea, Eliza searched Mary Ann’s eyes again, looking
for hints of abnormality.



12

The following Sunday, Amzi tried to prepare for a difficult time.

“Remember, Mary Jane, Mrs. Brown is bringing her sister. You remember
your manners, okay?”

“Yes, Papa.”

“Alemeth, you too.”

“Yes, Pa.”

But when introductions were made in the church yard, Amzi was
pleasantly surprised. Miss Strong looked ten years younger than Mrs. Brown.
Same nose and jaw, but cheeks fuller, skin softer. Seated directly behind her
during the service, he couldn’t avoid looking. Her frock was plain and gray,
but through it he could imagine the structure of her bones: her frame was more
slender than her sister’s, but supple. And when the congregation rose for the
hymn, her singing voice was cool and clear.

Oh, for a thousand tongues to sing
My great Redeemer’s praise

The glories of my God and King
The triumphs of his grace!

It was not a Charleston drawl, not black-eyed peas or jambalaya. More
like apple cider. After the service, Amzi found himself face to face with the
young lady.

“Mr. Byers, my sister has said good things about you.”

“She’s spoken well of you too, Miss Strong.”

“Oh? You’re a gentleman to say so.”

There was a freckle half way down her neck.

“Your children are lovely, Mr. Byers. How old are they?”

“Alemeth is nine. Mary Jane is seven. I also have a little one at home.”

“We’ve been telling Mr. Byers about you, dear. How you’ve prepared
yourself to be a teacher.”

“Well, until now, I’'m sorry to say, I’ve only taught a few Irish girls. But I
hope to find a position in Oxford, Lord willing.”

“You needn’t simply hope,” said the Colonel. Then, to Amzi, “Eliza will
likely be teaching at the College Hill Girls’ Academy.”

“Colonel, please,” said Miss Strong. “We don’t know that for certain.”

“Sister, I’'m sure if you decide that’s what you want to do, they’ll have a
position for you. The Colonel is not without influence, you know. We’ll soon
be a University town, and everyone will want an education.”

“I believe in education,” said Miss Strong. “But I have a question. So
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many colleges these days — well — will the University have the right
emphasis?”

Amzi liked the young woman’s skepticism, and wondered if she shared
his distrust of education.

“The more reason to be involved,” said the Colonel. “To ensure the
emphasis is where it ought to be.”

“I understand your concerns, sister. If we leave the whole business to the
men, we’ll have nothing but chemistry and mathematics. James is right. If we
want the University to pay attention to the arts and to literature, women would
do well to stay involved.”

Miss Strong looked as if she might be biting her tongue. Instead of
another pompous academic, thought Amzi, Mrs. Brown’s sister might be a
kindred spirit.

* * *

That evening, after the Colonel had withdrawn to his study and the Byers
family were all gone, Eliza was alone with her sister.

“Mary Ann. About the University. I feel I need to explain my concern
about the proper emphasis. [ —”

“Yes, dear. If the men have their way —”

“No. I mean, I agree with you about the importance of literature. But my
greater concern is about faith. What will be Christianity’s place in the
curriculum?”

“Eliza, that’s exactly the sort of thing the Colonel was talking about. If
we’re involved, we can be sure it will be the institution we want it to be. And
you’d be surprised how important having the Colonel on our side can be. You
should raise the matter of religious studies with the Colonel. But speaking of
education, what about the education of Mr. Byers’ children? A pity they’ll
grow up with no formal education at all.”

Indeed, thought Eliza.

“His son will never be able to attend the University if he has no schooling
beforehand.”

True.

“You know, sister, even if you don’t get a position at the female academy,
you can always take in students of your own, as you did in Carondelet.”
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Eliza’s first weeks at Clear Creek were filled with luncheons and teas, but
her inquiries about teaching positions bore no fruit. Meanwhile, expressing
concern about the distance Mr. Byers and his children had to travel to church,
Mrs. Brown invited them to Clear Creek every Sunday — “for the children’s
sake.” The Byerses became familiar visitors.

One Sunday at church an announcement was made: there was to be a
meeting of the faithful from all over northern Mississippi. It would last several
days. People would camp at the site. Christians of all churches were welcome.

Eliza’s heart stirred at the thought of so much praise and worship. “Oh,
Mary Ann, I so hope we can attend.”

“Well, I thought you might be interested. But of course I could not.”

“Why not?”

“In my condition?”

“Why not? You -

“Sister, I can’t leave Oxford. Doctor Isom advises plenty of rest. Nothing
strenuous.”

Having a child on the way had never kept Aunt Harriet at home, nor Julia.
Eliza worried that the luxuries with which her oldest sister had been blessed
might have made her weak, or spoiled.

“It could be a time of great revelation,” she tried. “Something the children
will long remember.”

“Oh, sister. For your sake, I might risk it. But the Colonel cannot come.
He has to go to Jackson. I'm sorry, but I won’t be able to go.”

“Mary Ann, you can bring Emily. You can bring Harl, or Sam. Between
all of us, we can keep you comfortable. We’ll all pitch in to take care of you.
We’ll make you feel like a queen. Please. For the children?”

“Sister, you’re as tough as week-old bread. Alright. I’ll come. But on one
condition: we must be properly escorted.”

“Why, of course...”

“It wouldn’t do to go camping without a man in our group. Since James
will be in Jackson, we’ll need to find someone else. Shall I inquire of Mr.
Byers?”
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If there were ever to be a sermon Alemeth could tolerate, it would be one
on a hilltop somewhere, under a starry sky, surrounded by fireflies and
crickets. (Pa felt the same way, and had said so.) But on the wagon ride to
revival camp, the girls talked about teas and table settings, chattering enough
to drown a flock of jays, while Amzi’s eyes and ears stuck to everything Miss
Strong said. It was clear he wasn’t going to be any company for Alemeth.
Revival camp had already taken a turn toward disaster, and Alemeth would
have rather been alone, beneath the surface of the swimming hole, than
suffering through the jabber on a wagon headed toward hell in the name of
salvation.

The swimming hole had long been his favorite escape. Breaking through
the surface, into the clear, still pool, entering that silent world, free of the
chatter of girls, the grunting of frogs, the arrogance of Leander McKinney. It
was a clear world, free of the smell of wet dogs, stinking skunks, and rotten
milk. A world in which there was no dust or dirt, in which chiggers, lima
beans and liver had never been known, in which all things moved with grace,
where he could float weightlessly, up and down. Where a simple spiral flutter
of his palms could send him into acrobatic displays impossible on dry land.
Most of all, it was a world in which he could look into the eyes of fish and
wonder what they were thinking, while their ease in the water dispelled all
sign of grief, loss, or hurt. Sometimes he thought he could stay beneath the
surface forever, transforming himself into a wide-mouthed bass, and that there
could be no better life. But then, when a pain in his lungs forced him up for
air, reality inevitably returned.

The jostling of the wagon and the sounds of those around him were all too
real. Among a hundred other campsites, the Browns and the Byerses
unpacked, Mrs. Brown giving instructions to everybody, seeing that
everything was exactly as it ought to be. She called for Harl to bring her her
chest of personal things, told Emily she had some clothes that needed washing,
and told Eliza to summon Dr. Isom if anything went wrong with the baby. As
Eliza tried to help Mrs. Brown, Amzi tried to help Eliza. Alemeth started to
wander away, but Amzi called to him. First, help Sam put up the tent. Then
help Sam build a stack of kindling and logs. And when that’s done, take this
bucket. Isaw a well as we pulled in. We’ll need plenty of water.

Alemeth did as he was told. First he helped Sam. Then, bucket in hand, he
ascended a hillside full of people crawling with salvation and damnation,
singing, waving, and lifting up arms. As far as the eye could see, the land had
become one big church, crowded wall to wall. He was in no mood for a
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sermon, but Eliza — and Amzi — had made clear he was there until it was over.
He’d have to make the best of it, though he still had no idea how.

* * *

The program began at seven. The benches were full; those late to arrive
stood in the back. The first speaker preached that sin was everywhere, to be
stamped out by the soldiers of the Lord. The next said most people were going
to hell. The third preached that by translating the Bible into Latin, the pope
had stolen the very word of God. The final preacher of the night was the
Reverend Leroy Gaston, his voice alternately soft and strong.

“And I ask the Lord Jesus to come down among us now, and I ask him to
reveal himself to each of us. I trust in him. That if I will only do that one small
thing, that little act of accepting him into my heart, with total trust, he will
bless me with eternal life. I ask that he let us share in the brilliant light of
salvation — His light — the light of life everlasting, at the right hand of God.

“And though I know that his Will be done, I know also that his will is for
me to read his Holy Word. And I ask you, brothers and sisters, as we read the
good book, what does Scripture tells us about a man’s obligation toward God?
Nothing, I say to you tonight — and it is not me speaking, but the Word of God
— He asks of us nothing more or less than the complete obedience by which
Abraham would have killed his only son. This is why Saint Paul describes
himself as a “doulos” — a slave of Jesus Christ. If a man only give up his heart
to God, in complete submission to the will of the Divine, then God will bless
him, with many sons and daughters. That was the promise God first made to
Adam — to give him dominion over all the other animals — nay, over all the rest
of Creation — and the promise was repeated to Abraham, to give him a land of
milk and honey on this earth, and far more wonderful things in the next, if he
only have faith. Abraham obeyed, and so should we.”

Despite his lack of interest, Alemeth listened to every word. Only when
the Reverend had ended did he find himself recalling what Leander had said:
“My Pa says Leroy Gaston’s the best preacher since Lorenzo Dow. The same
what preached to thousands.”

But while he couldn’t deny the Reverend’s preaching skills, he couldn’t
see the wisdom in his message. Total submission? To something he could
neither see nor hear, himself? Surely, it made no sense to be a slave, to God or
to anyone else.

* * *

After the preaching, back at the campsite, Alemeth listened closely when
Miss Strong asked Amzi, “Mr. Byers, what do you think about education’s
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place in the church?”

What Pa thought about the church — and education’s place in it — had
always made sense. Religion is fine for folks that profit by it, but a man can
get by just fine without it, if it suits him better. And besides, God is as likely to
be found outdoors at night than stuck in a church, listening to a sermon. So
here was a perfect chance for Pa to let the preachers have it. To tell Miss
Strong what he really thought.

But when Pa answered, it came out sweeter than fruit jam.

“It depends, I suppose, on what you mean by education, Miss Strong. I’'m
all for a man’s getting educated. The question is, educated about what?”

“What would you educate folks about, Mr. Byers? Something other than
the Bible?”

Pa cleared his throat. “I believe in doing what the Lord would have us do,
Miss Strong. I believe that’s the first Commandment.”

“Undeniably. But what do you believe the Lord would have you do, Mr.
Byers?”

“I believe I have an obligation to be a good steward. Take care of what
He’s left to my care. In my case, that’s my family. It’s Bynum’s Creek.”

Miss Strong nodded.

“Fancy ideas don’t impress me,” Pa went on. “The way I see it, a man that
keeps his head in the clouds can trip over his own boots. But as long as a man
keeps that in mind, and keeps his mind on his land, the Bible can only do him
good, Miss Strong.”

What? Had Miss Strong worked some sort of spell on him? Where were
Pa’s criticisms of pompous preachers? His distrust of organized religion?

Then Mrs. Brown: “Permit me to be bold, Mr. Byers. I’ve been thinking
about your children. There must be some way to give them an education. An
education you’d approve of, of course.”

Dang. Leave it to a woman to stick her nose where it don’t belong.

“That’d be nice. But Oxford is so far to go. It’s all we can do to come into
town on a Sunday now and then.”

“What about Mount Sylvan? At least for Alemeth. It’s closer than
Oxford.”

Dang. Things could sure go downhill fast. He had no interest in going to
school.

“It’s still a long way from Bynum’s Creek.”

Good again, Pa.

“Well, if you can’t bring the children to school, you could always bring
school to the children.”

“What are you suggesting?”’
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“Well, for example, Eliza could come out to the country to teach your
children, Mr. Byers.”

Dang! No —

Pa held up a hand, to ward him off, still looking at Miss Strong.

“On Sundays, after church, you could bring them to Clear Creek. Have
lessons at our house. And two days a week, Eliza could take our buckboard out
to Bynum’s Creek.”

Pa wouldn’t take his eyes off Miss Strong, and Miss Strong was smiling —
just as sweet and awful as could be.

* * *

The first chance Alemeth had to get away came when Leander McKinney
arrived with two younger boys he introduced as the Reverend’s sons, William
and Charles Gaston. With Mrs. Brown’s encouragement, it was easy to wander
off with them. But what to do? Alemeth hadn’t had time to think it through,
and that left the decision to Leander, it having slipped Alemeth’s mind for a
moment what a bad idea it was to leave things up to Leander.

“Alemeth here’s got some lucifers,” said Leander to the Gaston boys.

“What? Lucifers?”

“Just watch,” said Leander. “We’ll show you. Alemeth?”

Alemeth hadn’t intended to show them off. He hadn’t intended to do
anything. But now that Leander had the boys’ interest up, he was stuck. So
from his pocket, he produced a lucifer, held it up, and told how it worked.
Still, Leander McKinney couldn’t keep his mouth shut.

“Show ‘em, Alemeth. Show ‘em how it works.”

“Naw...”

“Give it here. I’ll show ‘em.”

“Yeah,” said William.

“Show us,” said Charles.

“Alright, then. Just one. But we need to get out of the wind.”

Mrs. Brown had brought a covered wagon big enough for all of them.
They sat in the dark, facing each other, crammed into bedding, extra blankets,
and a kitchen’s worth of pots and pans. Alemeth struck the lucifer. The others’
jaws dropped; they peered at the flame until it dwindled, the pine turning to
ash.

“Here, let me light one,” said Leander.

“Let me,” said William.

In an effort to keep things from getting out of hand, Alemeth agreed to
light a second lucifer. Leander jumped out of the wagon and was back in a
heartbeat with some dry leaves and a caterpillar. William found a tin plate and
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put the caterpillar into it. Leander arranged the leaves under it.

“Light it!”

“Yeah, light it!”

He had to admit it would be fascinating to see what would happen.
Striking the lucifer, he waited until the flame was strong, then lit Leander’s
leaves.

There was nothing to gain by wondering what might have been. As it was,
when the caterpillar tried to crawl off and Leander moved the plate to stop it, it
brushed a burning leaf aside; the flame caught a tassel on the wagon floor and
scaled a table cloth. Charles Gaston screamed. Leander swung at the flames.
Suddenly everything was on fire, the wagon ablaze, the fire out of control.
With the heat pummeling his back, he could already feel Pa’s anger. It made
him small, childish, and wrong. How had he ever let Leander talk him into it?

Pa, Sam, Harl and Leety attacked the flames. Alemeth tried to help, but Pa
told him to stay back — “With the rest of the children.”

How had he been so stupid?

Pa’s face was red and glowing, light and shadow flashing back and forth.
As angry exertion blackened his eyes and the firelight reflected in his cheeks,
Pa looked more devil than man. He handed Sam a shovel, telling him and Harl
to throw dirt at the wagon. He pulled down the tent and threw it over the
flames, telling the negroes to throw more dirt on top.

Just moments had set Alemeth back years in his effort to prove himself to
Pa, to be treated like a man someday. It was as if he’d had a taste of Hell, and
in his case, Hell meant being sentenced to childhood forever.

When the fire was finally out, Pa kept his distance, not saying a word. But
he was listening to Miss Strong. As she talked, Pa was shaking his head. She
was looking mostly at Pa, but sometimes, over her shoulder, at 4im. Finally, Pa
walked off. It was Miss Strong who approached him.

“Alemeth,” she said “You’re a very smart young man. But remember.
God gave you your brain. He expects you to use it wisely. Okay?”

“Yes, Miss Strong.”

“Remember what the Irish say: ‘Curiosity killed the cat.” Lighting that fire
wasn’t wise, was it?”

“No. It wasn’t.”

And that was it.

Pa never said a word about what had happened.



15

“Oh, come on, Alemeth. It won’t be so bad. I promise you.”

“But Pa —”

“Go on, son. Show Miss Strong some respect.”

Respect was something owed to older people, and Miss Strong was young
enough to be his sister. But Pa meant what he said, and Pa could see right
through his heart if he wasn’t doing what Pa wanted. He’d have to go to Miss
Strong’s ‘school’ with a good attitude, or Pa would smell a skunk. So he went
out to the porch, where Miss Strong and Mary Jane were reading the Bible
together. The idea of school was bad enough, but having to go through it with
just Miss Strong and Mary Jane made it especially hard. What would she try to
teach him? There were things he wanted to know about, but he doubted Miss
Strong could teach him about striped bass or bull frogs’ habits. And whatever
she had in mind, he could probably learn it just as well from Pa, or Grote, or
Aunt Leety.

It didn’t take long to find out.

“So, Alemeth, tell me. What do you know of your Bible?”

“Same as most folks, I reckon. I know about Adam and Eve, and Moses,
and Jesus.”

Mary Jane rolled her eyes, like she thought his answer stupid.

“Alright,” said Miss Strong. “Let me see... Alemeth is a Biblical name.
Do you know what it means?”

He knew what his name meant — it meant him.

“It’s in Chronicles, Alemeth. Have you read Chronicles?”

He’d never even heard of Chronicles.

“No, ma’am.”

“Here’s what I’d like you to do, Alemeth.” She handed him a Bible.
“Read Chronicles. When you’ve finished, let me know. And tell me what you
learn about Alemeth.”

Reading the Bible was worse than listening to a two hour sermon on a hot
day. And there was even less reason to think it would be interesting now, with
Miss Strong telling him what to read. But then another thought occurred to
him: the Bible had never been about ‘Alemeth’ before. If there was a story
about Alemeth in there, it might be worth reading. His curiosity about the
Biblical Alemeth grew. And he needed Pa to be happy with him again. So he
started to read Chronicles.

In the first chapter, he found Adam, and Noah, and others less well
known, like Seth, Enosh, and Kenan; Shem, Ham and Japeth; Gomer, Magog,
Madai, Javan, Tubal, Meshech and Tiras, and then their sons. Alemeth
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stopped paying attention to other names, looking only for his own. He scanned
the lines for ‘A,” and when that became tedious, he began to scan whole
columns for the letter — yet no sign of Alemeth.

There was no sense reading lists of the dead. Had he somehow missed it?
He started in on Chapter Two, where Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar,
and Zebulun nearly put him to sleep. Faceless names, all, without lives or
meaning. In Chapter Three were David and Absalom, but also Shephatiah,
Ithream, Eglah, Shimea and Shobab. Four. Five. Six. Nothing.

In Chapter Seven, finally, he came upon the namesake he’d been looking
for. There, among the sons of Bechar was Alemeth, at long last. But not a word
about who the man was.

Miss Strong was listening to Mary Jane read Galatians.

“I’ve done it,” he told her. “I’ve found Alemeth.”

She looked up.

“Very good. Tell me, then. What does your name mean?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing? The Bible gives you no clue?”

“Nothing.”

“Read it to me.”

His finger was on the page.

“‘And the sons of Becher, Zemirah, and Joash, and Eliezer, and Elioenai,
and Omri, and Jeremoth, and Abijah, and Anathoth, and Alemeth. All these
were the sons of Becher.” See? It’s just a name, ma’am. The last of the sons
of Becher.”

“Keep going. Read some more.”

“And they were reckoned by genealogy. After their generations, heads of
their fathers' houses, mighty men of valor, twenty thousand and two
hundred.””

A man of valor! No discovery could have pleased Alemeth more than to
learn that he was a man of valor.

“Alemeth means valor,” he announced with pride at his success.

“I see. And what about all those other names — Omri and Teremoth, Abjah
and Amathoth? Do they mean ‘valor’ too?”

They were all men of valor, said the Bible. The names themselves
couldn’t all mean ‘valor.’

“I don’t know.”

Mary Jane giggled, but Miss Strong ignored her.

“Did you read the entire chapter?”

“No, ma’am.”

“I asked you to read the whole chapter. Please read the rest of it.”
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Dang! Persistent, this Miss Strong!

When the name appeared again in Chapter Eight, Alemeth was begat by
Jehoadah. But still, nothing at all was said about this Alemeth, either. He
scoured verses for signs of what the name might mean. Valor? Strength?
Wisdom? Anything? But there was nothing.

Then, after forty more verses in Chapter Nine, the name again: But this
time, Alemeth was the son of Jarah, and still, no story. No clue about the
meaning of the name. And was he one person, or three? And was his father
Becher? Jehoadah? Jarah? He wondered.

“I can’t find anything. I read the whole book. I found him three times, all
with different fathers, but other than that, Chronicles says nothing about him.”

She closed her Bible and put it in her lap.

“Remember, Alemeth, the good book is the word of God. There has to be
a reason for every scripture — even those lists of names.”

“I’m sorry, ma’am, but I don’t see the point.”

“Perhaps, God wanted the lists to remind us that a person isn’t so
important as an individual; that a person’s importance comes from relation to
his family.”

Miss Strong was an outsider, a stranger. According to Mary Jane, she was
an orphan. If there was anything she had no business teaching him about, it
was family.

“Are not all the lists the sons of Noah? And of Abraham? And of the
house of David?”

“I don’t know.”

“Perhaps the Scriptures mean that Alemeth is less significant as an
individual than he is as a member of a family. I’m talking about the Lord’s
chosen people, Alemeth. If this plantation is to be yours someday, you need to
understand Chapter 17, verse 21.”

She was worse than Leander McKinney when it came to making a
suggestion sound like a command, but Pa had told him to do what she said,
and if it didn’t involve cutting off a finger, he would. And so he read:

And what one nation in the earth is like thy people Israel, whom God
went to redeem to be his own people, to make thee a name of greatness and
terribleness, by driving out nations from before thy people, whom thou hast
redeemed out of Egypt?

“Alright,” he said when he was finished. “I read it.”
“Who did God choose as His people?”

Mary Jane opened her mouth as if to blurt out the answer.
“You don’t say a word, Mary Jane. Alemeth?”
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“Israel?”

“Yes, Alemeth. Good. But what one nation in the earth is like Israel? Isn’t
that the question being asked in this verse?”

“I don’t know.”

Mary Jane giggled.

“Shush, now! Alemeth, if the Jews crucified our Lord, and if Jesus made
a new covenant, who then, are God’s chosen people now?”

“Christians?” he guessed again.

“Exactly. His new chosen people are those who believe in Him. We are a
tribe, in a way. A family. The name Alemeth may only seem to have no
meaning at all. Perhaps all the meaning it needs is that Alemeth is one of a
family: the family of God’s chosen people.”

And so the lessons began. At Bynum’s Creek twice each week, and at
Clear Creek on Sundays, Eliza Strong taught school, delighting Mary Jane and
driving Alemeth crazy. When she’d finished teaching about Abraham’s
faithfulness to God over Isaac, and Noah’s faithfulness when the rest of the
world was killed, she followed with Adam and Eve, and then with Cain and
Abel: in other words, it was all about dead people. When he complained that
he had no interest in the dead, that all he cared about was the future, Eliza
added grammar, diction, and penmanship. She said he’d didn’t appreciate
how lucky he was, that Bynum’s Creek Plantation was like a new Eden and he
had a chance to know and love God if only he’d open his heart. As far as
Alemeth was concerned, Miss Strong’s school had nothing to do with what a
boy really needed to know. It was about words and symbols, and the hidden
meanings of things that seemed to mean one thing, but Eliza insisted meant
another. She wasn’t his mother. What gave fer the right to tell him what he
ought to know?

As best as Alemeth could tell, Mary Jane enjoyed every minute. It was all
he could do to show her respect. Pa dropped in from time to time to see how
things were going. Alemeth tried scrunching up his face to let Pa know he
hated sitting in class all day, but Pa always answered with a look of his own,
and Alemeth always turned his attention to the lesson in the end, since that
was what Pa wanted. He tried resigning himself to accepting the sentence for
what it was — being forced to satisfying the whims of another person — but a
day with Miss Strong was worse than a day of fishing without a nibble. She
made him feel like bait that was being nibbled. Three days a week of it was
about all he could handle. On the four days he had without her, he did his best
to keep his life the way it had always been, but most weeks, four days didn’t
seem hardly enough.
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One day soon after school began, the Reverend Leroy B. Gaston became
pastor at College Hill Presbyterian. Leander McKinney had been right: Leroy
Gaston was indeed a wonderful preacher — or at least everyone said so.
Granted that his booming voice managed to pull you right out of your wooded
daydreams and into church, at least for a moment or two. But still, no preacher
was going to make any lasting impression on him.

Then something happened that made the preacher seem like a miracle
worker. As it happens, Alemeth was right there to witness it. As Reverend
Gaston exchanged pleasantries with the departing congregation, he said to
Miss Strong, “I understand you are teaching on the Sabbath.”

“That’s correct, Reverend Gaston.”

“You are not concerned about — the Commandment?”

“The Commandment only forbids work, Reverend. Not teaching.”

“But your teaching is work, dear.”

Alemeth wasn’t sure what they were talking about, and probably wouldn’t
have noticed, except that he was next in line, and the confrontation took place
just inches from him. Miss Strong’s voice had taken a decided edge.

“Reverend Gaston, I come from a very Christian family. Perhaps you
know of my Uncle — the Reverend William Lightbourne Strong? I was raised
in his house. He always condoned teaching scripture on the Sabbath. And the
Reverend Hitchcock, my pastor in Columbus, held the same view. Sunday has
been a day of scripture study all my life. Surely, Scripture does not make it a
sin to teach scripture on the Sabbath.”

There was something of a bottle neck forming in the line behind them.

“My dear, I do not mean to presume, but I feel sure Mr. Byers is paying
for your labors?”

“Yes. Of course.”

“When a preacher living by the kindness of the congregation preaches the
Gospel on the Sabbath, there’s no sin in that, of course. First Corinthians,
chapter nine. But my dear, you have no commission from the church to preach.
You are teaching, and you are teaching for wages, at that. How is that anything
but work?”

By now, several people were listening to the conversation, and Alemeth
could see that Miss Strong was aware of them.

“Reverend Gaston, I —”

“And even if not work for you, my dear, it is for the children. Do they say
their ABC’s? Do drills? Perform exercises, as you assign them?”

“Why, yes...”

“Learning is work, my dear. The children must be taught to abide by the
commandment. Your teaching on Sundays sets a very poor example for them.”
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“But, Reverend, my purpose is to prepare my students for an
understanding of —”

“The Commandment says nothing of purpose, Miss Strong. Exodus thirty-
one. Teaching and learning involve work. Therefore teaching on Sunday is a
sin. Once we begin coming up with our own exceptions to the word of God,
there can be no end to the error of our ways.”

Miss Strong’s face was red. Her head teetered on the edge of her neck,
mouth open a little. And when she finally tried to speak again, the Reverend
cut her short once more.

“You have six other days of the week you can teach, Miss Strong. The
Sabbath is a day of rest. Scripture could not be more clear.”

It was the first time Alemeth had seen Miss Strong at a loss for words, and
he envied Reverend Gaston for it. The pleasure he felt at the sight was all the
sweeter because Miss Strong was being fed a dose of her own medicine. Even
if Reverend Gaston wasn’t a miracle worker, he had something even the
McKinneys had missed.

In any case, neither on that day, nor on any of the Sundays that followed,
were there any lessons taught by Miss Strong. Classes were cut to two days a
week at Bynum’s Creek, and Alemeth could not have been more delighted —
unless, of course, the Reverend had said that school was wrong altogether.
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Mary Jane and Semmy Lou took to Eliza from the start. And after weeks
with her, even Alemeth, despite all his resistance, started speaking less like
Leander McKinney. There was no denying the good Eliza’s school did for all
his children. So Amzi asked her to come to Bynum’s Creek three days a week,
instead of two. Alemeth complained, of course, but Amzi was certain it was
for the boy’s own good.

Then, something else happened, more serious still: Amzi asked Eliza one
afternoon if he might be allowed to call on her at Clear Creek. She agreed,
and within a month or so, they were engaged in full scale courtship. The
difference between Amzi’s age and Eliza’s was no greater than the difference
between the Colonel’s and Mary Ann’s, and Amzi drew upon his years in the
mercantile business to reckon accounts: ten cents a pound was what he’d have
to get for his cotton before he could afford to remarry. A year later, the price
of middling cotton rose to ten cents a pound.

When he asked her, she asked if he understood her calling to do the work
of the Lord. And when he said he did, she accepted.

When the planning began for Amzi and Eliza to join in holy matrimony,
no one needed to remind Amzi that planning a wedding had nothing to do with
the groom. It would be all about Eliza.

* * %

Young ladies in Uncle William’s congregation had married in their
Sunday woolens. So had the women in Henry Hitchcock’s church. Gray,
brown, or dull green at best, it was always dark; Eliza had never considered a
lighter color. In fact, she’d never even thought about a wedding dress, until she
saw the one Julia had been married in, and began to wonder whether she, too,
might say her vows in it. (It had been a beautiful shade of dark gray.)

Then Mary Ann showed her a portrait of Queen Victoria in her white
wedding gown.

“What do you think, sister?”

“Oh my goodness: the money it must take to buy a dress like that!”

“Eliza, dear, they’re not that expensive. What do you think of the dress?
Would you wear it?”

“It’s too showy, I’'m sure. And all white?”

“But sister, dear. Since the Queen did it, it has become the thing to do.”

“It’s so pretty — I couldn’t bear to get it soiled.”

“No matter. A wedding dress ought to be worn only once.”

“But, Mary Ann — it’s a question of taste. Don’t you think it, well —
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promiscuous?”’
“Hardly, dear sister. White is the color of angels. And purity.”
“Well. Alright then. Perhaps I could — I mean, as long as it were simple.”

Mary Ann’s thoughts about the sleeves made sense enough. The gloves
and the veil were fine, though she hadn’t worn a veil since Uncle Henry died.
The problem was not the gloves or the veil, but the neckline. It could not be
lower than the collar bone.

“Sister, are you certain —”

“Yes,” insisted Eliza.

“I might concede on the neck line,” said Mary Ann, “if I could be the one
to have the dress made.”

“You? Have the dress made? By whom?”

“You would leave that to me.”

“You’d keep it simple?”

“Fashionably, yes.”

“The neck line will be higher than the collar bone?”

“No lower.”

“Well, then, well enough.”

The wedding would be at the Brown’s house, at Clear Creek; the Colonel
would give her away; Reverend Gaston would perform the ceremony.

“It will be a large wedding,” said Mary Ann.

“How much will it cost?”

“The cost need not concern you. The Colonel and I will take care of it.”

“But — Mary Ann — I don’t want to seem ungrateful, but really — I don’t
know who I’d invite.”

“Really, sister?”

“Really.”

“I’1l draw up a list, then.”

Mary Ann’s list would include ‘people of importance.’

No matter.

As long as the Lord was present, everything would be fine.
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When the Websters arrived for the wedding from Carondelet, Alemeth’s
girl problem only got worse. In addition to Mary Jane, Semmy Lou, and the
Colonel’s daughters (of whom there were now five), there were three Webster
girls. Julia, Mary Ann, and Harriet Webster oohed and ahhed over Mrs.
Brown’s things — the embroidered linen, the gold leaf china, the sterling.
Alemeth didn’t want to sit on brocaded cushions, between girls in toile or lace.
Perfume smothered him — “That stuff stinks to high heaven!” he’d said the
first time he’d smelled it on Mary Jane — and the stiff white Sunday shirt, the
collar, the old suit of Pa’s, a hand-me-down much too large for him — none of
it was comfortable. Worst thing was, it all had to stay clean. Having to stay
completely clear of all dirt left Alemeth very little to do.

Only wire-hooped, stiff-corseted women could make a man dress so stiff.
Why men tolerated it made no sense. Dressing up, combing hair, minding
manners. Just because girls did was no reason he should have to. It was
unnatural. In fact, everything about Clear Creek was unnatural. Most Sundays,
when it was just the Byerses and Browns, if he’d try to wander off, Pa would
stop him, make him sit with everyone else, to be “civil.” But on this day — the
day Pa and Eliza were to get married — with house guests all over and
everyone readying for the ceremony — there was no one paying attention to
him. He could do cartwheels on the terrace or yelp like a scalded dog, and no
one was likely to notice. And as it happened, Fortune was smiling from
above. On a drawing room sideboard was a porcelain bowl, and it was full of
the new friction matches.

Outside, Alemeth found a spider web spun out between two peach trees.
In its center was a little white-bellied fellow, his construction done, waiting for
prey. Alemeth wasn’t going to burn the spider, but the matches had to be used
for something. The way the spider’s web shimmered, all but weightless
between shadow and light, its strands thinner than the hairs on his arms, cried
out to him with a question: how would it burn? Would it go up in a quick
flash? Would it burn slowly, strand by strand, each one a separate fuse, the
whole thing collapsing as it came apart in stages? He didn’t know, and he
couldn’t reason through to an answer. And when things got like that, you
could count on one hand the number of times Alemeth was able to let the
question drop without an answer. For if there was one thing Alemeth couldn’t
stand, it was not knowing what would happen.

Pa had always called him curious, and Miss Strong had hard started saying
that, according to Henry Blow’s three Irish Marys, curiosity “killed the cat.”
When he’d finally asked what cat, Miss Strong had just laughed and wouldn’t
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tell him. The more she refused to explain, the more frustrated he got. But
when Pa came in and saw his frustration, he hadn’t made Miss Strong tell,
he’d said it was ‘just an expression.” Alemeth had never stopped wondering
about that cat, and today, with Pa and Miss Strong about to be married, he
couldn’t stop wondering how that spider web would burn.

He pulled a lucifer from his pocket. There’d be nothing wrong with
destroying it; he wouldn’t burn the spider. And the spider could rebuild the
web in no time. So he struck the match against the bark of a tree.

The match broke. Then, as he looked for a better surface, a voice called
from the house.

“Come in, everyone! Come in! The ceremony’s about to begin!”

Inside, people were whispering to each other, turning around in their seats,
looking over their shoulders. His instructions were to sit on the bench next to
Mary Jane and Semmy Lou. (“Up front,” Mrs. Brown had said. “Where
everyone can see you.”)

Eyes were gazing. The seat was hard. Pa stood next to the stairs with his
brothers, Reverend Gaston on the first step. After Mrs. Brown came the
Colonel, and on his arm, Miss Strong, dressed all in white, her face beneath a
short veil. When everything was quiet, Reverend Gaston started in about
marriage. About God giving Adam dominion over Eve, and all creatures, and
the whole earth. About each thing bearing the seed for generations, according
to its kind. About God telling Adam and Eve to multiply. About marriage, and
the difference between freedom and union. All Alemeth could think about
was how a spider web would burn.

“What therefore God hath joined together, let not man put asunder.”

When Amzi lifted Miss Strong’s veil, Mary Jane sighed as if she wanted
the whole world to hear her. There was applause. Everybody made a point of
calling Miss Strong ‘Mrs. Byers.’

Alemeth couldn’t get outside fast enough.

On the terrace, the air was cool and the spring sky sunny, but the ground
was wet, as if there’d been a brief shower. If he went back to the spider web,
the heels of his trousers would pick up dirt. Harl and Emily held silver trays
with petits-fours. From their cage, Clio and Calliope had an older lady under
their spell. Alemeth took a petit-four that looked sweet and moist, but it turned
out to be savory and dry. A glance at his pant leg revealed a small grass stain
already there, so he decided to try the spider web again, anyway. Then the
door from the house opened. Amzi’s two brothers, Alemeth and Johnson,
came onto the porch: Uncle Alemeth a tall, gawky man with large eyebrows
and deep set eyes, a little like Pa’s; Uncle Johnson pale and freckled, with a
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shock of carrot red hair. He wondered how the three could be brothers.
“You know what Papaw used to say about that.”

“Yeah, I remember. If you put a Gordon and a skunk in a sack together -

“ — the skunk’ll pass out from the smell of whiskey!”

Uncle Johnson laughed. Uncle Alemeth shook his head.

“Hello, John Alemeth. Johnson, why don’t you sit out here and talk to our
nephew. I’ve got some business I want to discuss with Amzi and Colonel
Brown.”

Uncle Johnson smiled and sat down next to Alemeth. When Uncle
Alemeth went back inside, Johnson pulled a cigar from his pocket.

“How are you, John?”

“I’'m okay, I guess. Folks just call me Alemeth, though. How are you?”

“I feel like a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs. You smoke?”

“Naw. [ -7

“That’s alright. I don’t much care for it myself. I’d rather chew anyway.
Do you chew?”

“Naw...”

He’d seen Pa chew plenty, and he’d asked if he could try a plug, just once,
just to see what it was like, and Pa almost gave him some, but after Eliza got
wind of it, the answer had been no.

“Well, suit yourself. How about a little whiskey, then?”

“Sure. Some whiskey’d be good.”

He’d always wondered what whiskey was like.

“I can see you’re a man after my own heart.”

“Pa says I’m liable to do just about anything.”

Uncle Johnson chuckled and poured a small glass about a third full, and
Alemeth downed it in one swallow.

Dang!

Uncle Johnson laughed. “Whoa, Alemeth. Take a minute. You’re allowed
to sip it, you know. Here, try again. But sip it this time.”

Uncle Johnson poured the glass half full again. Alemeth lifted it, but
stopped short of putting it to his lips.

“You gonna drink that whiskey?”

He shook his head.

“Sorry. You don’t really like it, do you?”

“It smells like a kerosene lamp.”

“Don’t worry. I understand. Here, give it here.”

Uncle Johnson took the glass.

“Don’t worry, Alemeth. You did good. Real good.”
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After finishing the glass, Uncle Johnson went off to find Uncle Alemeth.
When he did, Alemeth set out for the spider web. When he found it still there,
he struck a lucifer on one of the bricks bordering Mrs. Brown’s garden. This
time, it lit. He moved the flame toward the web, imagining all sorts of
crackling color and sound, a dazzling show of finery gone haywire. But before
the flame even reached it, the web just vanished, instantaneously, from the
heat. The spider was nowhere to be seen; he’d escaped to parts unknown.
There’d been no fire at all, nothing that was ugly, or plain, or even boring —
just nothing. He’d simply made the web disappear. He reflected on what
he’d discovered, as if to be sure he had seen it right, then tucked the
information away, one more thing about how the world worked. Meanwhile,
with nothing about the burning of a spider web to delight or amuse him, he
decided to save the rest of the lucifers for a time he could keep a fire going.
Turning back toward the house, he noticed large spots of mud splattered on the
back of his trouser leg.

For the next couple of hours, while grown-ups mingled and laughed,
Alemeth sat, wondering who might see the mud on his pant leg, wondering
what they would say, what they’d make him do; but no one noticed. He
walked out to the outhouse, and sat again, and thought how awful was a house
full of girls, how awful it was to have to stay clean, how awful things would be
with Miss Strong in the house, and who would be first to call attention to the
mud on his trousers when they got home. He looked for Uncle Johnson again,
but Uncle Johnson was talking to Pa and Miss Strong.

When time came to go back to Bynum’s Creek, Amzi left in a buckboard
with Miss Strong. Uncle Johnson drove the rest of the family home in a
separate wagon, telling stories about his brother that Alemeth had never heard.
The only good thing about the day was that no one said a word to him about
the mud.

The next day, Leander McKinney and Alemeth were playing a game of
quoits when their conversation took a familiar turn.

“I wished I’d been at your Pa’s weddin’,” said Leander, tossing a ring at
the hob. “I’d go anywhere to hear Reverend Gaston preach. He gives a right
powerful sermon. Gets people actin’ full of the spirit.”

“Not this time, Leander. That man was slow as Christmas without fruit

pie.”

“No way. Not Reverend Gaston.”

“My Uncle Johnson could give a better wedding sermon than Reverend
Leroy.”

“Alemeth Bahrs, you wouldn’t know a good sermon if it hit you square in



~52~ Jjwcarvin

the head. And you shouldn’t call him Reverend Leroy. It ain’t respectful. My
Pa says Reverend Gaston’s the best preacher since Lorenzo Dow.”

“Don’t talk like you know everything, Leander McKinney. You weren’t
there. Maybe Reverend Leroy can preach alright on Sundays, but this wasn’t
no Sunday sermon. This was a weddin’. Weddin’ sermons ain’t like Sunday
sermons.”

“Oh yeah? What was it like?”

“Like I said. It was awful. It put me half to sleep.”

Leander said nothing for once, and that was good. But it wasn’t good
enough, so Alemeth said one more thing:

“And I drank whiskey. Two glasses full.”

Pa had warned him that little white lies could lead to big ones, but the
words were already out, and besides, this was Leander McKinney he was
talking to.

“Heck you did.”

“I swear to God I did.”

He hadn’t planned to swear to God. That made it worse than a white lie.
He knew what God thought of disobedience. So he hurried back to the truth.

“My Uncle Johnson gave it to me.”

Again, Leander had no answer for that, and it seemed, for a moment, that
he’d had the last word. But not to be bested, Leander changed the subject.

“Hey Alemeth Bahrs. Now your teacher’s your mama!”

“No she’s not, Leander. My mama’s dead.”

“And she’s a Yankee!” Leander said gleefully. “How’s it feel, havin’ a
Yankee for a mama? C’mon, Alemeth Bahrs, tell me. How’s it feel?”
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The Lord expects a woman to live for His glory in everything she does.
Suffering is her lot, and she is to endure it as He endured his. Uncle William
had explained the role of women in a sermon: how God gave Eve to Adam.
How Saul gave his daughter to David as a reward for valor on the battlefield.
How Laban gave both his daughters to Jacob in return for years of labor. A
daughter is always subject to her father’s command; a wife must submit to her
husband. The man is not of the woman, but the woman of the man, and a
woman’s service to her husband should reflect her service to the Lord.

Would Mr. Byers be good to her?

After the wedding, on the buckboard to Bynum’s Creek, Eliza had prayed
that he’d be tender, and she had prayed for the strength to obey him, whatever
he turned out to be. Commit thy way unto the Lord; trust also in Him,; and He
shall bring it to pass.

Since then, her prayers had been answered. On her wedding night, her
dread had turned to happiness. Mr. Byers had proved to be caring and tender.
And in the days that followed, she had felt the glory of promise fulfilled. Mr.
Byers listened to what she had to say. He didn’t curse or drink to excess. He
proved himself a good father to the children. He asked her to call him by his
first name. Twenty years her senior, he had his warts and blisters, and his
tobacco chewing was the dirtiest thing she’d ever seen, but what concern are
warts and blisters, when compared to the goodness of the heart? If his own
prayers focused on the weather rather than salvation, so be it; at least he was a
man of prayer.

May brought rain, then warming sun, then more rain, days perfect for the
crops, he said. It seemed to Eliza as if the Lord stood on high, moving the sun
and the clouds in answer to Amzi’s prayers and those she had added to his.
The cotton grew tall. After weeks of hesitation, when she finally summoned
the courage to say something about his habit of getting in bed with the day’s
dust and grit on his legs, he asked why she’d taken so long to mention it, and
began taking a barrel shower before supper, with soap. He agreed not to spit
tobacco in front of her. He was a good man. While not always clean, he was
making an effort. He was strong; he was reliable; she found much to take
comfort in. And for that, she thanked the Lord.

To do her part, Eliza did everything she could to treat the children as if
they were her own. Mary Jane was a good student; little Semirah Louisa as
obedient as a stepmother could ask. Alemeth was the only one who resisted
her, and there were times even he seemed to come around. He’d asked her,
once, what the Bible said about the relationship between people and animals.
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When she told him that God had given man dominion over all the animals of
the earth, and all the fishes of the sea, he seemed satisfied; and another time,
he asked her if the Bible said anything about punishment for telling a lie.
Maybe, she thought, just maybe, these small expressions of interest meant he
was finally coming around.

* * *

One morning, Eliza woke to daylight in the window, to birdsongs in the
air, to a bed that was empty beside her. Her first thought was of the trousers
she was mending for Alemeth, that she’d left on the table a few feet away, to
finish first thing in the morning. But when the urge to pass water prompted her
to rise, her head spun with the churning of seas. She grabbed a pail.
Wrenching, she came face to face with what had been inside her, and tasted it
in her mouth. Pulling the pail closer to her mouth focused the smell around her
nose, and she disgorged again from deep inside her.

There was more upheaval, but nothing came out. Eventually, the nausea
subsided and she managed to rise, to dress, to go about the business of the day.
But at times she felt faint, and when Johnson saw her, he said she looked
lower than a snail at the bottom of a dry well. Leety said she might be going to
have a baby. And in the hours and days that followed, everyone came to
understand that Leety was right.

As days turned into weeks, what had been fertile ripened and grew. Green
bolls appeared in the cotton fields like thousands of tiny cabbages, and as if of
one mind, the people of Bynum’s Creek hoped for the appearance of what
people called “white gold.” As summer turned toward autumn, and as Eliza
grew large with her gift from the Lord, the bolls in the fields grew hard,
turning first to gold and then to brown, and when it seemed they could not get
any larger, they burst open by the millions. Cracking. Dividing. Becoming the
prizes for which all their labor had been spent. Acres on both sides of
Bynum’s Creek turned whiter than fleece, as if, in the still waning summer, an
early snow had started to fall.
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Alemeth looked forward to the day he would know as much about the
world as Amzi did. Lessons about rutting pigs, brooding chickens and how to
mill trees for good lumber were a never-ending feast for the appetite. And if
some things — like the cold slaughter of a defenseless animal — didn’t come
easily, it didn’t detract from his faith in his father, or his desire to learn
whatever he could about the world from him. So he listened faithfully to
Amzi’s lessons about the land, and about a man’s responsibility toward it. As
they rode the plantation together, Amzi talked of the sun, and of the soil: how
the crop needed rain when it was green, dropping its roots, and preparing to
bloom; how it needed sun when the bolls were forming and turning brown.
How now (with the bolls open) the cotton didn’t want rain at all — for rain
would ruin a crop that was ready to pick. But as Amzi also pointed out, you
didn’t want to pick it early, either. As long as the cotton was dry, it would
keep on growing; every day of sunshine would add to the harvest.

Amzi had answers to all Alemeth’s questions. How you could tell it was
time to start picking. Which rows to pick now and which to wait a little longer
before picking. That a red sky at night meant rain the next day; time to pick all
the cotton you could.

“Every boll has its perfect day: the day before it rains.”

But one day, the lesson was about something else.

“There’s something else we need to talk about, Alemeth. You have a new
Ma now. It’s time to start calling her ‘Ma,’ like your sisters do.”

Alemeth winced. Miss Strong wasn’t old enough to be his mother. With
Semirah still so strong in his heart, he couldn’t think of Miss Strong that way.

“Pa, I’ve tried, but I can’t. Miss Strong is not my real Ma.”

“I know you loved your real Ma, Alemeth. I’m glad you still feel so much
for her. But it would mean a lot to Eliza, if you could call her ‘Ma.” She
thinks you don’t like her.”

“Pa, it’s not that. I don’t know if I can.”

“Well, you can’t go on calling her Miss Strong. That isn’t her name
anymore. It sounds ridiculous. You need to try harder.”

He might as well start calling Ann Brown ‘Ma,’ he thought. Then, he had
an idea.

“Could I just call her ‘Eliza’?”

Amzi sighed; started to talk; then stopped again.

“I guess so, Alemeth. She’s got to understand how much you loved your
mother. I’1l talk to her about it. But no more ‘Miss Strong,” okay?”

“Okay, Pa. I’ll try to remember. ‘Eliza’ it is.”
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One day in late October, Leander McKinney knocked on the door.

“Hey, Alemeth — you heard Doctor Egger’s in town?

“Who?”

“Doctor Egger. My cousin says he talks to spirits.”

“Spirits?”

“Yeah. You ain’t never heard of that?”

“Sure I have.”

“Oh yeah? Tell me about it, then.”

“Well —it’s like prayin’.”

“Heck, Alemeth Bahrs. You don’t know nothin’. It ain’t prayin’. You can
talk to people who’ve died, and they talk back to you. Really. They tell you
things. My Daddy says he’s done it himself. Twice.”

The very idea of hearing a ghost talk sent chills up Alemeth’s spine; he
was fascinated. Alemeth readily agreed to go see Dr. Egger. But he also
insisted on secrecy, because, he said, “some folks don’t approve.” They
needed a plan. They needed to wait for the right time.

A few days later, when Eliza asked Alemeth to get her a piece of lace
from Neilson’s, to make a piece for the baby she was expecting, it was the
chance Alemeth had been waiting for. He let Leander know their chance had
come. In Oxford, instead of going straight to Neilson’s, they stopped in at
Butler’s hotel to look for Dr. Egger.

“Good morning, boys,” said Mrs. Butler. “What can I do for you?”

“Good morning, ma’am. Is Doctor Egger staying here?”

“You mean, Doctor Edgar? No. He’s not staying with us. He sleeps in his
wagon, in a lot off North Street.”

“Oh. Thank you, ma’am.”

“You’re Alemeth Byers, aren’t you? And you, a McKinney?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Do your parents know you’re looking for Doctor Edgar?”

“Yes, ma’am. They know all about it.”

It was a lie, of course. (Not his lie, this time.) Leander was always
speaking for both of them, and sometimes, you just had to go along with
Leander’s white lies, no matter how crazy the scheme. So when Mrs. Butler
looked his way, Alemeth just nodded his head.

Dr. Edgar’s big covered wagon sat around the corner from Dr. Isom’s. A
sign printed across its middle read, “DR. O.W. EDGAR,” and in larger letters,
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below, was the claim Leander had talked about: “GUIDE TO THE SPIRITS.”
A tent was set up next to it, and a man sat on a chair in front of the tent. On a
sign in the ground were the words, “Your Surer Path to Knowledge.”

“Good morning, gentlemen.”

Leander was gleaming. “Good morning.”

“Good morning.”

“Are you gentlemen interested in the Spirits?”

“Yes, sir,” said Alemeth and Leander at the same time.

“Well, that shows your intelligence. I’ve always valued the company of
intelligent people. So please, consider me a friend. What can I do for you?”

“Is it true what they say,” asked Leander, “that you can talk to dead
people?”

“Quite true, my friend, though I prefer to think of them as spirits. And
with my help, you can too. Are there any particular spirits you have in mind?”

Leander and Alemeth looked at Dr. Edgar wide-eyed. Alemeth hadn’t
thought about who. Surely not his mother. Who else did he kmow?

“And, while you think about who you’d like to talk to, do you gentlemen
have ten cents? I usually charge twenty-five, but for you boys, I'll gladly make
an exception.”

Leander, as usual, had no money. On most days, there’d be none in
Alemeth’s own pocket either, but Eliza had given him money for the lace. He
counted it, to be sure. If he gave ten cents to Dr. Edgar, he might not have
enough for the lace.

“No. I guess —”

“Sure you do,” said Leander. “That’s forty cents you got there.” Leander
whirled around to face Dr. Edgar. “My grandpappy. That’s who we want to
talk to. We’ll talk to my grandpappy.” Whirling back, he stuck out his hand for
the money. “Unless you got someone else in mind?”’

Alemeth hadn’t planned to pay, but his curiosity about talking to a ghost —
any ghost — proved frighteningly irresistible. He handed over ten cents of
what Eliza had given him, and they followed Dr. Edgar into the tent.

“My friends,” the doctor said, “my most excellent and intelligent friends —
according to Varley’s Treatise on Zodiacal Physiognomy, the alignment of the
planets in relation to the stars at the time of a man’s birth determines the rest
of his life. When were you born?”

Alemeth answered: “I was born on the first of January.”

“Oh, really? You’re a Capricorn, then. Ruled by Saturn. Persistent, like a
goat. Hardworking. You make good decisions, when you think things through.
You want to be independent, but you find yourself wanting the approval of
others. And you?”
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“I want to talk to my grandpappy.”

“Alright, alright. Give me just a minute.”

Dr. Edgar pulled down flaps at each end of the tent, making everything
dark. Then, in the center of a small table, he lit a candle that lit up his face and
cast a shadow behind him. He bid the boys to sit beside him; when they did,
the three silhouettes on the tent’s side looked like shades of the dead.

“Put your hands on the table,” said the doctor. “Palms down, like this. A
spirit will come to the smoke of a fire,” he explained, and then — addressing
spirits unseen — “We are looking for Leander’s granddaddy. What did you
say his name was, son?”

“Zephaniah. Zephaniah McKinney.”

Alemeth couldn’t wait to see what would happen next.

“We are looking for Zephaniah McKinney. Are you there, Zephaniah?
Leander wants to speak to you.”

Nothing.

“Boys, it’s very important. Don’t think of anything else but Leander’s
granddaddy.”

Alemeth had never seen Leander’s granddaddy; how was he supposed to
think of him?

“Ask for him, Leander. Maybe he’ll respond to your voice.”

“Grandpappy, this is Leander talkin’. Your grandson. Are you there?”

After a moment, there was a quiet rapping from their midst.

“Ssshh!” said Dr. Edgar. “I think we may have him. Ask him again.”

“Grandpappy, this is Leander. Are you there?”

There was silence for just a moment, then two quick raps, a pause, and
then two more.

“I hear him,” said the doctor. “It’s — yes, it’s him. He says his name is
Zephaniah McKinney.”

“I don’t—"

“Ssshh! He says he is very glad to see you, Leander.”

“Well, dang, I cain’t see him!”

“Of course you can’t, Leander. He’s only a spirit.”

“But I cain’t hear him, neither.”

“Listen, closely,” said the doctor. “It takes practice. Sometimes, it takes a
medium to hear the voices.”

Alemeth listened as closely as he knew how, but all he could hear was the
thumping in his own chest, then more rapping.

“He wants to know how your Ma and Pa are doing.”

Leander looked like he’d swallowed a watermelon.

“Ma and Pa are fine,” he said.
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“Do you have any questions for your granddaddy?”

“I sure do. Tell me, grandpappy, — are you up in Heaven? Or —”

More rapping. Leander stopped, but it didn’t matter.

“He is,” said Dr. Edgar. “He says he is.”

“What’re things like there?”

“It’s wonderful,” he says. ‘Absolutely wonderful. The weather’s always
sunny. The birds sow seed. Crops never need working. People have nothing to
do but fish all day.”

“How’s the fishin’?”

The doctor listened, and Alemeth did too. Nothing beat fishing,

“He catches fish every time his line goes in the water.”

Leander and Alemeth both gasped.

“The fish clean and fry themselves.”

“Dang, dang, dang!”
Heaven itself.

proclaimed Leander, eyes bulging as if they’d seen

After the séance, Leander raved about his granddaddy’s report. “Sure
beats angels sitting around and singing hymns, don’t it, Alemeth?”’

“Sure does.”

“Sure was dandy talking to him.”

“Sure was.” But Alemeth was already thinking about the money.

“Alemeth Byers, you reckon we can come back some time? Your Ma got
anything else she needs in town?”

“She ain’t my Ma.”

At Neilson’s, Alemeth was five cents short on the lace. Dr. Edgar’s ten
cents had made a difference.

“No problem,” said Mr. Neilson. “You’re Amzi Byers’ boy, aren’t you?”

“Yes...”

“I’1l put it on account.”

Relief calmed Alemeth’s anxious heart. He’d be able to get the lace for
Eliza after all. But on the way home, he stewed over his new problem. He was
going to have to give Eliza the lace, but what about the money? If he gave her
only a few cents, as if he’d gotten change, he’d be stealing. If he told her he’d
spent it all, he’d be lying again. And it wouldn’t be a little white one. He
couldn’t think of anything he could do where things would turn out right. So,
when the time came, he gave Eliza only the lace — suggesting, perhaps (but
without having to say so) that it had cost the whole forty cents. In order that he
wouldn’t have to lie, all the coins stayed in his pocket.

For a couple of weeks, no one said anything, and Alemeth thought maybe
he’d done the right thing (or at least the smart thing). But his worries returned
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when, in Oxford to get new stirrup leathers for Cracker, Pa said, “As long as
we’re in town, let’s go over to Neilson’s.”

“What do we need at Neilson’s?”

“Nothing. But I thought I’d pay up the account.”

The mere mention of the account made Alemeth’s heart jump a beat, and
he lagged behind. He didn’t want to see what would happen next. But he could
have predicted it: the greetings, the general inquiries about health, the getting
down to business, the furrowed brow on Pa’s face when Mr. Neilson’s account
book didn’t match his own. Or maybe, somehow, it would be better.

When Pa ran a forefinger down the page of Mr. Neilson’s ledger, it
showed 35 cents on account for the lace.

“There’s the mistake. Alemeth paid for that lace. In cash.”

“No he didn’t. He was short.”

Both men looked at him. He swallowed.

“He was short,” Mr. Neilson repeated. “So I told him I’d put it on
account. Isn’t that right, Alemeth?”

There was nothing he could do. He’d been caught red-handed.

“Yes, sir, Pa. He’s right. He put it on account.”

“Then what happened to the money Ma gave you?”

“I still have it. Back home.”

Pa scowled, apologized to Mr. Neilson, and paid up the account. On the
ride home, Pa kept saying, “I don’t know why you didn’t say something.”
Still, Alemeth said nothing. There was no sense volunteering. Nothing he
could say would help. No matter how he counted it, he had only thirty cents to
return, not the forty he’d been given. Maybe, when he turned the coins over to
Pa, Pa wouldn’t count it. Or maybe they’d forget how much they gave him in
the first place, and that would be the end of it.

Help me, Lord.

But as it turns out, Pa did count it. And Eliza knew she had given him
forty cents. There was nothing to say but what had really happened.

For a moment, it seemed it might be his lucky day, because Pa seemed to
focus on Leander.

“What comes over you when you get together with that McKinney boy?
Every time you two get together, you get into some sort of trouble. You need
to find yourself someone else to hang around with.”

But then, reality.

“Go get my switch, John Alemeth. I’m going to beat you into next week.”

Alemeth got a licking he wouldn’t soon forget. But finding someone else
to hang with? Besides Leander McKinney? There was no one close to their
age for miles, unless you counted girls.
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The existence of spirits is well attested by Scripture, as Eliza knew well,
but as she saw it, Dr. Edgar’s summoning of Zephaniah McKinney was an
abomination. True, Alemeth had stolen the money, more or less, and had all
but lied about it. He probably deserved the licking he’d got, and was obviously
in need of a thorough Christian education. But he was just a boy; he could be
forgiven such things. Dr. Edgar was a grown man.

Amzi said Edgar was a fraud, a swindler, with no regard for the truth, like
all mentalists and spiritualists. All that was true, she knew, but the real danger
was worse than fraud. To raise a man from the dead is something only God
could do. And even if Dr. Edgar — or whatever his real name was — didn’t
intend to raise the dead, what he was doing was very dangerous. Satan looks
for openings into our lives. To sit in a dark room summoning spirits is to
welcome him into your heart. If your object is to cheat young boys of their
errand money, who can deny that Satan has a foothold?

First, she told Alemeth he’d better start making smarter choices, or he
might never get to attend the University. When that seemed to have no impact,
she got Amzi to agree there’d be no more trips to town until further notice, to
keep Alemeth out of harm’s way.

Alemeth said it wasn’t fair. That he’d already been punished by Amzi and
didn’t need ‘someone else’ trying to tell him what he needed. That she wasn’t
his real Ma, and had no right. She let him know that what she wanted was for
his own good. That if he resented her for it, she’d simply have to bear that
burden. That it was a small price to pay for protecting him.

But then, when Amzi said maybe the boy was right, she got to wondering,
and after a quick prayer, she said, “Amzi, I think I ought to adopt the children.
Legally. Before God.”

It wasn’t so strange a request. Uncle William and Aunt Harriet had legally
adopted her. Uncle Henry had celebrated his adoptions with a family meeting
at the altar. But Amzi didn’t see it that way.

“I see no point in it,” he said.

“Alemeth doesn’t accept me, as things are. You can’t expect me to protect
him from evil influence if he doesn’t respect me as his mother.”

She tried several more arguments, but none of it got her anywhere. For a
reasons she couldn’t understand, Amzi would hear nothing of formal adoption.
Her suggestion, meanwhile — made, to her regret, in front of the children — had
made Alemeth look even more defiant and resentful.

It was a look she’d see often in the months to come.
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The way Eliza kept on about the Word of God and the need for ‘a good
Christian education’ was getting on Alemeth’s nerves. “Chronicles is a
message from the Lord,” she would say. “If you want to understand yourself,
Alemeth, you must pray for an understanding of Chronicles.” And it wasn’t
just Chronicles; it was all of Scripture, every chapter and verse. “The Holy
Ghost is always with you,” she would say. “And He’s always sending you a
message, Alemeth. If you’ll just open your ears, you’ll hear the message as
clear as I do. You simply have to ask Him to give it to you.”

He tried, but he didn’t hear a thing.

“Have you read your Scripture yet today? You’ll never get into the
University unless you study.”

His interest in the University was less than his interest in brocaded seat
cushions. Pa understood about Universities. It was one thing to learn about
things that really mattered, things that existed, that he could touch and feel; it
was another to learn about people who lived thousands of years ago. It was
the one part of Eliza’s browbeating that made him chuckle. She had no idea
how little the idea of a University — or Scripture — or anything about the past,
meant to him. She had no idea, in short, who he really was.

Then, as Alemeth’s twelfth birthday approached, Eliza said it would be
the perfect time for him to “stand up,” to make his profession of faith. She
invited Reverend Gaston to have a talk with him.

The Reverend Leroy B. Gaston’s gravity had to be acknowledged. (He’d
once knocked a tray of petits-fours out of Harl’s hands with the flesh that
overflowed his suspenders.) After Reverend Gaston and Miss Eliza spoke
privately for a minute, Eliza asked Alemeth what he believed. Of course he
believed in God, and Jesus, and all that. But the Reverend Gaston wanted more
detail. Was Alemeth saved? Did he believe he was among the elect? What did
he think of the Westminster Confession?

When he said he wasn’t sure, Reverend Gaston said Faith doesn’t mean
freedom from all doubt — only recognition that doubt is the work of the devil.
The Faith God expects of us, he said, is to believe in the divinity of the Lord
despite one’s doubts. “When the mind begins to question the Word of God,
you know the Devil is at work. If possible, doubt should not be entertained in
the first place, but if it does arise, it must be dismissed and kept far away.”

Eliza asked the ultimate question.

“Alemeth, are you ready to declare yourself bound to the service of Jesus
Christ, your Lord and Savior?”

She showed no sign of giving up. And there couldn’t be any good to
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come from entertaining the devil. And so, on Saturday, the first of January,
1848 — Alemeth’s twelfth birthday — he stood up for the Lord.

“Do you declare, John Alemeth Byers, before your family, and before
your friends and neighbors, that you are ready to submit, with all your heart
and all your soul, to the will of God, as your Lord?”

“I do.”

At Reverend Gaston’s invitation, people stepped forward and laid hands
on him, praying out loud for his soul. One woman’s hand on his neck made
him wonder if Zachariah McKinney felt as cold; another’s shook as if palsied.
When it was all done, he needed fresh air. Escaping from the house, he made
his way to the tool shed, where he found Uncle Johnson taking a drink.

“Don’t say anything about this to your stepma. Alright?”

“Of course. I won’t say nothin’.”

It felt good to hear Johnson call Eliza his ‘stepma.” “Uncle Johnson?”

‘What?”

“How come Pa acts so different around Miss — around Eliza?”

“Men fall in love, Alemeth.”

“I can’t ever talk to him anymore. He only listens to her. She’s got him
bewitched or something.”

“Oh, Alemeth. She’s not a bad lady. You ought to give her a chance.”

“I’ve tried, Uncle Johnson. I’ve tried to hear what she hears, but I don’t.
And she won’t lay off it. Always talking to angels and stuff. It’s, well, it’s like
there’s somethin’ wrong with me if I don’t hear angels talkin’ too.”

“Eliza takes her Scripture serious, Alemeth. And maybe that’s a good
thing. She knows more about the good book than I’1l ever know.”

“But she keeps at it. I’ll bet she’s talked about Chronicles a dozen times.”

“Chronicles?”

“Yeah. It’s just a bunch of names. But she keeps telling me to study it, to
pray about it, to find out what the Holy Ghost is trying to tell me about what
my name means.”

“Well, I guess I see that a little different than your stepma does.”

“You do?”

“It wasn’t the Holy Ghost that named you, Alemeth. It was your Ma. |
was there, at your baptism. Your uncle Alemeth was your sponsor. Your Ma
named you John Alemeth, after him.”

“Why?”

“Because he stuck up for what he believed in. Back in Union County,
your Uncle Alemeth was famous for how he stood up to Papaw.”

Well. If that didn’t beat just about anything. Miss Strong didn’t know
everything, and Alemeth resolved not to forget it.
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For Eliza, teaching, prayer and the study of Scripture served practical
purposes as well as spiritual ones. Without them, she’d have only had to
decide what dress to make, what shawl to knit, what socks to mend. Leety did
the laundry, kept the garden, made the meals; with occasional help from
Annie, she made all the negroes’ clothes. Grote and Kep did the yard work.
Simply put, there was not much else for the mistress of Amzi’s three-room
cabin to do. The nearest neighbor was over a mile away, Clear Creek nearly
ten. Neither Nancy McKinney, Anna James, nor Mary Crawford visited often.

Nor did Amzi occupy much of her time. Early every morning, he went out
to see what the night had done to the plantation. Sometimes he’d come back
for dinner in the early afternoon, but he was always gone again soon
thereafter. He rarely returned before dark. Sometimes, she thought the crop
and the soil were his mistresses.

So there was little to do during daylight hours but knit, teach, and study
Scripture, and she did her best to see that they filled her day. But as weeks
passed, she thought as well about the life inside her. The child’s elbows and
legs were pressing, little feet pushing against her spine. Eventually, despite
ministrations from Leety and Mary Jane, she longed for the day the baby
would come. She faced the last few weeks propped up on pillows, wondering
if that day would finally be the day, wondering what it would be like to have a
child of her own.

* * *

When the day finally came, childbirth rocked her frame. In the throes of
labor, hips splitting, back aching, insides nauseous, her flesh stretched beyond
all reason, she wondered if such suffering was really needed for a life of
service to the Lord. But when the pain was over, she knew He had lifted her up
by seeming to beat her down. Through the mystery of His ways, He had
strengthened her will draw on His strength, not her own. To be always
obedient to His will.

Besides: the child was warm,; fragile; crying out to be cared for. Love for
the child took a place it in Eliza’s heart it would never give up.

She named her daughter Medora Roxanna, after the character in Lord
Byron’s poem, and after her mother. Byron’s Medora and her own mother had
both been faithful to wandering husbands. Medora the adorable. Dora, little
Dora. A faithful little angel.

Cooing in her ear, she welcomed the infant to the army of the Lord.
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Alemeth’s curiosity about the new baby ranged from the curious worm
coming out of her navel, to the shock of dark hair, to the wonderment and
confusion evident in her eyes. Would she be thin and small like Eliza? Have
the same small knot at the front of her throat? But his curiosity lasted little
more than a few days. He soon concluded that having Dora in the house was
both good and bad.

On the good side, the baby occupied a lot of Eliza’s time. The hours she
spent nursing, washing and dressing the girl — cooing to her, reading to her,
singing to her — were all hours Eliza was not focusing on him. For the first
couple of weeks after Dora was born, there were no lessons. And even when
school started again, lessons lasted only two hours, not four. Best of all, for
months after Dora’s birth, there were no Sunday trips to College Hill or Clear
Creek. More time to spend outdoors, swimming or fishing. More time hanging
out with Leander McKinney. More time to spend with Pa.

But on the bad side, Amzi now had one more person to pay attention to.
Sometimes /e cooed to the baby just like Eliza. He even sang to her, though he
couldn’t sing any better than Leander McKinney. And every time Amzi
seemed ready to leave the baby to itself, Eliza would ask him to bring Dora
something, or do something for her, or she’d say, “Oh, Amzi, look what
Dora’s doing now!” One way or another, she was always bringing his attention
back to Dora.

Encouraged by nudges from Eliza, Amzi paid more attention to the baby
than he paid to Alemeth, Mary Jane, or even Semmy Lou. One day, he told
Semmy Lou he couldn’t call her “Little” Semmy Lou any more. Being four,
she was ‘all grown up’ compared to Dora. “In fact,” he said, “it’s time you
started acting more grown up. There’s only room for one baby in the house.”

The words sent Semmy Lou into tears. Amzi told her to stop crying, she
was too big to be crying like a baby, but that only seemed to hurt her more. It
was obvious why the words had stung. Sometimes, Amzi just didn’t seem to
understand; he didn’t see his own favoritism, though his preference for Eliza’s
child was as clear as the midday sun to Alemeth and Semmy Lou.

Leander McKinney had two younger brothers. Pa had several. A brother
could be a life-long friend, someone to go swimming or fishing with, someone
who’d always be right there, available for a romp or friendly tussle. Everyone
knows how close brothers can be. Alemeth would have loved to have
somebody that close — somebody like Leander would be, if Leander weren’t
trying to tell him what to do all the time. But another sister?

Somebody more like himself would have been just about perfect.
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Cotton Plantation
FOR SALF.

OFFER for sale, Section 13 and 14,

in Township 9 Range 7 West, 1280
acres, situated 5 miles South East of the
town of Panola; over 500 acres cleared
and 1n a fine state of cultivation, divided
by cross fences into from 60 to 90 acre
fields. Some two to three hundred acre-
woods enclosed for lots, with good water--
all under a good fence, and more than 20
gates well arranged, good gin house and
cotton press; a comfortable double log
house, a story and a half high, good negro
quarters with good plank floors, good sta
bles, cribs &c.

This place has proved to be one of the
healthiest and most productive plantations
in the country. I will sell it for $7,000.
half cash, balance in 12 months. Some
10 to 20 first rate mules from 2 to 4 years
old, would be taken in part payment at a
fair cash price, or Negroes would be taken
in part or whole, at such prices as may
be agreed on.

The overseer on the premises will
show the place to such as wish to exam-
e it.

JAMES BROWN.
Clear Creek, Lafayette County, Miss.

Jjwcarvin
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In Colonel James Brown’s plantation house at Clear Creek, two oil
portraits hung in the entrance hall. On one wall was the portrait of the
Colonel’s grandfather, James Brown, who’d fought a war to get land in Indian
country (though the hatchet of a ‘savage’ denied him the fruits of his labors).
On the other hung a portrait of Joseph Brown, the Colonel’s father, who’d
done very well for himself as a soldier, first, as adjutant for Andrew Jackson,
and later, as Minister of the Lord. The Colonel was proud to display the
portraits, but no prouder, one might suppose, than he was of himself, and of
his own successful decisions.

He’d once read an article in the Chickasaw Union that summed up his
attitude about the Chickasaw perfectly. After asserting that the agent charged
with the removal of the Chickasaw has made a “clean job” of it, so that the
presence of an Indian in the village had become “almost a curiosity,” the
article had referred to “the demoralizing, brutalizing effects of contact between
the white man and the savage” and concluded: “Every well-wisher of his
species, every friend of the redman, must rejoice at the breaking up of an
intercourse which, as it existed here, was fraught with the most pernicious
consequences to both the white man and the Indian — two races, which all time
and experience prove cannot exist prosperously together.”

One of the first white settlers to arrive in Chickasaw territory, the Colonel
had made a good deal of money operating a stage line from Memphis to
Jackson. Then, with help from the Indian Removal Act, he’d started buying
up Chickasaw land. First, two sections — 1280 acres — from Tobotubby, at the
ferry where Tobytubby’s creek flowed into the Tallahatchie; then three
sections from Ish Tah Chock Athla and Ah Fah Mah Tubby, along the
Yoknapatawpha; then, from Mish Um Tah Umby, the land on Clear Creek,
another tributary of the Tallahatchie. Further investments followed. It paid to
have connections in the Department of Indian Affairs, and the Colonel was a
master at making connections. As his stage business brought more settlers to
the area, there’d been more buyers for everything, and more profit for those
who’d bought land when prices were low. By the late 1840’s, Colonel Brown
was one of the wealthiest men in northern Mississippi.

His desire to sell a 1280 acre working plantation in Panola County was
not a sign of financial trouble, nor of any plan to leave the area. The plantation
was only one of many properties, and the sale was simply to make a profit on
his investment, generating cash (or other negotiable property, like negroes) for
other ventures. His desire to sell coincided with his new focus on the
University, of which he had become a Board member. The Trustees had
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needed an Executive Committee to oversee daily operations and a local
member of that Committee to oversee construction of the campus. Colonel
Brown had been their man.

The Colonel’s offer to accept negroes in payment for his plantation may
say something about the value he saw in Africans. Perhaps he told himself it
was hard to believe his neighbors were so oblivious to the fact that a skilled
negro could do more than just pick cotton — that he could clear land, build
structures, or simply be rented out as day labor. Those who came later would
only be able to guess his private thoughts on such things. But the Colonel’s
investment in negroes was almost as great as his investment in Chickasaw
land, and it seems safe to say that it wasn’t only another source of profit, but
another cause for pride.

Another article, this one in The Oxford Organizer, offers further insight
into the Colonel’s character. On the 30™ of April, 1849, the paper informs us,
the Colonel was elected chair of a meeting of the local Democratic Party. As
chair, it would have been his responsibility to keep the proceedings running
smoothly. Smoothly, in fact, is how the meeting appears to have run. The
Honorable Jacob Thompson, Congressman — whose Congressional duties
included serving as chair of the Committee on Indian Affairs — explained the
high patriotic object of the meeting. Mr. Dill moved that Colonel Brown
appoint a committee of ten to report upon the objects of the meeting. And
when Brown appointed said committee, he made sure to include Dill among
the committeemen. Thompson moved that a number of those present,
including Brown, be appointed delegates to the District Convention, and that
Dill be made a delegate to the State Convention. Both motions passed.

The meeting, it seems, was a model of smooth politics. Thompson, Dill
and Brown kept their fingers in every aspect of the affair, and ended with
approval of a motion that the minutes of the meeting be printed in Dill’s
newspaper, The Organizer — which they soon were.

By August, Colonel Brown was not only a delegate to the state
convention, but a candidate for the state house as well. One can suppose it was
the sort of life that befitted a man of the Colonel’s stature. In fact, as best those
who came later could tell, everything about the Colonel’s life operated like the
silver pocket watch he carried, never missing a beat, everything always in its
place, working together to give him everything he wanted. There was but one
exception to the fine-tuned ordering of affairs that would permeate the record
of the Colonel’s life: neither his late wife nor his current one had been able to
give him a son. His wife’s sister’s stepson, Alemeth Byers, was the closest
thing to a son he’d ever have.
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* * *

Amzi Byers, the Colonel’s brother-in-law and Alemeth’s father, was a
very different sort of man. The record of his life would leave no evidence of a
taste for politics, or of any public involvement at all. He was private man, a
quiet man, a man who believed in hard work, and in doing hard things with his
own hands. And in the spring of 1849, though his plantation was growing, the
crop in two of his fields was turning yellow. The unfurled seedlings had come
up green and healthy, at first. There’d been no sign of cut worms or seed rot.
The plants had deep tap roots, and lots of branches. But then, as they’d
reached their botanical adolescence, they’d started turning yellow.

His family depended on that crop, on that land. It wasn’t worth a hoot if it
didn’t produce. So when Colonel Brown invited him to attend a Tuesday
lecture on the chemistry of growing cotton, it seemed he had nothing to lose.

The speaker was Dr. John Millington, M.D., the University’s professor of
Geology and Chemistry. Well past his seventieth birthday, an Englishman, and
a complete stranger to Mississippi, it seemed doubtful Millington knew
anything about growing cotton in the American west. When he began
apologizing for his ignorance of the white fiber, Amzi sighed, steeling himself
for boredom, wasted time, and a sore backside. With the voice of an old man,
Millington talked about Emanuel Fellenberg, the Earl of Leicester, and Sir
Humphrey Davy. Clay. Lime. Flinty sand magnesia. Amzi had a hard time
staying awake.

“Chemistry shows us that all earths in their pure state are white as chalk,
but nearly all the earth of our plantations is more or less colored; consequently
it is not pure but has been colored by something extraneous to itself.”

Ike Davis nudged him, trying to keep him from nodding off.

“We find, likewise, that this colored earth is clothed with vegetation,
while the white and pure earth is incapable of sustaining it.”

He tried to focus on Millington.

“There can be no doubt, therefore, but that a great portion of the nutritious
quality of the soil must reside in the material with which it is colored. The next
question that arises is as to the nature and quality of that coloring matter.”

What he needed was information that could help him get his cotton
looking green again. Might Millington share anything he could use for that, or
was he just another educated windbag?

“The weight of the globe never increases or decreases. No matter what
happens to the fifty elements that make up the earth — no matter what sort of
change they undergo — the same elements exist, in the same quantities, as
before. They simply move around. The elements are merely lent to things for a
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time, to serve the period of their natural existence. And this being
accomplished, the materials are not wasted and thrown away, but are carefully
restored to their parent earth, to be used again and again in a chain of endless
existences.”

The lecture itself seemed headed toward an endless existence.

But then the doctor leaned forward, speaking in a near whisper, as if to
reveal the answer to a great mystery.

“The great secret that has been laid open to us by studying Agricultural
Chemistry is this.”

Millington glanced around as if to make sure that no one could hear him
but those fortunate enough to find themselves close.

“The soil must contain the elements that are to enter into the composition
of the plant to be grown upon it.”

The idea caught Amzi hard. If the soil had everything the crop needed, the
crop could hardly go wrong.

“To be sure that this is the case, we must analyze the plant by chemical
means. We must ascertain its elements. And then the soil must be analyzed to
ascertain that it contains at least all the elements necessary to the plant.”

It made undeniable sense. If the elements remain, then the stock of the
plant, and all its fruits, came up through the roots, and the roots must be
drawing up those same elements from the water and the soil. If chemical
analysis could reveal exactly what the crop needed, a man could determine —
and provide — the perfect soil.

Amzi sat up on the bench, contemplating the banks of Bynum’s Creek,
eager for a closer look at the earth.
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Alemeth could hardly believe his own ears: Mrs. Gaston was telling a
shocked group of church-goers about a bull found on the Lyceum roof. The
church yard was filled with chatter.

“I declare, it’s enough to make a soul wonder, what is that University
teaching?”

“What do you mean?”

“You haven’t heard? They found a bull on the roof of the Lyceum.
snorting and knocking about. I thought surely your sister would have told
you.”

“No, I — How on earth did it get up there?”

“That’s the question everyone’s asking. Why, here comes your sister now.
Mary Ann, what can you tell us about the bull? What do the faculty think?”

“Isn’t it outrageous? What will the trouble makers think up next?”

“Do they know who did it?”

Alemeth wanted the answer to that question as much as anyone did, if for
different reasons. He thought whoever had put a bull on the roof deserved
some kind of award.

“There is no suspect; not yet. But James went up on the roof this
morning, with Professor Bledsoe. They found the strangest thing: a pile of
ashes. And in it, a charred bone. They’re thinking it may have been some sort
of sacrifice.”

“They were going to sacrifice a bull?”

“Who knows?”

“Well, if that isn’t the end of things!”

“A sacrifice. To what, I wonder?”

Alemeth recalled what Leander had said about the Chickasaw altar to the
devil.

“What is getting into these young people’s minds?”

“Perhaps it was a morality play.”

“More likely a sacrifice to the devil, if you want my opinion.”

There it was. Maybe it wasn’t a student prank. Maybe it was the
Chickasaw.

“I must say, in my opinion, it doesn’t matter what heresy was involved.
Can you imagine any young people involved in such nonsense, if properly
versed in Scripture? Whoever the pranksters may be, the real responsibility is
clear. It’s the lack of Christian doctrine that’s to blame. What’s the world
coming to, when a University can’t teach Christianity, but can teach Hades
and Zeus?”
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“Indeed.”

Alemeth was in no mood to hear more about Scripture, but he was still
listening when something Mrs. Buford said caught his ear.

“Speaking of radical ideas, have you heard about Doctor Millington’s
lecture to the Agricultural Council? I’ve heard it was most interesting.”

“I’ve heard the same,” said Mrs. Pegues.

Alemeth had heard plenty about Dr. Millington’s lecture from Pa. Like
Pa, he’d wondered whether Millington could help the Plantation. They were
having to wait another year to find that out. But what interest the ladies from
church could have in understanding the soil, and what Dr. Millington’s soil
had to do with the bull on the roof, he hadn’t the slightest idea. Then Eliza
joined the conversation.

“l understand from Mr. Byers,” she said, “that what Doctor Millington
said about chemistry could be a great help to farmers. With soil samples, and
fertilizers, and things like that.”

“That’s hardly what I heard he talked about. Don’t you know what
everyone’s been saying?”’

“Perhaps not. Are you going to tell me?”

“Well, how shall I say it? We all know the doctor seems a kind old man.
But advanced age cannot excuse, well — I don’t know what other word there is
for it: blasphemy.”

What?

“What?”

“As I hear it, he claimed that turnips have habits, and tastes — likes, and
dislikes — just like people. And that the breathing of a human being is no
different than the burning of a candle!”

“Well, perhaps there are similarities...”

“No, Mrs. Byers, I have it on good authority. The professor used the word
‘identity’. He said there’s an identity between animal and vegetable life. He
said that a human being consists of nothing more than that which he has eaten,
from the grasses, and the livestock. Nothing more!”

“Such reasoning degrades the race. We were not made mere poultry! Isn’t
it obvious?”

“It’s ungodly; that’s what I say it is.”

“Well,” said Eliza. “His remarks were printed in The Organizer. We can
read them for ourselves. I feel sure that he didn’t —”

“As I hear it, Mrs. Byers, the worst came affer his reported remarks. He
said that yeast ‘reproduces’ itself just like people do! Can you imagine — that
the Creator made us no different than fermenting sugar?!”

Pa had said nothing about turnips having tastes, or people being like
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fermented sugar.

“I heard he said both plants and animals — including human beings — are
nothing more than machines. That all living things are made of the same
materials, and these are the same materials as non-living things, like rocks and
sand!”

“Scripture says the same thing,” said Eliza. “From dust to dust,”

“Calling human beings machines? Even God’s chosen people? I don’t see
that anywhere in my Bible. I ask you, ladies. Pagan sacrifices on the roof?
Human beings no different from rocks? Lacking a soul? What is happening to
our University?”

* * %

Alemeth was thoroughly confused. Had Dr. Millington really said that
people were machines? O that they lacked souls? And if he’d started talking
about people’s souls, why hadn’t Pa laid into him for sounding like a
preacher? Alemeth wished he’d been there, to hear it all for himself, and draw
his own conclusions. What Dr. Millington really said could make a big
difference for crops to come. For the Plantation. For all of them.

In contrast, the ladies’ inability to resolve exactly what Dr. Millington had
said did not stop them from agreeing on the exact cause of the real problem:
that the University was turning its back on God. The decision not to include
The Evidences of Christianity showed just how godless the University had
become, and the appearance of the bull on the roof showed the predictable
consequences. Dr. Millington’s speech to the Agricultural Association gave
proof that, in the guise of higher learning, the secular powers were taking God
out of everything.

On the ride back to Bynum’s Creek that night, Eliza said to Amzi, “You
know, I’m not so sure Alemeth ought to be attending this University. I think a
seminary might be a much better choice.”

And in the back of the wagon, pained as he’d been that she wanted to
adopt him, offended by the lengths to which she’d gone to dictate the course of
his life, Alemeth was filled with hope based on what Eliza had said. Pa didn’t
like preachers or seminaries, either one. And the nearest seminary was in
Huntsville. If Eliza was losing interest in the University, college might be off
the table altogether — and wouldn’t that be a dandy stroke of luck?
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In June, the weather warmed; showers brought the right amount of water,
and Eliza’s ‘school’ let out for the summer. By July, the crop was flowering
pink and red. And then, as if beckoned elsewhere, the showers grew short,
letting the sun do the work. Pa said things could not have been much better,
and as far as Alemeth was concerned, there was reason to agree.

It was hard to see the point in learning about diction, literature or dead
people. Whether out in the fields with Pa, or fishing with Leander McKinney,
his future would depend on the land. What Eliza wanted to teach was useless
to the land or to his future. So he began to consider arguments he might make
to Pa about why he shouldn’t have to go to class with his sisters.

He’d be more useful outside, on the plantation.

Pa himself said it was important to focus on the land.

If Eliza didn’t have to spend time with him, she could pay more attention
to Mary Jane, Semmy Lou, and little Dora.

Each time he imagined another reason, he imagined Pa thinking it over.

Then, at the next Sunday dinner, Eliza read a note she’d received from her
sister. It was news about the University. At their last meeting, the Trustees had
voted to replace President Holmes with the Reverend Augustus Longstreet, a
man of the cloth. And in an even clearer signal of a return to righteousness, the
Board had reconsidered the curriculum, voting this time to include The
Evidences of Christianity. Eliza read the note with excitement.

“Amzi, dear. It seems some good may come of the University after all.”

“Maybe.”

What did Pa see in her?

“Shouldn’t we see that Alemeth is at least prepared to attend, when he’s
old enough? In case he decides he wants to? He’ll need to prepare himself for
the entrance examination, or he’ll have no choice in the matter. I can’t teach
Caesar or Virgil to him; I’'m not qualified. He ought to attend one of the
academies, to prepare himself. Don’t you think?”

Pa looked up from his plate and nodded. “You’re probably right,” he said
without even looking Alemeth’s way. And then, as if from the depths of a
trance, he repeated himself the way a man does when he’s talking in his sleep.
“You’re probably right.”

Alemeth’s great expectations for a life without book learning had lasted
less than a month. Now, once again, Eliza’s obsession with religion threatened
to ruin everything good in his life.
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That summer, the cotton was hit hard by the wilt disease. Planters
grumbled about attacks by vermin they couldn’t see. In their frustration, they
started talking about going to California. Some spoke of prospecting for gold.
Others of swinging the vote for slavery in the west. But while there was plenty
of talk, most folks didn’t leave Mississippi. Most just stayed and grumbled.

That fall, when the cotton was hit again by an early frost, planters cursed
the weather. There were fewer wagons outside the baling barn; fewer bales to
sell in Memphis; less cash coming in from the crop to buy seed, and tools, and
dry goods for clothes. High tariffs imposed by Washington made
manufactured goods ever more expensive. Sour news and grim predictions
joined to make things even worse than they really were. Seeing no way to
make ends meet unless farming was made more profitable, men spoke of
seceding from the northern union. Talk of secession was heard at every
meeting, meal and social.

But Colonel Brown returned from the state secession convention to report
the sense of that convention: secession by Mississippi alone would be
premature; no one southern state should act alone. There was to be a meeting
of representatives of all slave states in Nashville. The question of secession
would be discussed in unison, by a representative group of like-minded
planters across the whole South.

Then, at the end of October, Eliza gave birth to another baby. For a short
while, the birth of Henry Walton Byers filled Alemeth with high spirits. The
idea of having a brother had brought visions of someone to swim in deep water
with, someone to fish and explore with. But now that the baby had been born,
Alemeth realized what a difference fourteen years could make. He did the
math: by the time the boy was seven years old, he’d be twenty-one — almost
old enough to be the boy’s father.

If Walton had been born to his real Ma, they’d have had a lot in common.
But Walton was Eliza’s boy, and she cooed over him like she’d cooed over
Dora. The younger girls of Bynum’s Creek and Clear Creek appropriated
Walton to themselves, treating him like one of their dolls, fussing over him
like mothers and aunts.

In short, as far as Alemeth was concerned, having a little brother proved
too little, too late. He retreated to the safety of his swimming hole, where he
peered into the eyes of fish as if to seek an answer there. Maybe — in some way
he couldn’t imagine — the Christmas holiday would bring something good
anyway, despite what was wrong all around him. After all, Christmas was
Christmas — a time for miracles if ever there was one.
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Back when Samirah was alive, Christmas Eve had been the best of times.
Aunt Leety had made fruit cake; Pa had told stories; Ma had passed out
presents. For the last few years, Christmas Eve had been different: filled with
Scripture — Mary and Elizabeth, King Herod killing babies, no room at the inn
— and with Henry Hitchcock, Lyman Beecher, and all the work still to be done
to ‘save the West.” Lately, Christmas Eve had not been the best of times. Still,
Alemeth let himself hope that, this year, it might somehow be better.

Then, early in December, hope took a hard blow. Mrs. Brown’s daughter,
Fredonia, would be getting married on Christmas Eve. Everyone would go.
For the first time, the Byerses would not even be staying home as a family.

“Christmas Eve isn’t a very good time to get married,” he said to Eliza.

“l agree with you, Alemeth. But Mary Ann has already sent invitations.
There’s nothing to be done about it now.”

“I just don’t see why I should have to spend Christmas Eve with Miss
Fredonia.”

“You know what, Alemeth? I think you’re right. The birth of Jesus should
be the center of attention on Christmas eve. But I’'m afraid you have to go. If
you stay home, you’ll be alone. Pa and your sisters, and even your Uncle
Johnson — we’re all going.”

“I won’t be alone. The negroes will be here. Can’t I spend Christmas eve
with them?”

“No. I'm afraid that’s not an option.”

“I’m going to talk to Pa...”

“I’ve already spoken to your Pa. And I can tell you, he agrees with me. So
you’re coming with the rest of us. We’re all going. Together. As a family.”

Mrs. Brown, of course, was the one who’d chosen Christmas Eve. It was
as if she wanted to steal attention from Bynum’s Creek, away from the family,
to make everyone pay attention to her daughter. What an awful hive of bees
that family made! Strongs, all right. All of them. All the stuck-ups would be
there. The educated people. Senators, judges, preachers, professors. ‘People
who matter.” He was going to have to get all dressed up, like on Sundays.
Wear a tie. And he’d definitely have to stay clean the whole time.

He couldn’t stop wondering how bad it would be.

* * *

On Christmas Eve, as they approached the front doors of the Colonel’s
home, Amzi took hold of Alemeth’s elbow, stopping him.

“You’d best mind your manners tonight, Alemeth.”

“Yes, Pa.”
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“In a few days, you’ll be fourteen years old. Time you started acting like a
man. No stunts like you did at the camp meeting that time. And no putting
your nose where it doesn’t belong. You understand?”

Alemeth’s desire to become a man had only gotten stronger with time.
“Yes, Pa,” he said.

“Stay away from the matches. And no liquor. Make me proud.”

“Yes, sir.”

* * *

The Reverend Burney made quick work of the formalities, pronouncing
Miss Fredonia and Colonel Walter husband and wife without fanfare. But the
preaching that followed rose from humble beginnings to high oratory, from
simple advice to the bride and groom about the benefits of prayer to bold
pronouncements about who was going to hell to join Satan and fallen angels.
That such spirits existed, Alemeth had no doubt. And he’d have been willing
to spend an hour in hell, just to see what it was like. But he couldn’t
understand the difference between Beelzebub, Abaddon and Leviathan
walking around in the fires of hell, and Zephaniah McKinney walking around
in heaven, the experience of which Eliza had gotten so upset about. For that
matter, he couldn’t see the difference between Beelzebub and the invisible
creatures Dr. Millington said were crawling around in the soil. At least he’d
heard Zephaniah McKinney. He’d never seen or heard devils or germs, either
one. Yet people talked about them with great confidence, as if they could be
seen, and heard, and touched. Was it possible to know for sure they were
really there?

As the Reverend showed signs of finishing his sermon, Alemeth started to
slide quietly off the bench, intending to escape. When Amzi noticed him,
Alemeth recognized the disapproving glance. (Alemeth knew that glance all
too well.) So on his way out, he made conversation with others in the receiving
line. When Dr. Conkey, the dentist, said something about the best way to clean
his teeth, he listened. When Mr. Smither droned on about the role of ‘classical
studies’ in the University curriculum, he listened. He offered Colonel Walter
and the new Mrs. Walter his ‘sincerest congratulations,” and when Miss
Fredonia started to talk about the distinguished history of the Walter family, he
listened — though the bride’s face was covered with the most horrific white
powder. Standing alone among families, trapped between linens and crystal,
straight as he could in his Sunday clothes, Alemeth introduced himself to
others, and listened.

Then, with the ring of a bell, Mrs. Brown announced it was time to be
seated for dinner. Tables in long rows were covered with white linen, crystal
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and place cards. His seat was between Mary Jane and Ann Brown. As Harl
and other negroes brought dinner in, barefoot children entered holding palm
fronds; mounted the tables; and seated on the tables with their shins in front of
their faces, began to wave their fans back and forth.

“What are they doin’ that for?” he asked Mary Jane (to his left).

“Why, John Alemeth Byers,” interjected Ann Brown (from his right).
“Boys never cease to amaze me.”

“Excuse me?”

“You’ve never had your flies shooed away before?”

Even without the palm frond in his face, it would not have been easy, one
fork for this, another for that, food brought over his shoulder from behind him
by a black man in a white shirt and black jacket. So when dinner was over, the
guests out back with the parrots, Alemeth didn’t hesitate to make his escape.

Rounding the corner of the house, passing an open window, he breathed a
sigh of relief. But when he heard giggling inside the house, he had to know
what was causing it. He stood on his toes to look through the window. He saw
a crowded room; more petticoats and underclothes than he’d ever seen. He
quickly looked away from the girls’ private chamber, but though he continued
in his path around the house, the petticoats wouldn’t leave him alone.

* * %

Later, on the porch, recalling the sight yet again, he felt a hand on his
shoulder. It was Mrs. Brown.

“Alemeth, look there. Do you know who that is?”” She was gesturing to a
tall, sharp-angled man in the center of a crowd.

“No, Ma’am.”

“That’s Reverend Longstreet. If you’re going to attend the University, you
ought to meet him. It’s not too early to make an impression, you know.”

Longstreet was sallow-cheeked, stern-lipped, a black bow tight around his
neck, wire frames straddling the tip of his nose. Alemeth wondered if he’d
ever so much as laid a hand on the handle of a hoe.

“I think I’ve had too much lemonade,” said Alemeth. “I need to find the
privy.”

And so he made his escape. But before he knew it, the Colonel put a hand
on his shoulder, and his hand was a good bit larger than Mrs. Brown’s.

“So, Alemeth. I understand you’d like to meet Judge Longstreet. Come
with me.” He guided Alemeth along with him. “I’d be happy to introduce
you.”

Longstreet had large teeth set in a jaw that looked like the beak of a bird.

“Judge Longstreet,” said the Colonel, “Allow me to introduce Master
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John Alemeth Byers. His father’s one of our major planters, and a good
Democrat, I must say. Young Mr. Byers here is interested in attending the
University someday. He wanted to meet you.”

“Glad to meet you, sir.”

“Glad to make your acquaintance, young man. Tell me, then: what school
are you attending?”

“I’m taking some study with Miss — with Mrs. Byers.”

“My sister-in-law,” said the Colonel. “He’ll soon be attending Mount
Sylvan.”

What? Did the Colonel know something he didn’t?

“Mount Sylvan. That’s Reverend Burney’s School, is it not?”

“Yes itis.”

“I should see that you do, my boy. At least if you’re serious about your
education. Reverend Burney will prepare you well.”

“Yes, sir.”

The new President looked down a long, thin nose.

“It’s a shame more young men don’t see the importance of a good
education.”

“Yes, sir.”

Longstreet gave him another look up and down. How long would he be on
display?

“You know, my boy, appearance is also important: a gentleman must
make a good impression on people.”

“Yes, sir.”

“A Christian gentleman does well to set an example as to good manners
and proper dress.”

“Yes, sir.”

“So tell me, young man: — is that your only pair of trousers?”

President Longstreet was staring at his right pant leg. Alemeth looked
down too.

Dang it. He’d felt something tugging when he’d pulled himself up to the
window. Splinter, nail — whatever the cause, a dirt-rimmed, two-finger hole
now gave a view of his knee.

“You should wear something nice,” said Reverend Longstreet. “You don’t
want to look like a savage.”

“Yes, sir.”

It wasn’t all bad, Alemeth thought. At least the man hadn’t asked how it
happened. Nor did Colonel Brown give any sign of inquiring; he only looked
at his pocket watch, as if he were late for an appointment. But a moment later,
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after Alemeth and the Colonel had left Longstreet to the attentions of others,
Mrs. Brown pointed it out to her sister. Before he could escape to the garden,
Eliza was asking him about it.

“Alemeth, how on earth did you get that hole in your pants?”

“It got caught on something. A nail, maybe.”

“How did that happen?”’

“It’s hard to explain.”

“It can’t be that hard. Where was the nail?”

“In the house. Stickin’ out of the house. A nail, or a splinter or something.
I must have been leaning up against it.”

Mrs. Brown, too, had been listening. “Well, we’ll have to get Harl to get
that fixed. Where is this nail?”

“At the window, down that way.” He pointed as vaguely as he could.

“Alright. Well. I understand the hole. Still, how did it get so dirty?”

That was the hard question, as if some invisible power was pointing the
way toward the truth.

“I slipped.”

He’d hit mud right where the hole was.

“How did that happen, Mr. Alemeth Byers?”

He’d been pulling himself up, to see into the window.

Suddenly, Ann Brown had her mouth open and her hands up, one of them
cupped over her mouth.

“My word, Mama, don’t you see? He was standing outside the powder
room, while we were changing! Why, Alemeth Byers! Were you spyin’ on
us?”

“Is that true, Alemeth?”

He looked at his feet. If only for a moment, he ad been curious.

“You should be ashamed of yourself!”

Mary Jane put her hand to her mouth and started to laugh. Once she’d
started, Ann Brown joined in. He’d have liked to walk away; nothing was
worse than being laughed at by girls; but he couldn’t leave Mrs. Brown and
Eliza without being excused. So he suffered until Mary Jane had finished.

The worst part came later, when Eliza told Pa about it.

Looking at him like he thought he’d never do anything right, Pa said to
Eliza, “I don’t know what’s wrong with that boy.”

“But I — I — only looked for a second. I —”

“Don’t try to defend your behavior, Alemeth. Can’t you just admit that
what you did was wrong?”

Altogether, it was the worst Christmas Eve ever.
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The Oxford Organizer
Oxford Mississippi
25 May, 1850

WHAT IS DIRT?

Old Doctor Cooper, of South Carolina,
used to say to his students, “Don’t be afraid
of a little dirt, young gentlemen. What 1s
dirt? Why, nothing at all offensive, when
chemically viewed. Rub a little alkali on
that dirty grease spot on your coat, and it
undergoes a chemical change and becomes
soap. Now rub it with a Iittle water and 1t
disappears; it is neither grease, soap, water,
nor dirt.

“That is not a very odorous pile
of dirt,” you observe there. Well, scatter a
little gypsum over it, and it is no longer
dirty. Everything you call dirt is worth your
notice as students of chemistry. Analyze it!
Analyze it! It will separate into very clean
elements.

“Dirt makes corn, corn makes
bread and meat, and that makes a very
sweet young lady that I saw one of you
kissing last night. So, after all, you were
kissing dirt, - particularly if she whitens her
skin with chalk or fuller’s earth. There 1s
no telling, young gentlemen, what 1s dirt.
Though, I must say, that rubbing such stuff
upon the beautiful skin of a young lady 1s a
dirty practice. ‘Pearl powder,” T think, is
made of bismuth - nothing but dirt.”

~81~



29

It was a slow, wet winter, and Bible lessons mixed with penmanship and
grammar as cold rain mixed with a light snow. But that spring, things began
to look up when Amzi took Alemeth and three glass jars of soil to see Dr.
Millington. Their aim was to get any wisdom Millington might have for how
to improve the crop. When Millington was finished examining the soil, he
announced that in his judgment, the loess was in need of fertilization, as they’d
imagined, but Amzi’s reliance on sheep manure was misplaced. According to
Millington, it was an excess of sheep manure that was responsible for the
yellow color and ill health of the crop. Dr. Millington suggested adding
limestone in one field, old, sun-baked chicken droppings in another, and
potash everywhere.

The field hands turned Dr. Millington’s medicine into the soil. After they
planted the cotton seed, Alemeth couldn’t wait to see whether the changes
would make a difference — and they did. When the plants finally came up,
there was no sign of yellowing. And in late June, in the stand where the
limestone had been added, the plants opened at least two weeks earlier than in
prior years. The crop was green and vigorous. It would bring twice the revenue
of past years, as long as calamity didn’t strike first.

Everyone started arguing about the soil. Plant next year in the south eighty
again? Plant cabbages beside the cotton? Legumes? Go ahead with a grass
burn? Let the livestock roam? No matter what the question, the talk was about
Dr. John Millington, M.D. And though some said the year’s success was due
to Divine Providence, Alemeth always wondered, whatever the question, what
the doctor would do, in light of the makeup of the soil.

“It’s all about dirt,” Amzi said, and Alemeth agreed.

* * *

Another turn for the better came in July, after Medora’s and Henry
Walton’s baptisms at College Hill Presbyterian. Midway into a bumpy, three-
and-a-half hour, backside-breaking ride home, one of Eliza’s hands sprung to
her ribcage. Aunt Leety asked if she was alright, and Amzi pulled up the reins.

“Dear, are you alright? You look...”

“I think another child might be on the way.”

While Aunt Leety handled Medora’s questions about a new sister, Amzi
kept quiet for a while, considering ramifications, then made an announcement.

“We’ll have to cut out this Sunday trip to College Hill.”

Alemeth’s ears shot up.

“Amzi, we’ve always done it.”
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“Eliza, you’re not as young as you once were.”

“Where would we attend worship?”

“You know Bob Nickle? Nate Gray?”

“They go to the Cumberland church in Otuckaloffa. It’s hardly closer than
College Hill. And they can’t even get there when the river’s high. Amzi, 'm
not going to church in Otuckaloffa.”

“There might be others looking for a change. Maybe some Methodists and
Baptists would share a building. If we all got together, we could start a new
church, this side of the river. Three congregations together. Not a college
church, or a town church, for Presbyterians. A union church, for farmers and
their families. People close to the earth. It could be right here, on Bynum’s
Creek.”

“It’s a thought,” said Eliza. “Did I tell you what Angus Johnson said?”

“Angus Johnson?”

“Reverend Angus Johnson. Reverend Gaston said that only an ordained
minister could teach on the Sabbath, and Reverend Johnson disagreed. He said
anyone could teach scripture on the Sabbath, if the Spirit moved them.”

“And?”

“If Reverend Johnson would oversee us at the new union church, perhaps
I could teach Sunday school there.”

And so, before Alemeth’s very eyes, a wonderful idea was born. Within
weeks, Dr. Angus Johnson had agreed to service the Presbyterians, and by the
end of September, the Baptists, Methodists, and Cumberland Presbyterians
who lived north of the river were raising the roof on a new log church on
Bynum’s Creek. Someone suggested calling the new church Sand Springs,
because of the springs that fed the creek. Eliza said the name reminded her of
Moses in the desert, getting water from the rock. Alemeth couldn’t wait. No
more rides to College Hill. No more afternoon teas with girls at the Browns’.
With six hours freed to spend at home every Sabbath, he’d be fishing,
swimming, and doing as he pleased. Once the new church let out, Sundays
would be the next best thing to paradise.

Then, a few nights later, he heard Eliza and Amzi talking about whether
the negroes would be attending the union church. When Eliza said it was their
Christian duty to teach the negroes the word of God, Amzi said it’d be fine
with him, but he’d have to talk to the other elders about it. And when Eliza
asked what the objection could possibly be, Amzi pointed out that the new log
church was not as large as College Hill Presbyterian or the other churches in
Oxford. Unlike them, Sand Springs would have no balcony. If the negroes
were to attend services, whites and blacks would have to sit together.
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IN A FIX - we met with a friend
in Pickens District a few days since,
returning from a hunting excursion,
who related to us the following
curious mncident which  he had
witnessed that day: He saw a Hawk
of the common blue wing species, on
the ground, fluttering, seemingly in
great distress, and on approaching, he
was surprised to find a long, black
snake coiled around it - both alive
and evidently trying to part company.
The hawk had its talons fixed 1n the
snake, whilst the snake had its folds
coiled, not very lovingly, around the
neck and wing of the hawk. Whether
the hawk had caught the snake, or his
snakeship the hawk, our informant
was unable to say, but one thing was
evident: one or the other had waked
up the wrong passenger.
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Alemeth could have sat next to Grote, or Kep, or Ike. He’d have thought
nothing about it. But try as he might, he couldn’t imagine Mrs. Brown sitting
next to Harl or her Emily; he couldn’t image Mrs. Pegues sitting next to Grote,
or even Aunt Leety. Dressed to the nines, showing off their finery to their
neighbors, they just wouldn’t do it. After all, wasn’t that why the negroes sat
in the balcony? Would it be any different at Sand Springs?

As it turns out, the negroes didn’t sit in the union church at all. The
Baptists and Methodists wanted the building on Sunday afternoons for schools
of their own, and it was hard to work out a schedule satisfactory to all. In the
end, due to what people called their ‘general ignorance of the good book,’ it
was decided the negroes would not attend the regular worship service at all —
at least not until they gained some understanding of the Faith. Sundays at the
union church would begin with the Methodist worship service, followed by the
Sand Springs service, followed by Mrs. Byers’s Sunday school for whites;
then there’d be a couple of hours set aside for the Presbyterians’ dinner, while
the Baptists held their service; Mrs. Byers’s colored school would be after
dinner. Once that was decided, it didn’t take long to determine that since negro
Sunday school would be held after dark, and since Eliza was the teacher, and
since most of the negroes belonged to Amzi anyway, negro school might as
well be held at the Byers plantation. And as Eliza pointed out, according to
Lyman Beecher, negroes did better in their own schools anyway.

None of which was of interest to Alemeth until that evening, when Amzi
had a surprise for him.

“Alemeth, you should go with your Ma. When she goes out back, with the
negroes. No sense her bein’ alone with them. You know how things are these
days.”

“To colored Sunday school?”

“Yes.”

“Are you saying I have to go to Sunday School twice?”

Amzi glanced at Eliza before he answered.

“If you’re going to go with your Ma, to the negro school, that’s enough.”

Alemeth thought it over. Out of church by mid-day; time to himself, to do
whatever he wanted, while the girls were in Sunday school; it actually might
be worth it. This time, he was happy to do what Pa said.

* * *

Eliza spent most of the week planning her lessons, asking Amzi, Mary
Jane, and even Alemeth what they thought of different scriptures for different
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purposes. She put pieces of paper in her Bible to mark parts she wanted to
share, numbering them, changing the numbers, experimenting with sequences,
enough to drive Alemeth crazy if he hadn’t been able to spend time outdoors.
It was a difficult week. But when Sunday came, after Reverend Johnson
preached at the union church, while Eliza taught white Sunday school,
Alemeth got to go fishing with Leander McKinney and he caught five good
bream, with crickets, while Leander only got one. At the church dinner
afterward, Alemeth met Noff and Ben Spears, who’d been at white Sunday
school, and told them all about it. After dinner, catching a glimpse of Charlie
Orr kissing Melissa Hudgepeth, he tried to imagine what it would be like to do
such a thing himself — a troubling thought that he quickly put out of his mind.
Then, after the others went home, he went down to the negro camp with Eliza,
for negro Sunday school, wondering what he’d got himself into.

* * *

There were ashes and embers dying in the pit, charred bones left over
from dinner, stumps cut for sitting around the fire.

“Alemeth, would you be so kind as to bring those stumps over here, in
front of me? They’ll make fine seats.”

There were only enough stumps for those who’d sit up front. Grote and
Aunt Leety, Aunt Mary and Aunt Harriet looked like they wanted to sit as
close as possible. Alemeth had been thinking about staying toward the back,
but others kept looking his way, like they weren’t going to sit until he did.

Then, in front of everyone present, Eliza spoke clearly to him.

“Alemeth, come up front and sit next to me.”

He hesitated. Eliza asked Grote and the three negro women to sit as well —
but still, they wouldn’t sit till he did. So he had to sit up front, with Eliza. She
motioned for him to sit at her knees, with his back to the stump where she sat.
He did. Grote and the women sat on stumps close by. As other people came in,
they moved up close, too. But Kep, Ike, and Moses McKinney’s negro, Sally,
came in last, and they held back, behind the others. They said they could hear
fine from where they were. When Eliza let them stay put, Alemeth wished he
could be so lucky.

He could hear the Bible open behind his head, Eliza’s fingers flipping to
one of her marked pages.

“The Bible is the word of God,” she began. “This very book I hold in my
hands. And the first Commandment in God’s book is right here.” (She held it
up for everyone to see, pointing at the verse with her finger.) “T’ll read it to
you. I am the Lord thy God, which have brought thee out of the land of Egypt,
out of the house of bondage. Thou shalt have no other gods before me.”
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She paused. The women were looking at her; behind them, the men were
restless. Kep whispered something to Ike.

“Thou shall not make unto thee any graven image, or any likeness of any
thing that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the
water under the earth: thou shall not bow down thyself to them, nor serve
them: for I the Lord thy God am a jealous God.”

There was silence up front, and in the back as well.

“As you see, He forbids us from serving any god but Him. How does He
tell us we can serve Him? Does anyone know?”

Still silence.

“First and foremost, it is that we believe in Him. Now, Mary. Harriet.
Everyone. Believing in God means having faith in him.”

Mary and Harriet leaned forward at the mention of their names. In the
back, Kep had stopped whispering, but was still looking at Ike.

Alemeth could hear Eliza behind him, flipping through her Bible. A new
set of pages fell into place with a thump.

“In Galatians three twenty-three, the Apostle Paul tells us, “Ye are all the
children of God by faith in Christ Jesus. For as many of you as have been
baptized unto Christ have put on Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, there
is neither bond nor free...”

Kep looked at Ike as if saying [ told you so.

“...there is neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus.’

Eliza spoke to the women up front as if from her heart, to each of them.

“And if ye be Christ’s, then ye are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according
to the promise.” Does anyone know what that promise is?”

Everyone looked at Eliza, unsure if they should answer.

“The promise of Abraham?” she asked again, looking to the back of the
room. “No one has heard of the promise of Abraham?”

Still, no response.

“Leety, please tell everybody about the promise of Abraham.”

“The promise of Abraham is, we’ll be rewarded, if we have faith in God
and obey him.”

“Good, Leety. That’s right. Very good.”

Eliza explained the ramifications of the promise. A Christian’s duty, she
said, was to study the word of God. For that, a Christian needed to read
scripture. And so, when there were no questions, she announced it was time
for a reading lesson. She took out a hickory stick and used it to draw an ‘A’ in
the dirt. Then she gave the stick to Harriet and asked her to make the same
letter, next to hers.

Harriet accepted the stick carefully, as if it were a snake she wasn’t sure
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was dead. Then she pressed it into the dirt, making her own ‘A’ beneath
Eliza’s.

After showing Harriet a few more letters, Eliza handed Alemeth a stick
and asked him to help. Kep came over and took a stick, followed by Ike and
the rest of them. Alemeth did as Eliza had done, showing them how to make
letters. Within half an hour, everyone had a stick, and everyone was drawing
letters in the ground. Eliza identified each of the sounds and Alemeth repeated
them. (He was glad, at least, to be standing up and doing something.)

Kep seemed much taken by the whole lesson. He studied the shapes and
drew them again and again, saying the sounds as he did so. Before the entire
alphabet had been covered, he asked Alemeth to show him how to spell his
name, and when he’d finished scratching it out, he smiled.

When time for schooling was up, Eliza said she’d see everybody again
Sunday next.

“You all did very well today,” she added. “Before long, you’ll be reading
the Bible yourselves.”
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There was a lot of talk about slavery that summer, and with it, talk about
secession. At the beginning of November, Uncle Johnson came in to supper
one evening with a copy of The Organizer.

“Look here,” he said. “The Organizer has printed Colonel Brown’s letter.”

“What letter?” asked Amzi.

“His letter to Ben Dill about the slavery question.”

“Oh, really? What does the Colonel have to say on it? He doesn’t seem
like the sort to quote the Bible.”

“No, not at all. He sticks to the political. If the Colonel’s anything, he’s
realistic.”

“Has he come out in favor of secession?”

“The Colonel’s a practical politician,” said Uncle Johnson. “If you ask
me, he’s keeping his options open before the convention. But I think he’s
made his sentiments plain enough. Here, I’ll read the last line of his letter.” He
lifted the paper close to his face. “He says, ‘As to the best way to secure our
rights, I confess I am unprepared to advise; but we have the example of our
forefathers before us.”

“The example of our forefathers?” asked Alemeth.

“Yes, to be sure,” said Uncle Johnson. “They had to fight a war to win our
independence from England. The Colonel’s saying we might have to do as
much to win our independence from the north.”

Uncle Johnson handed the paper to Amzi.

“Sounds like you’ve got the Colonel figured out,” said Amzi, taking the
paper and starting to read.

War?

Alemeth wondered what a war would be like. Would he be a part of it?
Would he want to be a part of it? Was he man enough to handle a real war? To
kill another man, if need be? He didn’t even like killing chickens.

He asked Amzi if he could read the Colonel’s letter himself. Amzi not
only let him have the newspaper, but said he could take it with him to the
fishing hole, to show Leander McKinney.

The Colonel wasn’t really related to him — not by blood anyway — but the
next day at the fishing hole, when he handed Leander the newspaper, he said,
“Look here, Leander McKinney. My uncle’s got himself a letter printed in The
Organizer.”
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The Oxford Organizer

Oxford Mississippi
November 2, 1850

LETTER OF COL. JAS. BROWN.

To the Editor of the Organizer.

SIR:—-In your number of 26" inst., you have
been pleased to call on me as one of the
Representatives of Lafayette County, to make
public my views on the all absorbing questions
of the day. To this call I most cheerfully
respond, and through your paper make known
to my constituents the position I occupy on the
question of northern aggression on the South,
and submission or resistance on our parts.

That the tendency of the acts and doings of
the last Congress has been to deprive the
southern population from participation in the
settlement with their slaves of the newly acquired
territory from Mexico, none 1 presume will
deny. The acquisiion of this immense and
valuable gold region was made by the common
blood and treasure of the whole Union; but the
abolition majority, having no identity of interest
with the South, have seized upon the whole joint
stock and appropriated it to themselves.

In ten years, by a very moderate and
reasonable calculation, we shall not have more
than eleven slave States and thirty-three non-
slaveholding States. Three fourths of the States
can alter, amend or change the Constitution.
‘Who can doubt that the free States will exercise
that power at the first moment they obtain it?
They will then be able to prohibit the slave trade
between the States; to annul the slave basis of
representation i Congress, and to abolish
slavery in the States. This is no idle dream. It 1s
a plain practical view based upon facts which
everyone can see, who will examine the subject.

Jjwecarvin
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What then shall be our position? Shall we
submit to the monstrous wrongs of the past, and
shall we make no effort to arrest the terrible evils
mmpending over the future? It is a question of
right and wrong. The South had a right under
the constitution of the Union to an equal
participation in the newly acquired territory; but
the North has wronged the South out of the
whole of it.

In casting my vote on the measure or
measures that may be proposed, 1 shall be
governed by what I believe to be to the interest
of the South. I am not disposed to ask anything
not warranted by the Constitution, nor to
abandon any right we have under the
Constitution. As to the best way to secure our
rights, I confess I am unprepared to advise; but
we have the example of our forefathers before
us.

Yours, &c.;

JAMLS BROWN.
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By the end of the year, the politicians in Washington had worked out a
compromise on slavery, and by the following spring, the most passionate talk
had cooled. People were back to planting again, hoping for a good crop. But
then one summer evening, as the night sky filled with stars and the family took
in air on the porch, listening to the calls of whip-poor-wills, the birds’ singing
was joined by the sound of horses, and there were lights approaching the
house.

It was Bill Starr, with Jim Murdock, Zeke Avery and Al Cansler. With
the light of torches behind him, Starr’s face was impossible to read.

“Howdy, Amzi. Howdy, Mrs. Bahrs.”

“Evenin’, Sheriff. What brings you boys out this time of night?”

“Nothin’ in particular. We’re just ridin’.”

“Everything alright?”

“Everything alright. What about here? Everything quiet?”

“No trouble here. I suppose I wouldn’t complain of a little more sun.”

“Yeah. We could use more sun.”

Then Starr’s voice became serious.

“Uh... Excuse my rudeness, ma’am, but — could we speak to your
husband alone?”’

Amzi looked at Eliza. She gathered the younger children and took them
inside. Alemeth couldn’t stand to miss whatever was about to happen, so he
held his ground. Amzi made no objection. Starr waited for the door to close.

“Listen, Amzi. This is nothing official. Just friend to friend. Your Missus,
she’s teaching Sunday School, ain’t she? To the coloreds?”

“Yes. She is. Is there a problem?”

“Let’s just say it might be best if she stopped.”

For a moment, Alemeth imagined getting out of Sunday school altogether.

“Well now, you don’t know my Eliza. She has her heart set on her
teaching them. I see no harm in it.”

“You might be right. But it’d still be best if she quit. On account of what
people might say.”

Murdock, Avery and Cansler were staring at Amzi.

“Think of your neighbors. Not everybody’s as confident in their negroes
as you. People are naturally concerned. You know. With Mrs. Byers being
from up north and all.”

“Bill, I -7

“Neighbors got to be able to trust one another. You understand.”

* * *
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After the men rode off, Eliza returned to the porch.

“What are those men up to?” she asked.

“Just ridin’ the beat.”

“What did they want with you?”

“Eliza, darlin’, I’ve got to ask you something.”

“What’s that? You look serious. What’s the matter?”

“I’m sorry, but come over here.”

“Alright. What?”

“I think you better stop your lessons to the negroes. People don’t think we
should be teachin’ the colored to read.”

“What?” She backed away.

“Why Amzi. You can’t mean —

“I do.”

“Amzi, we’ve talked about that, remember? It’s a Christian’s obligation to
rescue all those lost to the Truth — especially savage races. I have a Christian
duty -

“I don’t know about that.”

She took another step backward. “Pardon me?”

“How sure are you of your Christian duty?”

“We brought them here as slaves, to make good Christians of them. The
church would never have approved of it, were that not so. We have an
obligation.”

“‘According to his kind,” Eliza. Don’t forget that. That’s in the good book
too. Maybe education’s not for everyone.”

“I can’t believe you’re saying that. What about those that have the
capacity for it? Aren’t we God’s own disciples, Amzi? Go ye therefore, and
teach all nations? Matthew twenty-eight nine?”

“Eliza, I didn’t say anything about not teaching them Christian ways. I’'m
just saying, you can’t be teaching them to read.”

“How can that be? A Christian has a duty to study Scripture.”

“Eliza, dear, are they capable of studying Scripture? On their own?”

“Amzi, some of them take right to it. They practically teach themselves to
read. You should come down and watch them some time. Or ask Kep to show
you how much he’s learned.”

“Well, I'm sorry, Eliza, but it’ll have to stop. You can’t be teaching
negroes to read.”
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"Sir: With this letter comes a Negro (Tom) which I beg the favour
of you to sell, in any of the Islands you may go to, for whatever he will
fetch... That this Fellow is both a rogue and a Runaway...I shall not
pretend to deny. But . . . he is exceedingly healthy, strong and good at
the Hoe... which gives me reason to hope he may, with your good
management sell well (if kept clean and trim'd up a little when offered
for sale... [I] must beg the favor of you (lest he should attempt his
escape) to keep him hand-cuffed till you get to Sea."

-- George Washington, letter to Joseph Thompson, 2 July 1766

T  —

Besides those of color, figure, and hair, there are other physical
distinctions proving a difference of race. They have less hair on the
face and body. They secrete less by the kidneys and more by the glands
of the skin, which gives them a very strong and disagreeable odor...

They are at least as brave, and more adventuresome. But this may
perhaps proceed from a want of forethought, which prevents their
seeing a danger till it be present...

They are more ardent after their female: but love seems with them
to be more an eager desire than a tender delicate mixture of sentiment
and sensation...

Comparing them by their faculties of memory, reason, and
imagination, it appears to me, that in memory they are equal to the
whites; in reason much inferior, as I think one could scarcely be found
capable of tracing and comprehending the investigations of Euclid.

— Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia, 1785
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“Amzi Byers, I can’t believe you’re saying that.”

He just looked at her.

“What’s the point of having our own land and our church here on
Bynum’s Creek if we can’t do what we want to do? Amzi, I told you it was
important to me. You led me to believe it was important to you too.”

“That may be so, Eliza. But it seems to me I also recall the good book
sayin’ a wife’s duty is to obey her husband.”

“Amzi, I’d never disobey you, but you know my calling. And you
promised. Jesus ministered to lepers and harlots. Surely the negroes — ”

“Elizal!”

“If I can’t teach letters to the others, at least let me teach Kep.”

“Why should that boy be any different? The Agricultural Association —”

“Amzi, Kep is so intelligent. The other planters will understand your
wanting to make him more useful. What makes a man more useful, if not
education?

“Eliza -

“It’ll be an experiment.”

Amzi stared intently, not an eyelash or a nose hair moving.

“An experiment, like Professor Millington talks about. I’ll teach the others
without reading scripture — for now. I’ll teach Kep to read Scripture himself.
And we’ll see how it goes.”

Still, Amzi’s face was stone.

“Reverend Hitchcock was always very clear about the importance of
Scripture. Every man has to be able to read Scripture for himself, else he
becomes dependent on someone else’s interpretation, and that only leads to
Papism. If teaching Kep to read bears good fruit, I can teach others. If it bears
ill — if teaching turns Kep into any sort of problem at all —

Amzi held up his finger to Eliza.

“Then you’ll stop,” he said at last.

“Then I'll stop.”

“Agreed.”
“Thank you, Amzi. You’ll see. I’'m certain of it.”
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Alemeth knew he was curious; everybody told him so. In fact, Pa said he
was too curious. He’d once asked why a fishing line looked like it bent when it
left the water. (He knew it didn’t really bend; but a person’s arm seemed to
bend the same way. Why?) But when he asked, Pa had gotten mad. “I have
no idea,” he’d said; “why are you always asking about things you don’t need
to understand?” Eliza had agreed. She had told him more than once that
curiosity killed the cat, and when he’d asked what cat, she’d said it was just an
expression and told him not to be silly.

Was “just an expression” the same as a little white lie? He’d wondered
about that, too. He longed to understand how a hawk could fly, how a frog
made the sounds it made. He wanted to understand what made the cotton
grow, and what made a fish take bait. He wanted to learn more about how the
world worked — about the things he didn’t yet know, the strange new things
that kept coming up in the everyday life around him. He’d never felt much
interest in what was already familiar; never cared, for example, about his own
bed, or his own britches. He had no interest in dead people, grammar, or the
other things that filled the pages of books. There was no point in curiosity
about things if you already knew as much about them as you’d ever need to
know. And that, he supposed, was why he’d never been curious about the
negroes. He loved Aunt Leety like he’d loved his real mother, but while he
knew that the palms of a Grote’s hands weren’t as dark as the rest of him, he’d
never wondered why. What difference could such a thing make to anything he
did? Pa was right about that. Some things just were what they were.

So every Sunday, when Eliza taught the negroes about the promise made
to Abraham, about the sacrifice of Isaac, about the coming of Jesus, doing it
all from memory so no one could claim she was teaching the negroes to read,
Alemeth thought nothing of it. That was just the way she was. And when
Eliza took Kep into the house, and they read Scripture together from the big
Geneva on the bookstand, he thought nothing of that, either.

“You really think he can learn to read?” Leander asked Alemeth one day.

Kep was one of the smarter Negroes. “I reckon he can.”

“Well. Time’ll tell. My Daddy says God can work all sorts of crazy ways.
But you know what my Aunt Lucy says? She says keeping slaves is a sin.”

“Really? What about your Sally?”

“She’s my Daddy’s. But my Aunt Lucy says it ain’t Christian to keep a
slave. Told my daddy he ought to give Sally her freedom. You never heard
such a fight.”

“I’ll bet.”
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“My Daddy says the Bible’s the word of God, and in the Bible, there are
lots of slaves. Says God never says it’s wrong to keep a slave. In fact, in
places, God tells people to take slaves.”

Alemeth had never thought about it before.

“And ten commandments don’t say nothin’ about slaves. Nope. And
slaves were everywhere around Jesus. Jesus never said a word against folks
that owned ‘em. Saint Paul told slaves to be good to their masters. Daddy says
he told one slave to go back to his master.”

“So then how can it be a sin?”

“Dang it, Alemeth, I ain’t saying it’s a sin. That’s what my Aunt Lucy
been sayin.”

“Well, ain’t no one knows the Bible any better than Eliza, and she hasn’t
said anything like that.”

“What does your Pa say?”

Alemeth had no idea what Amzi thought the Good Book said about
slavery. So that night, he asked him.

Amzi chewed on his tobacco plug for a few seconds, then leaned over the
porch rail and spat.

“You’re askin’ me what the Good Book says about slavery? For cryin’ out
loud, Alemeth. You and your questions. Why don’t you ask your Ma?”

“Ma’s dead, Pa.”

“You know what [ mean.”

“Okay. I know. But I want to know what you think.”

“All T know is this, son. God told Adam all the creatures were his; He
gave Adam dominion over all of them, and that means taking good care of
them. Now, I can see that a dog is smarter than a horse or a pig. And they’re
all smarter than fish. It seems to me, what’s true for animals is true for people,
too. When a civilized man takes care of a savage, he’s doing what God
charged him to do. It’s part of a man’s responsibility. If one man is meant to
be a field hand — if he isn’t fit to take care of himself any other way — then it
would be wrong to let him go off and get into something else. Just like it
would be wrong to let a dog eat a rabid squirrel.”

“Thanks, Pa. I understand.”

That winter at the gin house, watching the negroes clean motes from the
cotton, Alemeth could only think how lucky they all were, to have good land,
crops enough to provide food to eat, and clothes to wear. It was a noble thing
to be a planter, with so many people depending on you. A noble thing to look
after everyone else, the way Pa did.
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The Sunday after Alemeth turned sixteen, a place was set for him at the
adult table. Mary Jane had said getting to sit at the table was going to change
his life for the better; she couldn’t wait for the day she’d get to. Alemeth felt
suddenly taller. Imagined Amzi and Colonel Brown making lifting glasses to
his health, welcoming him to the table as they would a grown man.

But it was not to be. Alemeth sat between Eliza and Ann Brown. Four
years older, Ann showed him the proper way to hold his spoon. When he
spoke to a negro child who’d mounted the table with a palm frond, Ann
scolded him. “Alemeth Byers, if you’re going to sit at the adult table, you’re
going to have to learn how to behave. And the first thing you ought to know is
that you’re not supposed to talk to him; you’re supposed to talk to me. And
another thing: see my daddy, at the head of the table? When he turns his
attention to the right, you should turn and talk to your right. When he turns to
his left, you should too. It’s so no one is left with no one to talk to.”

Turning this way and that between two women, ignored by the older men
and at a loss for anything to say, he found dinner all but intolerable. So when
Alemeth was included when the men retired to the back terrace for cigars —
Amzi, Harvey Walter and Buck Avent, Frances Brown’s new husband — he
held out hope that something might yet come of being sixteen.

The Colonel showed his pocket watch to the others. Made in Connecticut
by someone named Pitkin, its mix of interconnected metal parts was more
involved than the scriptures of the Bible, more complicated than the guests at
Frances’s wedding, but far more interesting. Alemeth wondered how such tiny
levers and gears could be made to work together. But he kept his questions to
himself, trying instead to listen and learn from the talk of the older men. The
upcoming election. A railroad tax in Lafayette County. Bonds, subscriptions,
capital investments and returns. There was nothing of interest for him, or for
Amzi either, as best as he could tell. It seemed that smoking with these city
men could turn out to be as bad as eating with girls.

“You know,” said the Colonel, “if we pass the tax, it should benefit us
all.”

“No question. It’s the one thing the Whigs are right about.”

“Some folks don’t believe the government should get into business. The
railroad business, or any other.”

“That’s short-sighted. The railroad will pay for itself in no time.”

“People have to understand the railroad’s importance to the University.
The best students will never come to Oxford unless we get the railroad.”

“It’ll come through Holly Springs,” said Mr. Walter.



ALEMETH ~99 ~

“To be sure. What do you think, Amzi? What are folks in Panola saying?”

“Most folks in Panola don’t much care about the railroad. Folks feel it’s
more a matter for the people of Lafayette.”

“I see. And do you share their views?”

“I suppose I do.”

Harvey Walter turned to the Colonel. “I’1l bet we could net fifty per cent,
at least. Maybe double our money.”

The conversation returned to banking. The Colonel and his sons-in-law
talked about money, numbers, rates and percentages. How state government
depended on the slave tax for its revenues, and men like the Colonel, and
Amzi and Harvey, paid more in slave tax than just about anyone. For Alemeth,
it was like being in school. And there stood Pa, in school right beside him,
looking as out of place as Alemeth was. There seemed nothing good about
being sixteen, or sitting at the adult table.

Then the Colonel asked if the men would like to take a look at the new
saddle horse he’d picked up in Memphis. Alemeth’s interest soared. He could
appreciate the features of a fin saddle horse, and the Colonel’s was likely as
fine as they came.

Inside stables, among bins and troughs, draught horses and shadows, the
Colonel opened a stall to a powerfully handsome creature with chestnut
haunches whose sheen, when the horse was led into the light, reflected the
moon. A stallion, with a creamy mane and a soft white blaze that
complemented its impressive form.

“He must be sixteen hands,” said Buck.

“Look at the arch in that neck,” said Mr. Walter.

“That’s a fine animal, Colonel.”

“Thank you, Amzi. Got him from a gentlemen in Memphis. Gets his
horses in Kentucky.”

“Is he fast?”

“A mile in two minutes. And he hardly breaks a sweat.”

“You don’t say. Alemeth, look at the size of those thighs. Ever think of
racing him, Colonel?”

“I might, in the fall. I’'m also thinking of breeding him, if I can get the
right mare.”

“I know where I can find you some fine Virginia mares,” said Buck. “I’d
consider it a privilege to choose a few for you.”

The men eyed the horse from every angle. They discussed breeding, and
the right time to let him out for stud. And as they did, Alemeth watched with
admiration. There was not a trace of fat to be seen beneath the skin. Every inch
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muscle. Even his tawny tail swept away flies with authority. And spending
time in the company of Pa and Colonel Brown, of Buck Avent and Harvey
Walter, admiring the horse together, made the men seem a little more familiar.
Maybe, something good would come from sitting at the adult table.

But time with the stallion was not to last forever. After closing the stable
gates, the Colonel addressed Amzi.

“You know, Amzi, the railroad isn’t just about the University.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know what steam did to the paddle wheel. It’s going to do the same
thing on land.”

“I suppose you’re right.”

“Transportation,” said the Colonel. “Efficient transportation. Getting a
man from one place to another faster. It’s always been the key. Where would
we be without our rivers? And look at how the stage has opened the way for
civilization! When I started in this business, it could take a man weeks to go a
hundred miles. The stage made that possible in a day and a night. But a coach
can carry just a few passengers and bags. Look at the cargo a steam boat
carries — hundreds of bales on a single boat. If we can transport cotton over
open country, in large quantities and at great speeds, just think of the
advantages. One steam engine can pull a train at three times the speed of a
stage. Five times the speed of a steamboat upstream. No more cost of wagon
trains to Memphis. No more two and a half for the factor there.”

“No more barges downriver to New Orleans,” added Mr. Walter. “We can
bypass the sea. Load railcars here in Oxford and haul them overland to
Memphis, Charleston or Philadelphia at a fraction of the cost.”

“Amzi, they’re paying twenty cents a pound for cotton in Philadelphia.”

Amzi set his elbow in the palm of his other hand, like he was thinking
over what the men had said.

“Sounds fantastic, Colonel,” he said at last. “Getting twenty cents would
be real nice, Harvey. But if we lay railroad lines, what’s that going to do to the
land?”

“Growth, Amzi. Opportunity.”

“Is that always a good thing?”

“Think of the revenue traffic can bring. If Oxford is a major stop on the
line, there will be people staying over. Food. Lodging. Supplies. You know
there’s money to be made in the mercantile trade.”

Alemeth cared little for the profits of mercantile trade. While the men
talked investments, shares, and revenues, he wondered what a locomotive
engine looked like up close.



35

The next day, at the bottom of the swimming hole, Alemeth and Leander
came face to face with more catfish than Alemeth had ever seen. He was
unable to count them, unable to mimic them, unable to swim with their light,
finned ease, unable — as hard as he tried —to breathe as they did. But staying
under so long, trying to imagine himself a fish, his lungs began to burn. When
he finally gave up and broke out of the deep, the air that filled his lungs felt so
clean he felt rescued, as if from a grave — accepted into a life that was freer
than the slow, stupid doldrums of the fishes’ world. He and Leander quickly
returned with their fishing poles, catching a slew of catfish, pulling them into
the air as if they were freeing the fish from the same confining world they’d
been freed from. They went up to the house with the fish on a string, to tell
Kep what he’d missed.

But neither Eliza nor Kep were there. The big Geneva was not in its usual
place on the bookstand, but lying out on the table, in the light by the window,
where Leander took an interest in it.

“Hey, Alemeth. Come here. Look at this.”

Leander was pointing at one of the pages and grinning — one of those
grins so broad Alemeth started grinning too, without knowing why.

Alemeth hadn’t even started to read when Amzi walked in.

“What’s so funny, boys?”

Amzi strode forward, repeating his question.

“Come on now, Alemeth. What’s so funny?”

“Nothing, sir.”

“Leander?”

Amzi looked down at the Bible. What began as a glance turned into a
stare. The boys had to wait before he looked up.

“What are you boys doing, reading this?”

They looked at each other.

“We weren’t!” said Leander. “We just got here.”

“Don’t give me that: I saw you reading it. I saw you smiling. Alemeth?”

“I wasn’t reading nothin’ Pa. We found it here —”

“You’re telling me it was open to this page when you came in?”

“Yes, sir,” said Leander.

“The wind flipped the pages to this nonsense?”

“No, Pa. We came in to look for Kep. Miss Eliza and Kep must have left
it this way, after their lesson.”

“You boys get going. Get on out of here. And put that stool back in the



~102 ~ Jjwcarvin

kitchen where it belongs.”

There was no doubt what Amzi was thinking: that, yet again, Alemeth had
put his nose where it didn’t belong. In fact, he’d done nothing wrong, but yet
again, he was getting blamed for something Leander had done. He took the
stool and put it back by the table in the kitchen. Outside the house, he asked
Leander what had got him grinning so.

“What Charlie Morgan said is true,” said Leander, grinning still more.
“But you’ll just have to read it yourself.”

Not knowing what Leander knew proved more than Alemeth could bear.
So that night, by candlelight, he went back and read from the still open page. It
was easy to figure out which verses had put Leander in such a tither.

Thy two breasts are as two young roes that are twins, feeding
among the lilies...

Thou art all fair, my love, and there is no spot in thee...

My sister, my spouse, how fair is thy love?

How much better is thy love than wine?

* * *

He couldn’t understand, at first, what Eliza and Kep had been doing,
reading about love and wine. But just two days later, he saw Aunt Harriet
showing her little Gilbert the woodcuts in the Bible, in the same bright spot
next to the window. It could have been her who’d left the Bible open to the
page about love, or Gilbert, or anyone. It didn’t have to be Kep and Eliza. The
problem was, Pa thought se had been reading it. Should he explain that he
hadn’t even seen it? That it had all been Leander? Since Pa seemed upset with
everybody, he decided it was best to leave to say nothing for a while. About a
week later, he again considered defending himself. But this time, he reasoned,
bringing it up would only put the problem — and his guilt in the matter — front
and center again. So he kept quiet, again.

His newest predicament remained in place. A part of the permanent
record in Pa’s mind. He had disappointed Pa yet again. Blamed, yet again, for
something Leander McKinney had done.

But all was not bad. Pa had gotten quiet around Miss Strong, too. Hardly
looked her in the face. When he spoke to her, the words came one at a time.
You could tell that something was going on between them. Like, Pa was angry
at Eliza, thinking she’d been reading about love with Kep.

Just maybe, he was finally coming out from under her spell.
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The coming of the railroad put people scrambling: some clambered to get
out of the way, others were like cats at meal time, trying to get as close as they
could to where it would go. Amzi Byers held fast to his land, with an eye on
his neighbors’ parcels, hoping that the railroad would not be laid across his
land or theirs. Others — like the McKinneys — moved into town, with their
eyes on the mercantile trade. To hear Leander talk, he and Alemeth might not
ever see each other again. “After all, I’ll have no reason to come to Bynum’s
Creek anymore.”

It didn’t seem possible they’d never see each other again, never swim
together again, never go fishing again. So when Leander asked if Alemeth
wanted to go with him and a new friend from town to ‘the trial of Jesus,’
Alemeth hesitated only a moment before saying yes, of course, he’d be glad to
go. He couldn’t have explained why, but the idea that Leander had a new
friend who lived in town left Alemeth feeling jealous.

The trial was better than Alemeth had expected. Sheriff Butler played
Pontius Pilot, Dr. Gabbert Judas, and Dudley Isom Jesus. The ‘Romans’
cracked real whips, so the whipping sounded great. And while they couldn’t
tell how it had been managed, the spear in Jesus’s side seemed to draw real
blood. Leander jumped to his feet when he saw it. When Dr. Isom spoke the
final words, “Forgive them, Father, they know not what they do,” Leander
declared the show better than any sermon he’d ever heard.

Afterwards, Alemeth, Leander and his new friend, Nat, were passing
through the square toward the Butler stables, for Alemeth to pick up his
buckboard, when a stallion trotted up. Before Alemeth could see that the rider
was Colonel Brown, he recognized the horse’s magnificent chest and
shoulders. Then the big man’s face came into the light, staring directly
Alemeth’s way.

“Good evening, boys.”

“Good evening, sir.”

Without breaking stride or saying another word, the Colonel passed up the
street as if he hadn’t recognized them.

“Wow,” said Leander. “Did you see that horse? I wonder who that was...”

“It was Colonel Brown.”

“No kiddin’! That was some horse.”

“He can run a two minute mile without breaking a sweat.”

“The hell he can! Says who?”

“Says the Colonel.”

“Aw. That don’t make it so.”
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As Alemeth considered a suitable retort, the Colonel reached the stables
and handed the horse’s reins to the liveryman. Leander held his own hands out
in front of Alemeth and Nat, bringing them to a halt fifty yards short of the
stables.

“Stop,” he said with emphasis. “Don’t say anything.”

They stood in the shadow of an elm tree, waiting as the Colonel finished
his business with the liveryman and walked down the street to President
Longstreet’s house.

“Wouldn’t it be something to have a horse like that?” asked Leander.
“What do you say, Alemeth Bahrs? Wouldn’t it be something?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, we could have a horse like that. In fact, we could have that
horse.”

Leander grinned.

After putting the horse in the stable, the liveryman looked up and down,
then crossed the street and entered the hotel.

The boys looked at each other.

“It’d sure be something, to have a horse like that,” said Leander.

“What are you sayin’?”

“Just that it would sure be something if we could have it.” Leander smiled
again.

“You’re not sayin’ we could steal it...”

The accusation left Leander grinning even more broadly. Nat looked back
and forth, between Leander and Alemeth.

“Just think what the guys would say,” said Leander to Nat.

“They hang folks for stealing horses,” said Alemeth.

“You chicken?”

“I ain’t no chicken, but I ain’t a fool either, Leander McKinney. Where
you gonna put it, where someone won’t know it was us that stole it?”

Leander had the devil in his eye; he wasn’t backing off; and as Alemeth
well knew, he was always figuring a way to get what he wanted.

“We wouldn’t have to keep it,” said Leander. “We could just let it go.”

“Taking it a while is as bad as taking it for good. It still ain’t right.
Besides, we could s#il/ get caught in the act. It’d still be stealing a horse.”

“Horse thieving?” said Nat. “They’d probably just whip some nigger for
it.”

“Okay, then, we don’t let the horse go. We don’t steal him at all.” With
wide open eyes, Leander pulled a large knife from his belt. “We just cut off his
tail.”
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“We can’t do that,” said Alemeth.

“And why not, Mr. Bahrs?”

“That’s Colonel Brown’s horse.”

“Yeah? So?”

Leander McKinney and Nat went into the empty stables. After a moment
in the street alone, unsettled by the thought of cutting off the horse’s tail,
Alemeth followed, checking over his shoulder to be sure the liveryman was
still at the hotel. There were no other customers. All three boys stood in the
darkness, Leander’s hand on the stallion’s neck and face, stroking, keeping the
horse calm. Then Leander motioned to Alemeth. “Take hold of his tail.”

“You’re crazy.”

He could cut a fish open while its gills were still moving. He could even
kill a rabbit or a squirrel to eat the meat. But cut off a horse’s tail? For what
reason?

“Take hold of his tail, doggone it. If you won’t, Nat will.”

“Leander, this is like — Leander, it ain’t right. You’re tetched.”

“You feeling sorry for this horse, that’s ten times bigger and braver than
you? What kind of sissy are you?”

“[ ain’t no sissy.”

“You been spending too much time with girls. It’s not like it’ll hurt the
horse.”

“You just going to cut the hairs, right? Not his flesh?”

“Now Alemeth Byers, why would I be so stupid as to cut his flesh?”

“Ok, alright. But —”

“Nat, come over here and keep this horse settled.”

Nat put a hand on the horse’s neck while Alemeth took hold of the tail.

“Closer to his rump,” said Leander. “Get him at the dock.”

Alemeth’s hands inched closer. The stallion seemed ready to rear up.
said Leander. “I want the whole

bl

“Leave me as much tail as you can,’
thing.”

He held the dock close to the rump with his left hand and towards its end
with his right. Holding the tail a few inches away, Leander brought the knife
down less than an inch from Alemeth’s clenched hand, making a long, strong
stroke. The stallion flexed his haunches and snorted. A clutch of tawny bristles
fell to the ground.

“Hold tight, now. One more time.”

Leander brought the knife down again. This time, more than half the
bristles fell; a nervous whinny; the horse’s hind quarters backed sideways,
nearly bowling Alemeth over. Leander said “Just one more time. Come on,
now,” and cut the last of it.
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The stallion reared up, whinnying, his fore legs high in the air. Alemeth
ducked into cover. Leander took a handful of bristles from the dirt and stuffed
them inside his shirt.

“What are you doing that for?” asked Nat.

“Now we can prove it was us.”

“What?!” Why would Leander want to keep evidence linking them to the
crime?

Up the street, a noise from outside. They searched the darkness and,
seeing nothing, burst from the stables. The front door had opened at Judge
Longstreet’s house. A shaft of light from the doorway illuminated the yard.
Hearing men’s voices, Leander grabbed Alemeth by the shirt sleeve and pulled
him behind a holly bush next to Nat.

The Colonel and Judge Longstreet came out of the President’s house,
peering into the darkness above the boys’ heads.

“I didn’t like the sound of that whinnying,” said the Colonel.

The older men entered the stables. As they talked, the boys waited and
watched from the bushes, unable to make out their words. After a while, the
older men went to the hotel looking for the liveryman, and the boys dashed
across the street toward safety. When the Colonel dragged the liveryman out
of the hotel and back to the stables, he was protesting loudly: no, he had no
idea what had happened to the horse; no, he hadn’t seen anyone coming or
going; no, he hadn’t heard a thing; he’d only been gone a few minutes; he’d
had only one drink; and as God was his witness, he’d kept his eye on the
stables the whole time.

Once the Colonel and Longstreet were gone, when Alemeth went in again
to retrieve his buckboard, the liveryman was muttering and cursing, as if ready
to strangle the next person who looked at him crooked. The man asked
Alemeth if e ’d seen or heard anything.

“No,” said Alemeth. “T ain’t seen or heard a thing. I’ve been down at the
church.”
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It hadn’t been a lie; he had been down at the church, earlier. And if it was
a lie, it was just a white lie. An expression. But in his gut, he knew he’d held
the dock. He’d known better. He’d gone along with Leander McKinney for no
reason — for his own weakness, and for nothing else. The knowledge plagued
him for days. Everybody was talking about who’d done it. So when Amzi
asked him if he knew anything about it, his heart raced; his flesh turned sweaty
and cold. Amzi stared at him, demanding that he tell him anything he knew. At
last, he said he knew nothing. Amzi let out a hrrumphh! and walked off.

Alemeth thought he’d heard the end of it, but the next week, at Clear
Creek, Colonel Brown took up where Amzi had left off.

“You were in town that night, right? I saw you with that McKinney boy,
didn’t 1?” Alemeth barely nodded. “Do you know who did it?” Alemeth
froze. He didn’t want to lie to the Colonel. “I won’t ask you who, Alemeth. I
appreciate loyalty. Just tell me if you know who did it — yes, or no — and I
won’t ask you anything more.”

Wow. That was better. “Yes, sir. I guess — I guess I know.”

There were no more questions. Colonel Brown just thanked him and left
the room. Alemeth decided Colonel Brown was his best friend. But a few
days later, when Pa announced that he would start at Mount Sylvan in the fall,
the punishment seemed far worse than the licking he’d feared.

“But Pa. It’s harvest time. I need to be here at Bynum’s Creek, with you.”

“Alemeth, Ma and I have talked it over. You’re going, and that’s that.”

Ma? Was there no end to Eliza’s influence? Whatever else may have
come from sitting at the adult table, it had not included getting to make his
own decisions. He wouldn’t legally be a man until he was twenty-one. In the
meantime, he couldn’t bear the thought of Eliza having such say over his life.
When he became a man, he’d never let a woman tell him what to do. In the
meantime, he would have to go to school, but there was no reason to do more
than what Pa told him. No reason to start treating Eliza as if she was his
mother. As if she had any right telling him what to do. He’d be twenty-one in
just a few more years.

So when Eliza said that he couldn’t start school looking like a country
cretin — that she would have to fit him for new clothes — he fumed anew, then
looked to Amzi in hopes Amzi would see it his way. Of course, Amzi thought
Eliza made sense. And in the end, Alemeth had to strip down to his underwear
while Eliza ran up his legs and over his shoulders and neck with a measuring
tape.
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On the second Monday in September, gussied up, hair slicked back, John
Alemeth Byers took the buckboard to a clearing at the edge of the woods, half
way to Oxford, near Clear Creek. He was alone. He could have turned aside,
taken the buckboard anywhere else. But he knew he’d never get away with it.
So, even on his own, he drove on, impelled by the power Eliza had over him,
even from far away.

A tall man stood outside the school house in a black waistcoat, a high
white collar and a black bow tie, bald on top, but with large tufts of hair above
his ears and a black goatee under his chin. The three triangles jutting from his
face gave the natural roundness of his head angular edges. The man said,
“Come in, boys. It’s time to become men.” Once they were in their assigned
seats, he called the class to order.

“You new boys need to learn our ways here at Mount Sylvan. One of our
traditions is to begin each day with announcements. Today, I have three
announcements to make. First, the Reverend Stanford Burney will no longer
be teaching at Mount Sylvan. He has opened a College for Women and will be
devoting his attention to it. I am Frederick Coffin Vrooman. I have my Doctor
of Divinity from Lane. I will be teaching instead of Reverend Burney.

Vrooman surveyed the class, checking faces, making eye contact.

“My second announcement is that while I am an ordained minister of the
Presbyterian Church, I am tolerant of other denominations. As I have assured
your families, I’ll make no attacks on anyone’s Christian beliefs. But I will ask
hard questions.”

That was not reassuring.

“The third announcement is one I make at the suggestion of Doctor
Burney. I want to let you know from the outset that, like him, I put much stock
in the power of the human brain.”

His head and movements made him look like a wind-up clock with
handles and levers. As he strode around the room, rigid and erect, he began
asking questions about squares: three times three being nine, nine being the
square of three, and — “By the way, is anyone prepared to tell me the square
of nine?” From squares and triangles, to the genius of Pythagoras. “The square
of the hypotenuse is equal to the sum of the squares of the other two sides.
Who can give me an example?”

A breeze brought the cool fragrance of the woods and, after wrapping it
around Mount Sylvan drew it in through the open windows, reminding
him that it wasn’t far to Clear Creek, to Sand Springs, and to home.
He wondered what he’d do when he got home. First, he thought, he would
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“Pay attention, please, Master Byers, or you will not like the
consequences, I can assure you.”

He tried to pay attention. He tried hard to listen. But he had no use for a
hypotenuse. And Latin was worse that Geometry. Amo amas amat. Ego, te,
alter. Gallia est omnis divisa in partes tres. Greek was even worse. Reverend
Vrooman began with a discourse on Homer: how, from Socrates on, the
Greeks had venerated him, Socrates passing on his respect to his pupil, the
young Plato, and Plato to his pupil, the young Aristotle, and Aristotle to his
pupil, the young Alexander who, as Alexander the Great, carried a copy of
Homer to war with him and held competitions for excellence in Homeric
rhapsody.

From Homer, Vrooman went on to the Greek letters hung around the
room on large cards, pointing them out with a hickory stick as he named them.
There were majuscule letters, like ‘A,” and miniscule, like ‘a.” ‘B’ and
‘B’were recognizable, but ‘I"” and “y’ were not.

There was black dirt wedged under Alemeth’s finger nails. His hands had
always been in the soil, so dirt didn’t bother him unless it was in his eyes, or
his mouth. But Reverend Longstreet had stressed the importance of
appearance, and Alemeth wondered if Vrooman would do the same.

“Master Byers?”

Vrooman was talking to him.

“Are you going to need some sort of help with your attention?”

Vrooman tapped the inside of his left palm with his stick.

“No. Sir.”

“Very well, then. Listen up.”

With Vrooman’s back turned, he cleaned some dirt from one of his nails
with the edge of a pen knife. But then, with excavations just begun, Reverend
Vrooman turned down the row toward him again. As his fingers slid beneath
the open halves of a book, Vrooman zeroed in.

“Master Byers, what are you doing with your hands?”

“Nothing.”

“Master Byers, please be so kind as to remove your hands from under
your book.”

As Vrooman approached, he slid his hands from under the book. The
knife was still out of sight beneath it.

The Reverend raised his eyebrows.

“And?”

“And what, Sir?”

“What is it about your hands that makes you want to hide them?”

Yet again, caught in deception.
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“They’re dirty, sir.”

“Well, it’s good news, I suppose, that you’re thinking about something.
What do you think of the fact that your hands are dirty?”

None of the things he’d imagined Reverend Vrooman saying about dirty
hands was good, and he was prepared for a scolding, whatever it might be —
anything was better than what Vrooman would say if he discovered the knife.

He was not, however, prepared for the question Vrooman had asked. He
had no idea what /e thought of the dirt on his hands. All he could think of was
Reverend Longstreet, looking at the tear in his pants.

“Reverend Longstreet says —

“If I want to know what Reverend Longstreet thinks,” said Vrooman, “I
can ask him. I want to know what you think.”

Before the day was out, Vrooman called upon Alemeth to explain what he
thought, not only about the dirt under his nails, but about the pyramids of
Egypt, the discovery of a megalosaurus in England, and the heliocentric
theories of Copernicus. Does the sun really rise in the east? Does the earth
really orbit around the sun? Or does everything just depend on one’s point of
view?

Alemeth had never done so much thinking in just one day. By the end of
it, his head had begun to ache. He rubbed his temples, wondering how hard
Mount Sylvan was going to be.
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The creatures persistently refuse to live together as man
and wife, even after I have mated them with all the wisdom I
possess, and built them such desirable homes.
-- Augustus Longstreet

Eliza had no idea what had come over Amzi. Instead of getting better, his
mood had gotten worse. He seemed angry at her for something. When cotton
dropped to eight cents a pound, he seemed a beaten man. So when, in response
to her prayers for understanding, the Lord suggested she speak directly to him,
she tried. But he just glared at her. Said he didn’t want to talk about it. And the
winter brought no relief.

Alemeth was no better. What did you learn today? Anything interesting
happen at school? ‘Everything’s fine’ was all he ever said.

“I don’t know what’s wrong with you, Alemeth, but I’m not going to let
go. If I’ve done nothing to offend you, then I’ll keep asking until I get a civil
answer. What did you learn in school today?”

He glared. “We’re studying Latin. Today I learned the meaning of the
word famulus.”

“Alright. Good. That’s very interesting. Let me take a guess. Does it mean
‘family’?”

“No. That’s what I found interesting. The word ‘family’ comes from it,
but the Latin word means a slave.” He threw the word “slave” at her like a
stone. “Can [ go now?”

And so it was. Both Amzi and Alemeth worried her. What could she do
for either one? Whatever she tried just made things worse.

Kep, on the other hand, had been a joy and a delight. He was very bright
for a colored boy. After a year, he was reading nearly as well as Mary Jane.
And most wonderful of all, he was interested in Scripture.

One Saturday morning, the boy approached her on the porch.

“Good morning, Miz Byers.”

She was always glad to see him, but this time, she could sense that
something was up.

“Miz Byers?”

“What is it, Kep?”

“I’d like to be baptized.”

“Really?” Joy filled her heart. “That’s wonderful! May I ask you why?”

“Alemeth says I can’t be a Christian unless I get baptized.”
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“Oh, really? Well, I'm not sure about that. But I'm delighted! This is
wonderful news!”

There was nothing more glorious than a person becoming a Christian. On
the other hand, Lorenzo Dow had proven the ease of confusing an idle wish
with a genuine religious experience.

“Kep, are you sure you’re willing to submit to the will of God, as your
Lord and Savior?”

“Yes, ma’am. [ am.”

“It’s very difficult, you know — to always do what He wants you to do.”

“I know —”

“I’'m glad you understand.”

“— I’'m ready to do anything he asks. I can feel the spirit in my heart.
Right here. I want to be baptized, Miz Byers. I really do. I’'m ready.”

How wonderful! If ever there was proof of the benefit of education, this
was it. Her hours with Kep could no longer be questioned. Kep, a Christian
who could read Scripture! When Amzi told the Agricultural Council, she’d be
able to teach others — she was sure of it.

On the drive to Clear Creek, she anticipated the look on Amzi’s face.

“I have good news.”

“What is it, Eliza?”

“Kep came to see me this morning. He says he’s become a Christian. He
wants to be baptized.”

Amzi just looked at her.

“Amzi, didn’t you hear me?”’

“Yes, I heard you.”

“You won’t believe how well he‘s learned to read. Scripture has done so
much for him! Tonight, I’d like him to read for you.”

“The boy has learned to read?”

“Yes, Amzi. I -

“Is that all you’ve taught him?”

“No, no, I’ve taught him Scripture as well. I’ve taught him what it means
to be a Christian. He’s intelligent. He hangs on every word I say. He’s a better
student than — well — than some white children. You can ask him about
Scripture, all you want.”

He looked at her before responding. “You expect me to be pleased?”

“Why, Amzi, I thought you’d be thrilled. Kep really feels the power of the
spirit. He’s an amazing boy. He...”

But the more she talked about Kep, the angrier Amzi got, and the more he
dug in his heels.
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“You never know what an African is thinking,” said the Colonel. “Has
Eliza shared her notions about savages with the boy?”

“I should hope not.”

“Eliza ought to know better. It’s not just what that Nat Turner did. Her
own family history shows what happens when you educate a negro.”

“What do you mean?”

“There was a negro, a slave named Henry, in Haiti. They sent him to
Spain and gave him a real highbrow education. You know what he did with
it?”

“What was that?”

“He stole every plantation in Haiti. Including the Strongs’. The slaves ran
Eliza’s grandfather off the island. Took all his land.”

“I don’t think Eliza knows that.”

“I’ll have Mary Ann talk to her. She knows what they did to Adonijah
Strong.”

It couldn’t hurt for Mary Ann to talk to her, but Amzi doubted it would be
enough. Kep had been rutting about in her thoughts, and she couldn’t see the
danger that created. She was always talking about how intelligent he was.
She’d spent more time with him than with her own stepdaughters. She was
past the point of seeing him for what he was. The boy’d always had a big head.
He couldn’t change who he was, any more than Eliza could. Now, with Eliza,
he was doing — what? Had he come on to her? What had he already done, with
Eliza praising him all the time? All that stuff about reading, and being a
Christian — God only knew where it would lead. Even if the boy hadn’t acted
on his urges yet, he had to be thinking about it. Sure as sunrise. It was in his
nature.

Besides, even if the boy was as innocent as Eliza seemed to think, he still
had a young boy’s body. Watching his muscles grow, for heaven’s sake.
Close to her age. The boy could hardly help his own nature. What in God’s
name was she thinking, teaching him to read about ‘breasts like roes’? Her
innocence made her easy pickings.

In the end, whether Kep would or wouldn’t forget his place with Eliza
didn’t really matter. His brother John Alemeth had explained it well. Kep was
an investment. Once he got dangerous ideas, that investment was in jeopardy.
That he could be a Christian the same as any white man was clearly a
dangerous idea. It was simply bad business to keep him.
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“Amzi, | can’t believe you feel that way.”

“The boy will not be baptized.”

“Amzi, what harm could possibly come from a baptism?”

“That boy’s no Christian, Eliza. You don’t know what’s on his mind. He
just thinks that being a Christian will get him his freedom.”

“Amzi, I believe the boy’s faith is sincere. He spends time with the Bible
even when I’m not around. He shows every sign of understanding. He has
nothing but the best of intentions.”

“Why do you defend him? You’ve said yourself, Faith means nothing if a
man doesn’t understand it. It’s not just about scripture, Eliza. You really think
this boy understands the Christian way of life?”

“Amzi, are you questioning what I’ve taught him?”

“I’m saying you haven’t convinced me that boy has any idea what it
means to be a Christian. He could be deceiving you, to get what he wants from
you. And you’re so —”

“What will it take, then? What will I need to show you?”

Amzi took a long, deep breath, and exhaled slowly, never once taking his
eye off Eliza. “Eliza, I’ve decided to sell Kep.”

“Pa, you can’t!”

“Amzi, you’re not serious.”

“Alemeth, you don’t tell me what I can and cannot do.”

“I’m sorry, Pa. But -

“Amzi, he’s been doing so well.”

“You know what’s happened to cotton prices. We’re spending more than
we’re taking in. I still owe my brother, and now, there’s the cost of Mount
Sylvan. We can use the cash.”

“Pa, Semmy Lou says Kep’s got a thing for Miss Sadie. If you hang on to
Kep, I’ll bet he and Miss Sadie will have lots of babies.”

“Son, I made up my mind. I don’t want to hear any more about it. And
don’t either of you breathe a word of this to Kep, or to any of the other
negroes. They don’t need to know, until after it’s done.”

Alemeth and Eliza were both open-mouthed.
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“That’s the end of the discussion.”

Amzi walked out, closing the door behind him.
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Alemeth worried he’d never be able to hide what was up. Kep was too
smart. Kep would figure him out. Amzi would give him a shellacking. So for
the next few weeks, it was all he could do to stay away from Kep.

He stayed away from FEliza, too, though for different reasons. She seemed
ashamed of something, or embarrassed. She so prided herself on doing the
right thing, if she was embarrassed, she’d have tried to make it right. Whatever
the trouble, it had to be still going on. Maybe it was tension between her and
Amzi. Maybe things were starting to wear between them. In any case, as the
two bad moods grated at each other like Reverend Vrooman’s glaciers went at
rocks, the tension wore them down. Life at Bynum’s Creek moved perceptibly
away from what it once had been.

There weren’t many things that could have made things worse, but then
one day, Jim Murdock came to the house. He’d heard that Amzi wanted to
sell Kep, and was interested in buying him.

Amzi invited Murdock to have a seat on the porch. From his loft in a
nearby tree, Alemeth could hear bits and pieces of the conversation.

“I’d rather hang a dozen dead possums in my yard than trust a nigger.”

Murdock slung it like mud from his tongue, not negro, or even niggra, but
as if the second syllable was hardly there. A moment later, he said it again, the
same way. With Murdock his master, Kep’s life would not be good.

“I never knew a field nigger worth more than two horses when one of
‘em’s lame.”

Murdock left. Alemeth got Amzi’s attention.

“Pa. I know you gotta sell Kep. But do you have to sell him to that man?”

“If he’ll pay me $800 I do.”
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“Enough, son. If you have to know, there’s more to it than that.”

Alemeth couldn’t imagine what Amzi meant by “more to it,” unless it was
Eliza teaching Kep about breasts like roes.

“What could —”

“Enough, I said. You don’t need to know the particulars.”
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The next afternoon, Uncle Johnson came in the door with a letter from
town addressed to Mrs. Eliza Byers from her sister, Mrs. Julia Webster. Julia’s
daughter was getting married. She was hoping both her sisters would be able
to come, and to bring their families to Missouri for the wedding.

When Amzi tried to talk Eliza out of it, due to her condition, Eliza told
him not to be concerned. “A girl only gets married once,” she said. “Julia is
my closest older sister, and her daughter Julia is practically a younger sister to
me. Besides, I won’t be alone: you must come as well. Mary Ann is going.
We’ll all go.”

Alemeth groaned. Something about weddings disagreed with him. He was
determined to avoid this one, whatever it took.

“You’ll enjoy Carondelet,” she said to him. “You remember my sister
Julia, and Doctor Webster.”

Just barely.

“And you remember their daughters.”

Maybe. There’d been a lot of them.

“You surely remember Mary Ann. She’s the one who’s just your age. I
thought you two got along nicely.”

He remembered Mary Ann Webster. She’d driven him crazy. She’d even
asked if she could come along fishing once. But so what? Eliza and Mrs.
Brown were enough. He didn’t need another Strong trying to arrange his life.

“Alemeth, I promise you, you’ll love it. Mary Ann — my sister, that is —

will have us stay at the Gayoso, I’'m sure.”

No wonder John Bates Strong had gone to sea.

Eliza: “What about Walton?”

Amzi: “You and Leety don’t need a little one to take care of. We should
leave him here, with Harriet.”

How unfair.

Eliza: “Alemeth, surely you’ll enjoy the steamboat ride.”

Well. That might be true. But at what price, a steam boat ride?

Amzi: “T think you’d like the river, son. It’s bigger than any you’ve ever
seen. And stronger.”

Uncle Johnson: “Alemeth, I’d love to see those double wheelers myself.
Steam engines. Boilers. Power enough to haul all those people, and all that
cotton. I’d think you’d have a good time, checking out that machinery.”

If only Pa would say he didn’t have to go.

Amzi: “Alemeth, I’m sure we’ll have a good time.”

“You 're going to go?”
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“Yes. I guess I am. Someone’s got to keep an eye on your — on Eliza.”

“Well, then. I guess I should go too.”

And so Alemeth accepted the inevitable. He would go to Missouri with
the rest of them.

Then, two mornings before departure, the day Mr. Murdock was supposed
to come take him, Kep disappeared.

* * *

First, it was simply that Grote hadn’t seen him. Then, that Alemeth
hadn’t. Then Eliza, and Uncle Johnson. The more people who hadn’t seen him,
the more places could be ruled out. Soon, Amzi was asking where else he
could be, and the more it looked as if Kep had just run off.

“Something alerted him,” Amzi said to Eliza. “What did you say to him?”

“I’d prefer not to assume the worst, Amzi. He has to be somewhere
nearby. Hurt, perhaps, but not far. He couldn 't have run away.”

“But you told him nothing about selling him?”

“I can’t say it’s been easy, Amzi, but no. Of course I haven’t.”

“What about you, son?”

“I haven’t seen him since —”’

“Since when?”

“Since you said you were going to sell him.”

“For that long? ”

“I’ve been avoiding him. I didn’t think I could —”

“Well, then, there it is. You’ve done it again. You made him wonder if
something wasn’t right. You tipped him off.”

The accusation stung, but there was no time for feeling wounded. They
spent the morning looking everywhere around Bynum’s Creek, Alemeth trying
to imagine where he’d go if he were Kep. But further searches produced no
leads. None of the other negroes had seen him. Bill Starr came out, along with
Al Cansler and Jim Murdock, to widen the search. Dogs strained against
leashes, yelped and sniffed, pulling the hunters along all morning and most of
the afternoon, but there was no sign of Kep.

Amzi speculated out loud, saying Kep might be here or Kep might be
there, the whole time looking at Eliza to see if anything caused a reaction.
Before long, Alemeth, too, was looking for a sign in her eyes, wondering
whether she wasn’t letting on to something.

Mary Jane pointed out what Semmy Lou had said, that Kep ‘had a thing’
for Sadie. After Amzi took Sadie to the smokehouse to ask her what she knew,
he came back saying he hadn’t been able to get anything out of her. Eliza
showed no sign she was keeping a secret. Nor could anyone be found who had
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anything to say about Kep and Sadie. Kep had no family in another state, no
known relations in nearby counties. He’d been born at the Byers place in
Coosa County. He’d never lived anywhere but there and Bynum’s Creek. He
had no place to go, unless he was headed north.

The search lasted into the evening, but nothing of interest was found.
When, late, the dogs were called off, Amzi announced that, with Kep still
missing, he wouldn’t be going to the wedding after all.

Would anything ever go right? Why the situation didn’t let him off the
hook, he couldn’t understand. The wedding itself was nothing to him. The
bride and her family weren’t really his kin. He’d be out of place among the
women. He’d miss out on the search for Kep.

“Julia Webster’s daughter is no relation to me. She’s Eliza’s kin. Colonel
Brown isn’t going, and now you’re not, Pa. If the girls want to go, that’s fine,
but why should 7 have to? They’re not my family.”

“Alemeth, I don’t see why you have a problem with this. You went to
Miss Frances’s wedding. You went to Miss Fredonia’s.”

“I didn’t have to be gone for two weeks while you’re looking for Kep.”

“Ma will need someone to look after her. You should feel honored,
Alemeth. You’ll be the only man. All those women will be in your hands.”

What? Eliza always wanted her own way. As for Mrs. Brown, even the
Colonel did what she said. All five girls, two negroes, and even the child Eliza
was carrying, they’d all be in the sisters’ hands. No doubt about it, Pa was
wrong. But when Pa had his mind made up, there was no use protesting.

“Alemeth, I want you to keep your eye on Eliza. Make sure she’s alright.
Make sure she listens to what Leety tells her, about the baby.”

* * *

And so Alemeth’s exile began.

As expected, the journey to Memphis was insufferable. Alemeth rode like
a prince in the first of two coaches: a flagship of sorts, for Mrs. Brown and the
seat of command. Mrs. Brown talked of sundry things — the Gayoso — “the
grandest of hotels” — the city of Memphis — “Andy Jackson’s city” — how the
Browns had been neighbors of Jackson in Tennessee — how the Colonel’s
father had been his aide de camp in the Red Stick campaign — how the Colonel
had served under him at New Orleans. Old cities, old wars, people long gone —
Alemeth suffered through Mrs. Brown’s stories of the past.

At the Gayoso, the women followed Mrs. Brown up the steps, a gaggle
waddling in to explore the grand hotel. What could he do, but follow? The
hotel had a hundred and fifty rooms. Passing through its columned facade,
ascending its ballroom stairs, entering the room where he’d spend the night,
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seeing for himself what so enthralled the girls — indoor plumbing, a marble
tub, silver faucets, a flush toilet, everything delicate, expensive and clean — he
wondered what it would be like, to live in such a palace.

Then he snapped out of it. What did he care about flush toilets and marble
tubs? How much better to be at home, looking for Kep, with Pa.

With the sisters’ permission, he left the Gayoso to inquire about the
steamboat for Memphis. Crossing onto the promenade, he descended the
terraced slope to the river. Ten times wider than the Tallahatchie, it was
bringing uncountable tons of water from a land he’d only heard about, a land
of mountains, bears, and Dakota Sioux villages, a land he vowed to explored
some day.. As close as he could to the water’s edge, he looked downriver,
imagining where it all ended, past New Orleans. Judging by the current, the
Gulf had to be very deep to hold so much water.

Then he looked northward again. The river’s massive current was carrying
rafts, logs, branches and every sort of flotsam south. The ‘mother of rivers,’
they called it. The name might have made sense if the river had spawned a
brood of smaller rivers. But the mother was herself an accumulation, built up
from rivulets of melting northern snow, ice and rain running down
mountainsides to lower ground, combining into runs and traces. It was all
those hundreds of runs and traces which came together to form her. The
‘mother of rivers’ was a combination of waters, their coming together what
made her what she was. How much rain and melting snow it took to support so
many thousands of gallons moving past the promenade every hour, he couldn’t
fathom, but it made no sense to call the product of so many sources a ‘mother,’
not to Alemeth, at least.

SOUTHWESTERN
TELEGRAPH COMPANY

At the telegraph office, a whiskered clerk in a stiff white shirt listened to
an odd contraption: two cylinders on a metal armature, with parts and
appendages click clacking on the desk in front of him, the sound amplified by
a tin can. The clock in the corner of the office chimed once, marking the
quarter hour.

“Excuse me, sir. Is there any news about The Calypso?”

The clerk didn’t answer till the click clacking had stopped.

“We’ve heard just now,” he said, looking up through spectacles. “She
passed Pikesville just minutes ago. Should be here tonight. Ready to leave at
dawn. You looking for a ticket?”

“No, we’ve got our tickets already.”

The machine sounded off again. Once more, the clerk listened carefully,
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writing a message. When he’d finished, he stuck the message on a nail and
turned back to Alemeth.

“Never seen a telegraph before?”

“Sure, [ —”

“We get messages from New Orleans to Saint Louis and from everywhere
in between. Get ‘em as soon as they’re sent. In fact, I can tell you the minute a
boat leaves the wharf in New Orleans.”

Minutes earlier, the river had been gargantuan, the Dakotas to the north
and New Orleans to the South each a journey of many days. In just a second,
they’d been connected by messages on a wire. In a sense, he could be in both
places at once.

“You don’t say.”

A boy came in and took the message from the nail. Alemeth followed him
out the door. Curious as ever, he longed to follow. But he’d be in trouble if he
were late for supper, so dutifully, he headed back to the Gayoso.

He spent the evening in a parlor beneath Greek columns, balconies, and
cornices. When it came time to retire, he took a full bath, the mere turn of a
knob bringing hot water from nowhere in sight to a faucet at his feet. Lying on
a fancy bed, looking up at a ceiling fan, he resented having been delivered into
the hands of Eliza and Mrs. Brown, and looked forward to the rest of the trip
with anxiety. The bed was comfortable — he had to admit that — but when he
finally fell asleep, he dreamed of sitting in a coach with women whose bustiers
and hoop skirts trapped him, blocking the way to the door, and he woke to find
himself tangled in his sheets. He lay awake for most of the night, wondering
where Pa would finally find Kep.

The next morning he hurried down to the wharf before dawn. The
Colonel’s new steamboat had arrived: a wooden-hulled side-wheeler with
chimneys like white obelisks. Draymen were unloading wagons, bearing
provisions on board. The boat’s name was hard to see in the darkness, but as
the sunlight broke through the buildings, it illuminated the paddle house,
unveiling the name in magnificent blue:

CALYPSO

Beneath the name hung a sign in smaller red letters:

DEPARTING PROMPTLY AT 8 AM.

He couldn’t wait to board, to find out what the boat was like. But at the
ramp, he was stopped by a steward. Mrs. Brown had kept all the tickets with
her. He didn’t want to go back to the Gayoso, so he went downriver a way,
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and as the sun rose behind him, observed the water passing, none of it the
same as the water he’d seen a few minutes before, but all of it still headed
toward New Orleans. But now, the whole massive mother struck him as
connected, from the Dakotas to the Gulf, by wire. It was an impossibility, yet
he’d seen it himself. It was real.

Back at the Gayoso, Mrs. Brown was at the head of her brood, in control,
giving instructions to Emily. Alemeth asked for his ticket, but Mrs. Brown
said no, she would hold them: the group should stay together. So Alemeth —
far from having everyone in Ais hands — waited for the women. When the bell
of The Calypso signaled time to depart, Eliza fretted that the group might miss
the boat on account of her condition. Mrs. Brown told her to take her time: the
Captain wouldn’t leave without them. And sure enough, though they didn’t
reach the boat until ten minutes past eight, the boat waited for them.

When they were all on board, poles came out. Lines came loose. People
talked about the distance to Cairo and the probable time to Saint Louis, which
depended on the wind, the current, refueling times, sand bars and snags. Mrs.
Brown informed the others that if all went well, they’d be in St. Louis in two
days.

One by one, the four boilers were fired. The engines built up steam. The
paddlewheels churned. In a white, watery foam, black smoke billowing from
its chimneys, the Calypso moved away from the dock. As the river broke
against the bow, Alemeth felt the power beneath him. He’d been on the
Tallahatchie; he’d swum in the Yocknapatawpha. But they were shallow,
rocky rivers; you couldn’t put a big boat on them. The Mississippi was no
mountain stream. The Calypso was no raft underfoot. Standing on the Texas
deck as the boat plied its way up between Arkansas and Tennessee was like
going up the Nile on one of the Pharaoh’s boats, or on the back of one of
Reverend Vrooman’s prehistoric creatures.

* * %

On the second day, past Cairo, without the Ohio to strengthen it, the river
narrowed slightly. The vague Illinois shoreline turned into trees and branches.
Occasional fishermen, canoes, tents, cabins and sometimes even little villages
passed by. Hours of watching the shoreline made clear their northbound
progress, and Alemeth’s eyes faced forward, but his thoughts were with the
flat boats, rafts and launches and the river that lumbered south, behind them,
back toward Arkansas, Mississippi, and the search for Kep.

Maybe Kep hadn’t run off at all. Maybe there’d been some sort of
accident, like Eliza said. Kep might have been hurt. And even if not — even if
some crazy idea had put it into his head to run off — he could have had a
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change of heart, and come home on his own. He didn’t want to think of the
alternatives.

After mid-day dinner, on the catwalk of the hurricane deck, Mrs. Brown
said to Eliza, “Sister, you’ve lived in Saint Louis. What can you tell the girls
about the city? I’ve heard the whole sky lights up at night. Is that not true?”

“Yes— 7

“Tell us about it.”

Eliza turned to the girls.

“Well, as you know, St. Louis is where the Mississippi is joined by the
Missouri. That’s why St. Louis is called the door to the west. It’s the gateway
to the future of America. It was founded by papists, named for King Louis IX
of France, the Grand Inquisitor of the Catholics. (The pope declared him a
saint, of all things!) But even as we speak, God is delivering Saint Louis.
That’s why Lyman Beecher sent us there. To play a role in that deliverance.
To help realize his plan for the new Promised Land. Next month, when we
read A Plea for the West, you’ll better understand the significance of Saint
Louis in the life of a Christian.

Alemeth tried to imagine living in a Catholic country. But he couldn’t
focus on St. Louis. Even as the steamboat pulled him northward, with the
sisters, to a wedding he dreaded, the river pulled him back to Bynum’s Creek,
and Pa, and whatever Pa had found out about Kep.

* * %

They disembarked at the wharf amid a hubbub of porters, chandlers,
passengers and well-wishers. They took a carriage past the Cathedral of Saint
Louis, where two nuns in habits were wearing hats that made them look like
swans. In Carondelet, they passed timber-framed German homes on stone
foundations, and painted window sills full of flowers. On Kraus Street, they
pulled up at last to the Webster’s door, where they were met by Aunt Julia
Webster and her family. There were greetings all around.

Six years had made a big difference among Eliza’s nieces. Julia, the bride-
to-be, directed her attention to her elders, her etiquette no longer that of a
child. Harriet, now eleven, was skinny. And two more girls had been born
since the Websters’ last visit to Clear Creek. But it was the second oldest
Webster girl, Mary Ann, the one his age, who had changed the most. She’d
ignored him six years before, except for that one request to go fishing. Now,
she wouldn’t let him go, as if she’d made it her personal mission to put him in
touch with everything going on.

She told him how the bride had met the groom. (William’s older brother,
Henry Blow, was a friend of her father.) She told him who would perform the
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ceremony. (The pastor at Westminster Presbyterian, the Reverend Samuel
McPheeters.) She told him who had been invited. (All the leading citizens of
Carondelet, including some Germans.)  She called him “cousin,” then a
minute later told him that, on second thought, they were not really cousins;
that although ‘Aunt Eliza’ was her mother’s sister, he was not really any
relation to Eliza. (Still, she would call him cousin, if he didn’t mind.) He said
he didn’t care. She asked about Bynum’s Creek, and Oxford, and Mount
Sylvan. She asked about the union church, and about Uncle Johnson. She even
asked about Leander McKinney.

“You sure are curious.”

“I have to be curious; I’m going to be a writer.”

“Really?”

“I think it’s amazing what a writer can do, to weave an enchanting story.
It’s a wonderful gift that I hope someday to develop myself. Have you read
Elizabeth Browning?”

“No, I -7

“Mary Shelley? Ann Radcliff? Shakespeare?”

“Well, no...”

“Dear Alemeth, whatever are we going to do with you? You do read,
don’t you?”

“Yeah, of course I do.”

“Well, you must read more. You’ll never be happy if you spend your
whole life on the plantation.”

“It’s not simple, being a planter. This year, the soil was different
everywhere. Do you know that soil changes? And we had to make all sorts of
changes ourselves. And —”

“How many slaves does your Pa own?”

He wondered. How many children did Annie have now, and Harriet?

“About fifty, I guess. Maybe a few more.”

“Do you know them all?”

“I know most of them pretty good. Why?”

“Are they happy?”

“Well, they’re like other people, I reckon — happy some of the time, not so
happy others.”

“Have you had any runaways?”

Dang — her nose was like a hunting dog’s. “No. I mean, not until...”

“Until what?”

“Right before we left to come here, there was one that disappeared. That’s
why Pa didn’t come with us. He’s home, looking for the boy now.”

“Why was he unhappy?”
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“He wasn’t unhappy.”

“Alemeth, he wouldn’t run away unless he was unhappy.” Her cheeks fell
into a sad smile. “I can’t imagine having so many slaves. Where do they
sleep?”

“Out back. Behind the house.”

“In what sort of shelter?”

“They have cabins, Mary Ann. You’d think you’d never seen a slave.
You’ve got slaves in Missouri.”

“Well, that’s just the thing. I mean, yes, there are slaves here. But they’re
mostly household servants: coach drivers, cooks and nannies. There are no
plantations, no field hands, no overseers. I hear things are different on the
plantation.”

“How do you mean?”

“Well. With that many negroes, together, in the hot sun... Does your
father have an overseer?”

“Naw. Not a white one, anyway. Grote looks after the others.”

“Does your father whip them?”’

“What? Mary Ann Webster —”

“Does he?”

“Well, maybe. I don’t think so.”

“Why not?”

“He’s never had to.”

“They’re lucky, then. I hear plantation slaves get whipped all the time.”

“It’s only some of them, Mary Ann. Those that have to be. It’s no
different than white folks.”

“Really?”

She paused. He said nothing.

“Do you think slaves should have rights?”

“I don’t know. What kind of rights?”’

“Legal rights. Like, the right to marry whoever they want; the right to own
land, or buy their own freedom.”

Kep could be hiding beneath the floorboards of a house somewhere.
That’s what he wanted to know. Rights?

“I don’t know. Why do you ask?”

“William’s father used to own a negro who practically raised the boys. A
few years back, they sold him. Now, he and his brothers have a lawsuit.
They’re trying to get him free.”

“They’re abolitionists?”

“No, Alemeth. Not hardly. William keeps a servant himself. She’s his
cook and housekeeper. Reads. Goes to church. Julia’s mad about her. But
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they’re talking about the legal rights of negroes. About the right ways a slave
can win his freedom. Some are raising Cain about it all. I don’t suppose
you’ve seen this?”

She lifted a book from her handbag.

UNCLE TOM’S
CABIN

LIFE AMON ((;) I'{1‘H ELOWLY

“TI’ve seen it,” he lied.

“What do you think of it?”

“Oh, I don’t care for that sort of thing.”

“You don’t want to read about slavery?”

“I—... right.”

“You don’t sound very sure. What sort of books do you read?”

What books did he even know? The Bible, of course, but he wasn’t about
to mention it.

“I like The Odyssey.” (There was a copy of it at Mount Sylvan. Reverend
Vrooman had read a little from it.)

“What’s your favorite part?” (She was a bloodhound!)

“I guess I like... the Cyclops.”

“You know, Alemeth, if you like to read, you ought to consider going into
the newspaper business. There’s amazing stuff in the newspapers.” She held
up a copy of the Missouri Republican. “They take articles brought to them. If
they’re good enough. I’ve submitted some things...”

“I’ve thought about going into the newspaper business.”

“Why, Alemeth, I think that’s marvelous!”

* * %

Over the next few days, Mary Ann Webster paid a great deal of attention
to wedding plans, making sure that Julia’s dress fit perfectly, that her hair was
fixed just right, that she had everything she needed. But unless Alemeth was
badly mistaken, she also maintained a distinct interest in Aim. He grew more
sure of it with every glance, and after several days, accepted it as fact. The
following Tuesday, during the ceremony in Dr. Webster’s garden, with the
Blows on one side and the Strongs and Websters on the other, she stood with
her sister and the other attendants, and sometimes, instead of looking at
Reverend McPheeters, or at the bride, she looked his way instead.

That night, in one of his dreams, she handed him a newspaper and asked if
he wanted to read a story she’d written. He told her he wanted to read it. But
as he held the paper up, the print became blurry, and he couldn’t read a word.
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He awoke thinking only about her. She was like no one he’d ever met. And her
smile was — well — the sort of smile you can’t stop thinking about.

The following day, their paths didn’t cross until the family was packed
and preparing to leave. Mary Ann drew him aside and said they ought to have
something to remember each other by.

“Alright.”

“What shall I give you?”

“I don’t know. That book, maybe? The one about the cabin?”

“I’m sorry, Alemeth. That book belongs to Mother. I couldn’t do that...
But since you like books, might I make a present to you of this bookmark?
I’ve always held it dear.”

She held it up for him to see. The letters “M.A.W.” were printed elegantly
on it.

“That would be nice.”

She brushed the bookmark to her lips and dropped it into his palm, her
little finger touching his for an instant.

“Though we’ll be apart, we’ll be together, in a way.”

He fumbled for the brass button on his jacket, hanging on by a thread.

“Here. You can remember me by this.”

Their goodbye was all too clumsy. But on the southbound steamer, he
discovered a note she’d written on the back of the bookmark.

To Alemeth,
Best wishes and good luck in the
newspaper business. I'll be thinking of you.
— Mary Ann

* * *

The river swirled, water birds called from the grasses, and a great blue
heron, wings flapping like carpets, landed on the moonlit river. Behind him
was Mary Ann Webster. Ahead, back to Memphis, Mississippi, and Kep.

It wasn’t right, Kep’s running off without saying anything to him. A
friend shouldn’t treat a friend that way. Much as he pitied the boy — much as
he understood why he couldn’t stomach working for a hateful man like Jim
Murdock — Kep had betrayed him, running off and getting himself into trouble,
one way or another. How he’d fare, a runaway, deep in Mississippi, Alemeth
shuddered to think. But maybe he’d thought better of running away. Maybe
he’d come home. Maybe his running away had caused Murdock to change his
mind. Maybe Pa had even had a change of heart. A lot could have happened in
just a couple of weeks. His thoughts shot back and forth, from Mary Ann to
Kep and back again, competing for his attention.
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* * *

In Memphis, with two hours before the stage was to leave, Alemeth
wandered through Court Square, looking for the cotton market Mrs. Brown
had told him about. But the cotton market was empty and lifeless. Flyers
tacked to posts and walls spoke of small lots for sale, but there were no traders
or agents among the stalls, just wisps of cotton snagged by nails and empty
pallets, refusing to submit to the wind. He wondered when he’d next see Mary
Ann Webster. He wondered if he’d ever see Kep. Then, on his way back
toward the Gayoso and the river, he came upon a pair of large warchouse
doors, and a sign overhead:

BOLTON BROS.

COTTON-ACCLIMATED SLAVES.
WADE & ISSAC BOLTON, PROPRIETORS

One of the doors was half open. Hearing voices, he went in. The place
was like a revival hall. But rather than a preacher, a man was on a platform
calling out numbers. Sweltering heat. The odor of human sweat hung like fog.
Alemeth got closer. The man on the platform was not alone. Standing behind
him were a dozen negroes, and in front of him, two more hung onto each
other.

“Look at this youth. Look at the muscles there.”

From the crowd that had gathered, a well-dressed man ascended the steps
of the platform to have a better look.

“And this pretty thing will be pregnant for many years to come.”

A rough-hewn man ascended too, to do his own inspection.

“Don’t bother looking for lash marks,” said the auctioneer. “These here
are top field hands. Don’t they make an excellent couple? Only twenty-two
hundred dollars! Who will give me twenty-two hundred?”

There was a flurry of human voices, but no takers.

“Not today, eh? You’re missing a fine opportunity there. These two
Africans are made for each other. Sure to give you a fine return. Oh, come on
now! Don’t make me break up a pair! Do I hear two thousand?”

Still, no takers. By now, he’d made his way close to the block.

“Well, then, if you insist. You can have just this fine buck for twelve
hundred. Eight years picking, and not a scar on him.”

“A thousand,” said a voice from the opposite side.

“I’ve got a thousand. Do I hear eleven hundred?”

Alemeth looked into the eyes of the negroes. They were silent, like the
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children on the table tops at Clear Creek. For some strange reason, the young
woman’s eyes as she looked at the man reminded him of Colonel Brown’s
horse, about to lose its tail. But the man was peering at Aim, his stare stinging
like an accusation. As if Alemeth was the one splitting the pair apart. As if
Alemeth had cut off the horse’s tail, flesh and all. As if ke had anything to do
with what was happening on the platform.

‘Eleven hundred!”

“Twelve!”

On the stage home, in a coach this time with both Mrs. Brown and Eliza,
Alemeth described the sale at Bolton’s — how arms had been pulled apart, man
from woman, mother from child. It was hard not to see Kep and Sadie in that
warehouse, begging not to be separated. Hard not to see Jim Murdock going
up the steps to make an inspection, taking one but not the other, showing no
concern at for consequences, ignoring the duty a civilized man owes to those
who depend on him.

“It’s a shame you couldn’t see the cotton market,” said Mrs. Brown. “To
see the cotton market, you need to be on Front Street when the harvest comes
in. That’s when the new Memphis really comes alive.”

She was speaking to him; he wasn’t allowed to ignore her.

“The new Memphis?”

“Yes, Alemeth. The new Memphis. Our Memphis was modeled on the
Memphis of ancient Egypt. From the bluffs, overlooking the greatest river in
America, the site reminded the founders of ancient Memphis, overlooking the
greatest Old World river, the Nile. They imagined America someday
becoming as great as ancient Egypt.”

“With pyramids and sphinxes?”

“I don’t know about that. But Memphis was a great marketplace for
cotton, and for slaves. The trade had made it wealthy. Andy Jackson
envisioned the same for his new Memphis. I’d say he got it rather well,
wouldn’t you? The same great city upriver? The biggest cotton and slave
markets in the Americas?”

“Well,” interjected Eliza, as if correcting her. “Don’t forget the biggest
difference between the old Memphis and the new.”

“What’s that, sister?”

“The old Memphis was a pagan city. Ours is a Christian one.”

% % %
When the stage was met in Oxford by Amzi and Harl, Alemeth bounded

out of the coach, finally free of his the sisters who’d abducted him. He made
no effort to hide what was on his mind.
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“Howdy, Pa. Have you —”

“Kep’s back at home, son. We found the devil not a quarter mile from
home. We think he was coming back for Sadie.”

“Oh, thank Heaven!” said Eliza from behind him. “Coming back home.
Was he alright?”

Amzi’s eyes narrowed. For a moment he looked angry at Eliza; then his
gaze settled on her enlarged belly, and his face softened. “So, Eliza, did you
get plenty of rest?”

“Of course, Amzi.”

Alemeth wanted to ask about Kep. Apparently, he hadn’t been handed
over to Jim Murdock — at least not yet. But Amzi was talking to Eliza and the
girls, who were telling him about the wonders of Carondelet, the Gayoso and
The Calypso. All at once. Kep would have to wait.

At home, out back, in Harriet’s cabin, Kep was not to be found. Harriet’s
frown and shrug toward the smokehouse was all Alemeth needed to see.

The door to the smokehouse was barred shut; a padlock secured the hasp.
A brief, muted moan confirmed Kep’s presence, holed up inside, but for
reasons Alemeth couldn’t understand, he didn’t answer questions. Alemeth
scolded him for running off without talking to him. (If only he had, he could
have explained why it wasn’t a good idea to run — they’d have found a way to
keep him from Murdock.) Still, Kep didn’t reply.

“It isn’t right, you know. Running off without saying anything to me. A
friend shouldn’t treat a friend that way.”

Nothing.

“Have it your way, then.”

It wasn’t until the next morning that Uncle Johnson told Alemeth about
the whipping Kep had got. And it wasn’t until Eliza had pleaded with Amzi
for hours that Kep was released from the smokehouse, and Alemeth saw the
raw tracks across Kep’s back. The deep cuts caused Alemeth to shudder, and
remembering the sting of hickory on his own buttocks, he wondered if Kep’s
lashing had been more than necessary. But by that time, Alemeth was
convinced that some discipline had been necessary. Kep had been in the
wrong to run away. He’d been in the wrong to say nothing to Alemeth
beforehand. Kep had brought it on himself. He deserved punishment, of some
sort or another.
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During the trip to Carondelet, Eliza’s condition had been evident enough,
but she’d never complained. None of the women had suggested there was
cause for alarm. So Alemeth had given it little thought. He’d done everything
he could think to do, and that wasn’t much, but it was, apparently, enough.
Eliza was fine.

But Eliza took Kep’s punishment badly. Seeing the sores on his back, she
had started to cry. Then, behind closed doors, Amzi had yelled at her. And
now, Amzi was railing at sim: he hadn’t kept his eye out, se’d let her do too
much. (As if Eliza had ever done anything he thought she should do!)

Aunt Leety and Harriet were in her room, the door closed, and Alemeth
was feeling sorry for himself, mystified by Amzi’s rage, when Aunt Leety
came out of Eliza’s room for towels. Through the open door, Alemeth could
see her in the bed, disheveled, and a baby in a porcelain tub.

The baby had come! (Ugly as sin!) Leety went back in, and after wiping
the baby down, wrapped her in a blanket. Was she thinking to keep the girl
warm? Then it occurred to him. There was a certain look, like the cloudy eyes
of a killed rabbit or deer, no movement of the chest, no heartbeat, hearing or
thought. The baby wasn’t breathing. It bore the stone cold look of death.
Maybe Leety had wrapped the baby so that Eliza wouldn’t have to look at it.

That day, and for the next several, the women closed around Eliza like
prairie wagons. They talked to her of the infant’s heavenly soul, and of the
earthly trials she’d never have to face. They offered condolences. They asked
what they could do for her. But nothing could hide their grief. Attempts at
conversation brought tears. Even the trivial was shrouded in a somber air.
Alemeth lay awake at night, thinking of the baby.

If the corpse could keep him awake, what did it do to Eliza? She had
carried the child; she had held her in her arms; she had felt the baby’s flesh.
What a terrible thing it must be, to feel a new life inside you, to feel it grow, to
imagine all the things it may someday be, only to think of it as a lifeless
corpse. Or — worse — that the child was alive just hours ago, until your own
body gave up the fight and put a stop to it

He tried, as best he could, to see things as Eliza saw them. He tried to
imagine her suffering, and how, unlike Kep, the infant had done nothing to
deserve its punishment. And at supper one evening that week, he told Eliza
what he’d been feeling.

“I want you to know, I’ve been thinking about what you’re going
through.” She managed a sad but appreciative smile.

“I just wanted to say how sorry I am for you — Ma.”
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Alemeth’s new-found sympathy for Eliza drew him closer to her, and he
tried as never before to see things her way. He noticed a warmth in her eyes as
she looked at him, and she smiled when she saw him. He started calling her
‘Ma.” For the first time, Amzi’s occasional kindness to her also warmed his
heart, and brought him closer to Amzi as well. The possibility of loving them
both drew Alemeth to work harder than ever, hoping to convince Amzi he was
growing up; that he understood the necessity of Kep’s punishment, just as he
understood the necessity of hunting for food; that he’d be able to run the
plantation someday; and that, for none of that would he need school.

But no matter what he said to Amzi about school, Amzi wouldn’t answer
until he’d talked to ‘Ma’ — and Eliza wouldn’t budge. Mount Sylvan was good
for him, she said. He should ‘show appreciation’ for the education his father
was giving him. And so Alemeth came to realize that being kind to Eliza,
calling her ‘Ma,” didn’t change her opinions about education, or the mothering
way she talked to him. She only pressed her own wants harder. Trying to see
things her way did nothing to get her to see things his. So his new-found
sympathy had a very short life. And when the harvest was done, he found
himself back in school, where his curiosity had all the life of a stillborn child.

The first day of the new year, Reverend Vrooman greeted the boys with a
lecture about the importance of keeping an open mind. He had a copy of the
very book Mary Ann Webster had shown him, and asked if anyone had read it.
He elicited arguments for and against slavery, asking the class to analyze the
problem, first from a Biblical perspective, and then from an economic one —
all, he said, in order to get at the truth.

The truth, as Alemeth saw it, was that he might not make it at Mount
Sylvan another year. At the market, in Memphis, he’d wondered if slavery
could be wrong, but Reverend Vrooman was harder than Miss Strong. His
lessons, like his maps, were full of lines and numbers that made no sense. And
the worst of it was, after forcing the class to express reasons and conclusions,
he refused to say who was right and who wrong. The isosceles triangle. Gallia
est omnia divisa. Odysseus and the Laestrygonians. Was it possible to
concentrate with a blue jay on the window sill? Reverend Vrooman made his
way around the room. Alemeth’s desk could have been bolted to the
schoolhouse floor, his ankles bound to the base of it, for all he could escape
from it. Hard as he tried to focus on the difference between the active
indicative and the passive subjunctive, Vrooman loomed ever closer.

The year ahead could be unbearable. The only thing he knew for sure was
that he’d have never been stuck at that desk, were it not for Eliza Strong.
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In the midst of torment under the ponderous weight of Frederick Coffin
Vrooman, there was one small bit of good news. One of the new boys at Mt.
Sylvan — shorter than most of the others, but dressed very smartly — didn’t
seem cowed by the Reverend as much as the others did. When school let out at
the end of the third day, he introduced himself to Alemeth.

“I’'m Gordon. What’s your name?”

“Alemeth Byers. How come I haven’t seen you before?”

“My family’s from Ripley.”

“You coming to school all the way from Ripley?”

“I’m staying with Reverend Vrooman.”

“Oh...”

”What do you think of him?”

“I swear I’ve seen steam come out of his nose.”

“I know what you mean. He can sure work up pressure. But wasn’t it
interesting, the way he used his body when talking about the subjunctive
mood?”

“What?”

“His gestures. Like he was pretending to wear a yoke around his neck.
You didn’t notice?”

Gordon not only knew Greek and Latin; he was actually interested in
them. As Alemeth soon learned, it was part of his love for the dead, his love
for words, his love for invention and discovery. He wanted to be a writer, like
Mary Ann Webster. Like Mary Ann, he was curious, self-confident, and prone
to speak his mind.

When Reverend Vrooman released class at the end of the first week,
Gordon led Alemeth to a hickory tree in the woods nearby the schoolhouse,
and in the hollow of the tree, from beneath an old bird’s nest, he took a box of
half-smoked cigars. Lighting a stogie with a lucifer, he passed it to Alemeth.

“Be sure you don’t draw smoke into your lungs.”

Alemeth was dying to test the cigar, but knew better than to say so.

“I know, I know.”

He knew not to draw it into his lungs, but it tasted bitter and stale, and
after a third puff, he was dizzy.

“This is good.” He was just being nice. “Thanks.”

Gordon put his hand back into the hollow of the tree, this time removing a
deck of playing cards bound together with a cord.

“Play cards?”
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“Sure. I’ve played cards.”

“I mean, do you want to?”

He had handled cards once, but he didn’t know any games.

“Nah...”

“Oh come on. Let’s play poker.” Gordon was untying the cord. “What’ll
we play for?”

Alemeth was still reeling from the cigar.

“I’ve got no money.”

“Whoever loses will do the other’s homework. For a week. Why don’t
you get us some acorns?”’

Alemeth wondered if the dizziness would ever end or if, filled with
smoke, he might rise into the air as if from a campfire. He stumbled about,
searching for acorns, and soon after he found some, Gordon was penetrating
the haze somehow, teaching him to play cards.

The next Monday, Alemeth did Gordon’s homework, but he confused the
imperative with the subjunctive, and on Tuesday, Gordon told him he didn’t
have to do it anymore. Gordon, it turns out, was an affable fellow. Brotherly,
in fact. In the weeks that followed, the boys became fast friends. Gordon was
always finding a way to sneak a cigar; always surrounded by the smell of
smoke, if not the sight of it; always looking to play cards. Though Alemeth
finally found a way to pass on the cigars, Gordon never tired of them.

Between cards and cigars, Gordon let out opinions, stories, and
speculations, casting his line as if into a fishing hole in search of a bite. His
friendship — and especially his curiosity about the past — made it easier for
Alemeth to handle just about everything at Mount Sylvan — especially the
endless display of knowledge that spewed from the volcanic mind of Reverend
Frederick Coffin Vrooman. One day, Vrooman was talking about Homer
being more than one person. The next, about Erasmus and someone named
Tischendorf, who believed there could be more than one Bible. (That night,
Eliza assured him there was only one Word of God.) To Alemeth, all such
talk about people who were dead and things that had been written long ago,
were things he would never need to know. Thank goodness he had found
Gordon, someone who could help him deal with it, someone who could bring
the dead to life while playing cards and smoking his cigars.

It was Gordon, for example, who explained to Alemeth, later, what
Reverend Vrooman had meant when he said that Homer’s true greatness came
from showing how a well told story can lead a listener to see the world
through several sets of eyes. It was a concept that, without Gordon, Alemeth
would have never been able to understand.
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The separatist spirit had driven Eliza’s grandfather to join the rebellion
against the King. It had emboldened Amzi’s grandfather to join in the Snow
campaign. It had inspired the Colonel’s grandfather to risk his life at Guilford
Courthouse. Even before they’d focused on the need to separate from the
King, that same spirit had led them to separate from the King’s Church, just as
the King had separated his from the Pope’s. It look a lot of courage to throw
off an unjust yoke, and Eliza had long admired those willing to do so.

But not long after they severed their ties to the King’s church, the
reformers had separated from each other. Adonijah Strong’s line had become
Congregationalists; William Byers’s Baptists; James Brown’s Presbyterians.
More recently, the Cumberlands had separated from other Presbyterians. The
Church was a prolific mother, spawning new churches that went their separate
ways as if, unbound to anything in the material world, the spirits of men led
naturally in different directions.

At first, the experiment with the union church had seemed an excellent
idea. Eliza liked not having to go all the way to College Hill, and there was
meaning to her life when she taught Sunday school. But sharing a church with
Methodists and Baptists created problems of its own. The former lacked
doctrine, as if it didn’t matter what a person believed. The latter had no regard
for education. And the Baptists themselves were split — some being
Landmarkers, who complained about having to share a church with Methodists
and Presbyterians.

“It’s just a building,” Amzi had said. “There’s no harm sharing a building.
Think of it this way, Eliza. Sharing a building is the price for being able to
teach Sunday School. That’s not too high a price to pay, is it?”

But the problems kept getting larger.

The first problems were minor, like who would have use of the building
for a meeting, or who would refit the hinges on the door. Then, one of the
Baptist children told Semmy Lou she’d been an ‘ignorant infant’ at the time of
her christening, adding that because Semmy Lou had been ignorant, she hadn’t
ever really been baptized. It took Eliza most of the morning to assure Semmy
Lou she was not ignorant, and was fully a part of the visible church.

While there were other problems at the union church, none proved as
significant as the problem that started when Kep — apparently afflicted with a
separatist spirit of his own — said he’d had enough of Sunday school and Bible
lessons, and that he didn’t care to read with Eliza any more. Amzi said it
proved him right: there was nothing good to come of teaching negroes to read.
Then, a few weeks later, Kep disappeared a second time.
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This time, the hunters and the dogs couldn’t find him. A week passed.
Then, on an errand into town, Eliza saw one of the Methodists, Hugh Pike,
outside the post office talking to Sadie. He was looking over his shoulder as if
trying to draw Sadie aside, as if not wanting to be overheard. Sadie’s
demeanor was equally strange: hanging, first, on every word Pike said; then,
the smile on her face departing, wiping her face with her sleeve and hurrying
away, as if Pike had given her some piece of bad news. What news could
Hugh Pike possibly have for one of the Byers’ servants?

When Eliza told Amzi what she’d seen, he got with Sadie right away.
When he returned from confronting her, he summarized what she’d said. “She
denied speaking with Pike at all, at first. But then, when I pressed her, she
admitted they’d talked. Claimed Pike had only complimented her dress. Said
she didn’t think she’d cried; then said she’d cried because Pike had
embarrassed her. There were several contradictions. She was obviously lying.”

The first chance Eliza got, she talked to Sadie herself.

“Please come here, Sadie. Listen to me. You know the questions Mr.
Byers was asking you are serious. And you know that God wants you to tell
the truth.”

“Yes, ma’am. I do. I don’t want to cause nobody no trouble.”

“Then tell me, Sadie. What was Mr. Pike talking to you about?”

Sadie looked desperate to be believed. “Like I told Mister Byers, Ma’am.
Mr. Pike, he just told me he liked my dress.”

“The colorful one with all the pinks and blues?”

“Yes, ma’am. The one Leety made me. Miz Byers, I swear, that’s all it
was.”

“He said nothing about Kep?”

“Why — no, Miz Byers.”

Eliza believed her, but in the meantime, Amzi rode over to Hugh Pike’s
place, and when he returned, he brought a very different opinion.

“Pike denied saying anything to Sadie about Kep.”

“Did you ask him what they were talking about?”

“Yes. He said he just passed her outside the post office. They hardly had a
word or two; he didn’t recall exactly what. He’s lying, too.”

“Amzi, you can’t be sure of that.”

“He knows somethin’ about Kep; I’m sure of it. And now, so does Sadie.”

“Sadie may be telling the truth. It wouldn’t be good to try to force
anything from her.”

“Tell Semmy Lou I need to see her. Now.”

Semmy Lou answered all Amzi’s questions. She had seen Kep and Sadie
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holding hands. They’d gone off alone together. Yes, she’d seen that herself.
But no, she’d never seen them try to hide a conversation. Nothing that looked
like they were plotting anything together.

For the rest of the week, Amzi stewed over what Sadie, Pike, and Semmy
Lou had said, doing nothing, mulling over options and possibilities. The
following Sunday, at church, several Methodists stood around Hugh Pike,
keeping their distance from the Presbyterians. The Presbyterians likewise kept
their distance. But the two groups couldn’t avoid all contact with each other,
and before they parted company, words were exchanged. Antagonistic words
and accusations. Not the sort of thing you expect to hear at church.

That afternoon, at Clear Creek, Amzi told the Colonel and Mrs. Brown
what he knew. That Pike and Sadie were lying. That Hugh Pike knew
something about Kep, and that was what had made Sadie cry. That something
had to be done.

The Colonel offered to speak to Hugh Pike personally, and for three days,
Amzi considered what he’d do when the Colonel got to the bottom of things.
But at the end of the third day, the Colonel came out to Bynum’s Creek to
report his judgment: that Pike was telling the truth.

“If you ask me, he doesn’t know anything at all about your negro.”

It was not what Amzi expected. He knew that Sadie and Pike had been
talking about Kep. He confronted Pike again the following Sunday at church.
The gossip afterwards, from Long Creek to Oxford, was that Amzi had
accused Pike of knowing where Kep had gone; that Pike had denied it, saying
that if anyone was an abolitionist, it was Mrs. Byers; and that the two men had
nearly come to blows. Friends naturally supported whichever man they knew,
and from friends came opposing descriptions of what had occurred. Relations
between the Methodists and Presbyterians had never been worse.

The whole time, Eliza made it known that she believed Sadie. That
whether Hugh Pike knew anything about Kep or not, he hadn’t been talking to
Sadie about the boy at church.

“You don’t know the negroes like I do,” said Amzi.

“Well, I know Kep, and I think I know something about Sadie.”

Amzi’s brow furrowed, unable to understand what Eliza thought she
knew.

The Colonel, meanwhile, had not achieved success without a good sense
of politics. One of his fundamental beliefs was that a man cannot be successful
if there’s disunion among those who support him. Amzi was the Colonel’s
brother-in-law; Pike was the Colonel’s wholesale agent; both were Democrats;
both had been supporters. So to no one’s surprise, the Colonel kept the feud
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from boiling over any further. With the wisdom of Solomon, he donated some
land for the construction of a new church in Lafayette County, just a mile east
of Bynum’s Creek. With the Colonel’s help, the Presbyterians would be able
to worship by themselves.

Everyone agreed about the Colonel’s solution to the problem, applauding
him for his wisdom and generosity. It would be good for the Presbyterians and
Methodists to have their separate churches. ‘Good fences make good
neighbors’ was heard both east and west of the county line.

* * *

Land had to be cleared, of course, roots dug up, a foundation laid where
moisture wouldn’t ruin the plank floor. The walls were fifteen feet tall. The
front had two massive entrance doors, one for the right aisle, one for the left.
There were three tall windows on the north wall and three more on the south,
where the light would enter the church as high as the walls would allow.

Alemeth was standing in the center, in front of where the pulpit was to go,
when the last wall was hoisted up around him. Suddenly, the breeze he’d been
feeling was gone. Even with six windows and no roof, the church was quiet
and dark, the air inside still. Alemeth felt very much alone, and he wondered
what the new church would be like, with a building all to themselves.
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With the new Sand Springs church less than a mile away, there was little
reason to leave Bynum’s Creek. Reverend Angus Johnson came to the church
on Sundays to deliver the sermon. There were no visits to College Hill, and
few as far as Oxford. Clear Creek was as far as there was need to go. Amzi
thanked the Colonel for the church every time he saw him. In his gratitude he
offered to be of service anytime he could.

Before long, the Colonel offered Amzi a loan to start work on a new
plantation house at Bynum’s Creek. Telling everyone what a generous offer
she thought the Colonel had made, Mrs. Brown took the lead in suggesting
designs for the house. Next door to the existing cabin, it was going to have
three chimneys, a parlor, a dining room, a library, two rooms in the back for
Leety and Grote, and six bedrooms upstairs, everything the family could want,
large enough for all the children they ever might have, stores enough to let the
household be self-sufficient, come what may.

Two years passed. Kep and the problem with Hugh Pike became
collective memories, ghosts whose absence was felt only on Sunday
afternoons when Eliza taught with no Bible in sight, lest anyone accuse her of
teaching the negroes to read. And with little reason to leave Bynum’s Creek,
the family circle became the people of Sand Springs. Apart from the Byerses,
the congregation was related by blood, as well as by faith — kin who’d
followed Reverend Johnson from Mecklenburg. There was the matriarch,
Narcissa Gray; Narcissa’s sons, Charles and Nate Gray; her daughters, Mary
Ann Orr and Drucilla Weir; her niece, Jane Spears. With their spouses and
numerous children, the families of Grays, Orrs, Weirs and Spears were a close
knit congregation with a single history, and (as far as any of them knew) a
single set of beliefs. Sundays were easy and peaceful again, compared to the
days of the union church. Amzi was delighted at the new arrangement, as it
allowed him to focus on making the most of his plantation. Eliza, too, was
happier.

But if Sand Springs was an enclave of peace, it lay in the center of a world
that lay beyond visible horizon, a world connected by steamboats, railroad
tracks and telegraph wires. Overland trade and travel had always been slow.
But having connected the cities to the great rivers — Philadelphia to the Ohio;
Charleston to the Savannah; Jackson to the Mississippi — the railroads were
now connecting the Atlantic to the Mississippi; the Gulf of Mexico to the
Ohio. The M. & T. was building south, from Memphis through Panola County
toward Grenada. The M. C. R. R. would soon connect Oxford to the Memphis
and Charleston at Grand Junction, and to the capital. The country was being
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overlaid by railroad tracks, and along every railroad right of way were
telegraph lines to facilitate the movement of the cars and bring the rest of the
world closer. Nothing was slow any longer, except a person’s own two feet.

Men like James Brown said connections added value for the community.
Having a railroad depot in Oxford would facilitate the export of cotton. It
would enable the import of manufactured goods from all over the world.
Having the depot at the University’s doorstep would make it easy for students,
and their families, and lecturers, and supplies, to come and go. And so, with
Colonel Brown’s support, the Trustees approved a right of way at the edge of
the campus, on which to build a railroad depot.

The Colonel was also acutely aware of his responsibility to seek what he
could for himself and his household. By the spring of 1856, he had bought
several lots for himself, next to the depot site. If the railroad and telegraph
were going to connect Oxford to the rest of the civilized world, the Colonel
intended to be at the heart of that connection.

* * *

Years had passed since Alemeth had first affirmed the beliefs that joined
him to the rest of his family. On Sunday mornings at Sand Springs, he now
listened to the sermons of Reverend Johnson with Charlie Orr and Ben Spears;
on Sunday afternoons, he helped with lessons at the negro Sunday School; the
rest of the week, he listened to Amzi, Uncle Johnson, and Grote, and during
the summer months, he did what he could to learn the secrets of the land, the
livestock, and the cotton crop.

But unlike the rest of the family, Alemeth had one foot outside the
plantation, and outside the congregation at Sand Springs. Five days a week for
two winters, he left the enclave at Bynum’s Creek to attend Mount Sylvan.
And much as he’d have liked to be elsewhere, much as he longed to be fishing,
or following the blue jay in the windowsill, he did his best to keep up with his
studies. Thanks to Reverend Vrooman’s efforts, Alemeth eventually grasped
the basics of Archimedes’ lever and Newton’s apple. He’d always had an
interest in how things work, and in time, math and mechanics began to come
easier. As for old artists and philosophers — the letters of Cicero, the Anabasis
of Xenophon, or the tragedies of Shakespeare — Gordon made sure Alemeth
understood enough to get by. And while Charlie Orr and Ben Spears were nice
enough fellows, Gordon became Alemeth’s closest friend.

As graduation neared, the Gordon and the other seniors at Mount Sylvan
spoke of the future, of attending college. Alemeth wasn’t sure he could keep
his nose in a book for four more years. Eliza wanted him to attend the
seminary in Huntsville. Amzi wanted him to stay at Bynum’s Creek. Colonel



~ 140 ~ Jjwcarvin

Brown — careful not to interfere with either Amzi’s or Eliza’s desires — told
Alemeth that if he wasn’t ready to attend the University he might consider a
career in the railroads; the Colonel could get him a position with the M. C. R. R.

Alemeth dodged being pinned down, unsure who he agreed with, unsure
what he himself wanted to do.

As it happens, it was another visit from Mary Ann Webster that sprung
the catch of Alemeth’s indecision. She came to visit Clear Creek that spring
from Carondelet, and on the occasion of her visit, the Browns invited the
Byerses for Sunday dinner. Alemeth was happy that Eliza would cancel Negro
Sunday school for the occasion. More than that, he was anxious to see if Mary
Ann was still the girl she’d been three years before — the same who’d given
him her bookmark, to remember her by.

When dinner came, he got something of his answer right away. Mary
Ann, now an attractive young lady, was as talkative as ever. Among the usual
reports about people’s health, marriages, births and deaths, she brought news
of the hubbub in St. Louis over the Blow brothers’ lawsuit.

“Oh, dear me, it’s been the talk of the town. Passers-by in the streets, total
strangers, applauding Julia or insulting her, depending on their views about
slavery. It’s simply terrible. It’s not as if Julia or William have anything to do
with his brothers’ views. The way feelings on the subject are so strong, it’s a
wonder no one’s been killed.”

“I agree,” said Mrs. Brown.

“It makes you wonder where the country’s headed. Insurrection in
Kansas. Women’s Rights conventions in New York. The Whigs endorsing the
Know Nothings. There’s always something in the news. How about you,
Alemeth. Have you pursued your interest in the newspaper business?”’

The newspaper business? He’d forgotten the little white lie he’d once told
her, that he was interested in the newspaper business. But Mary Ann Webster
seemed to forget nothing. He’d given no thought to the newspaper business in
years. He hardly knew what to say. In the gap left by his silence, others didn’t
hesitate to speak.

“Oh?” asked Mrs. Brown. “I didn’t know you were interested in the
newspaper business, Alemeth.”

“Neither did I,” said Amzi.

“Newspapers,” said the Colonel, nodding. “Very important to the
community. Indeed, important to the nation. If you like, I can have a talk with
Judge Ballard, over at The Star. He’s a good friend of mine.”

“Oh, Alemeth! What a wonderful opportunity!”

Mary Ann was smiling, imploring him to be all that he could be. And in a
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rush of unfamiliar sensations, he wanted to be whatever she wanted him to be.

“Would you like that?” asked the Colonel.

He looked at Amzi, but Amzi was just looking at him.

“Yes, or no?”

“Yes,” he said at last. “It would be good of you to talk to him, Colonel
Brown. Thank you.”

The Colonel put a big arm around his shoulder.

“I’m happy for you, son.”

It was awkward, being in the Colonel’s arm, in front of Pa and Mary Ann.

“You don’t mind if I call you ‘son,” do you? I always regretted not having
one of my own. You don’t mind, do you, Amzi?”

It would prove to be a turning point in Alemeth’s life. Coming under the
Colonel’s wing would lead to other things. But at the time, Alemeth was
focused less on the future than the present, less on the newspaper business than
on Mary Ann Webster. He had said what he’d said because of her, and he
wanted to reap the rewards of his decision. He’d have liked to take a walk with
her. But keeping his big arm firmly around Alemeth’s shoulder, the Colonel
walked onto the porch. He had Harl bring out cigars. The women stayed
inside, in the parlor. Having watched Gordon as much as he had, Alemeth
managed to smoke a cigar without choking on it. But it was the end of the
evening before he was able to escape from the men, and find his way back to
her. And by that time, there was no time for more than a brief, hurried good
night.

The next day, after school, he dropped by Clear Creek, hoping there’d be
another exchange of gifts, or at least some sort of special moment before Mary
Ann left for St. Louis. But Emily said Harl had already taken her and Mrs.
Brown to Oxford, for the stage. And no, she had left nothing for him, not even
a message.

Back at Bynum’s Creek, he looked again at the book mark she’d once
given him and wondered what it meant that, this time, she’d left with no
special good bye.

Then, a few days later, Colonel Brown said he’d arranged a meeting with
Judge Ballard. He would meet Alemeth at Mount Sylvan after school. They’d
ride to Panola together, and see about getting Alemeth started in the
newspaper business.
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The Panola Star was a joint venture of two lawyers, Barton Ballard, the
magistrate judge, and his law partner, Martin Ward; the presses were in the
back room of their law offices. Ballard and Ward agreed to give Alemeth a
trial apprenticeship, limited to Saturdays, until school was out. On his first day
at work, Alemeth learned that a pressman, Jim Horton, actually printed and
distributed the paper. While Alemeth helped distribute it, Horton described
how the paper was produced. When they were finished, back at the office,
Horton showed him the cast iron Columbian press and explained how it
worked. And that was it. Horton said he was ready to call it a week.

Delivering newspapers wasn’t likely to impress Mary Ann Webster, so
Alemeth asked if he could come in earlier the next week, to help Horton run
the press. The following Friday night, after supper, he took the buckboard
back to Panola and helped Horton run the Columbian. It was heavy work, but
it felt good. Mesmerizing. Hundreds of sheets of newsprint, one sheet identical
to the next, running off the press. He slept on a law office couch. The next
morning, after delivering another issue, Alemeth drove home tired and sore,
but a little pleased with himself.

As soon as Eliza saw him, she scolded him.

“Alemeth! Would you look at yourself? You won’t be able to afford work
at The Star if you ruin your trousers every week.”

Alemeth looked down to see black ink all over his hands and black lines
on the thighs of his pants. Amzi just looked at him, shaking his head. No
questions about the press, or the paper, or even how he’d gotten ink all over
himself. Just a scolding. Just a shaking of the head.

So much for curiosity. His own excitement was something he’d have to
keep to himself.

The following Friday night, he helped Horton again, and Saturday
morning, helped him distribute again, and when they were back at the office,
Horton asked Alemeth if he could stay a while longer. He readily agreed.

“Come here,” said Horton. “You need to know about setting type.”

From a slot in a maple letter case, Horton removed a tiny cast metal block,
holding it up for Alemeth to see. On the face of the block was a single letter:
L.

“This is called a sort,” he said. “See those pieces over there?” Horton
pointed to the galley. “The pieces we ran last night need to be broken down.
The sorts need to be put back in the letter cases.”

Alemeth spent the rest of the day moving sorts from the galley to their
proper compartments in the letter cases. Though the arrangement of the letters
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made no sense at first, in just a few hours, he had the boxes memorized —
capital letters at the right of the case, small at the left; large boxes for
frequently used letters like e’s and i’s, small boxes for the uncommon x’s and
q’s. Before long his motions were rhythmic and smooth, like letting out a line
behind a moving skiff. The following week, he broke down the galleys again.
Speed and accuracy improved. Before long, Alemeth’s return of the sorts to
their cases was almost as fast as Horton’s.

For several weeks that spring, Alemeth spent his days looking forward to
Friday nights with Jim Horton. The materials provided by Mr. Ward covered a
burglary at Benjamin Brown’s grocery store and a speech by Henry Ward
Beecher. The Star announced its support of Millard Fillmore and the American
Party (the Know-Nothings). At the end of April, it reported the damage from a
storm that had passed over. The Star, Alemeth discovered, was actually
interesting. He developed the habit of reading the articles. He asked questions
of Horton and Ward. Back at Bynum’s Creek, when Eliza or Uncle Johnson
wondered what was going on in the world, Alemeth often knew. His job at The
Star became a source of pleasure and pride.

* * %

At the end of May, Mr. Ward asked Alemeth to read a piece he’d written
about some shootings in Kansas. Five people had been killed. The abolitionists
had cut pro-slavery men to pieces with swords in the middle of the night. Mary
Ann Webster’s prediction that people might start getting killed over slavery
was coming true. Mr. Ward asked Alemeth what he thought.

“Terrible,” he said to Mr. Ward. “What happened, I mean.”

“Terrible, indeed,” said Mr. Ward, taking the manuscript back. Ward then
wrote out a headline in capital letters at the top of the page:

WAR IN KANSAS

“What do you think of the headline?”

He mulled it over.

“You call it a war. Does killing five people make something a war?”

Mr. Ward smiled as if a prediction had just come true.

“John, my boy, it’s not just five people. There’ve been more than a dozen
people killed in the last two years. But let me tell you something important
about the newspaper business. Even if it was only two people, I’d call it a war.
Good journalism depends on there being a story. And story with no point of
view is a sorry story indeed. There’s no point printing a paper no one’s going
to read. Consider that your first lesson, if you really want to be a
newspaperman.”

That night, Alemeth thought more about what Ward had said. He’d
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always liked a good story. Maybe, that was why he liked The Star. It seemed,
in any case, that the right decision about his own future was apparent.
Graduation from Mount Sylvan would mean the end of school and time to
work more at The Star. A newspaper man. Taking out pen and paper, he began
a letter to Mary Ann Webster.

He’d gotten a job in the newspaper business, he wrote. He was helping
Mr. Ward keep the people of Panola informed about the world. The killings in
Kansas were evidence of how deep feelings ran, across the country. She’d
been right to predict that things were headed in that direction. He saw the
world much as she did. He hoped that all was going well for her personally,
and he’d be pleased if she saw fit to favor him with a reply.

He looked for her reply every day. But none was forthcoming. Every day
he wondered why she hadn’t written, and what could explain her lack of
interest.

Graduation from Mount Sylvan came and went. With no word from Mary
Ann, and with Gordon making plans to attend the University, Alemeth was
lost. Amzi took it for granted that, when graduation came, he would return to
work on the plantation. Now, the sorts, broken down from the galleys, became
senseless things, with no more meaning than if they’d been spilled on the
floor. The newspaper business was little better than life at Bynum’s Creek.

The following week, Jim Horton was rifling through a letter case, one of
Mr. Ward’s manuscripts in hand, when he muttered something about runaway
slaves. Alemeth thought he heard the word “shooting.” Kep was the only
runaway Alemeth had ever known. Could anyone have wanted to shoot Kep?

Horton motioned for him to approach.

“Come here, Alemeth. Watch me.” Horton took a sort from the upper case
with his right hand. “This,” he said, looking pointedly toward his left hand, “is
a composing stick. You set the sorts in the composing stick. Here. Look.”

Horton demonstrated the motion, then held the stick out to Alemeth.

“It’s just a metal slide. Here, look: a screw tightens the knee.”

Alemeth took the stick in his left hand, rolled it over, feeling its weight,
and handed it back to Horton, who glanced at the manuscript, then delved into
the letter case, removing sorts with his right fingers and adding them to the
stick he held in his left.

“When you set the letters,” he said over his shoulder, “you have to set
them backwards and upside down. Watch this.”

He set several lines. Then, grasping them at the margin, he transferred
them to a larger frame, which he held for examination by both of them:
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INBEOELVIML DECIZION

“It looks like Greek.”

“That’s alright,” said Horton. “Just watch.” He laid the frame in the galley
of the proof press, blocked it in, and rolled it with ink. Placing a sheet of paper
between two guideposts, he drew the roller across the galley. When he lifted
the piece of paper and examined its underside, the finished piece made sense:

IMPORTANT DECISION

Opverseers, and Owners of Slaves would do
well to read and remember the following
important decision.

The High Court of Errors and Appeals of
Mississippi have decided that an act of homi-
cide committed upon a negro slave, merely
because he runs to avoid capture, cannot be
justified by any principle of morality, of law,
or of policy, growing out of the institution of
slavery. The Court held the killer of the slave
liable in such a case to the owner for damages.

So. If one of Amzi’s slaves got killed, Amzi would get paid by whoever
had killed the slave. It seemed a fair remedy. He gave it no more thought.
Rather, he was intrigued by the sorts. He had known them only by size (in
points) and where to put them in the letter cases. After seeing the readable
print, he looked again at those set in the galley. The words they formed still
looked like Greek. How such type could produce intelligible sentences
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remained an inscrutable mystery.

Then Horton held a mirror to the galley and told him to look at it upside
down. He was able to read the piece through the mirror. Even so, he could not
read the sorts directly. He imagined himself standing apart from himself,
looking back in the direction of his eyes, through the metal from the other side.
Still, without the help of the mirror, the meaning of the words defied him.

The next week, Horton asked if he’d like to compose some type of his
own. Reluctant at first, he eventually gave it a try. It didn’t take much time to
‘think backwards,” as Horton called it. Within an hour, Alemeth was
wondering how the task could have seemed so hard. Even his speed at
returning the sorts to the cases improved, as he saw the sorts as parts of words
and unwrapped them from the back end to the beginning, mentally
deconstructing.

“You know,” said Mr. Ward, “a typesetter has a hand in what people read.
Setting the type means bringing information to the people of Mississippi. It’s a
part of the spread of knowledge.”

He paused.

“John, an ambitious young man could do a lot worse than the newspaper
business. If you’re interested, we could use another hand around here. Would
you like to learn to set type?”

Of course, there was only one possible answer for that. It looked easy
enough. It wouldn’t be hard to get good at it. He could become a real
newspaperman, without ever attending the University. Mary Ann would have
to notice, then.

His efforts came out far from perfect at first. A p and a ¢ are hard to tell
apart when one of them is upside down. Horton’s warnings didn’t keep him
from confusing his n’s and u’s, his b’s and d’s. But over the days that
followed, he practiced whenever he could. Before long, he amazed himself at
the speed with which he was able to set type.

When Horton said he was ready, Alemeth composed his first piece: a
report for the number of June 21%. The Mississippi & Tennessee Railroad
announced that it had begun taking passengers and freight from Memphis as
far as Hernando, Mississippi. Except for Mr. Ward himself, Alemeth was the
first person in the county to read the news. And he had actually set the type by
which everyone in the county would learn of it.

It was a far cry from building a pyramid or a Parthenon. But it was
enough to be a reminder that he was part of a bigger world. He had a hand in
making a written record. A role in the creation of The Panola Star.

Later that week, after Mr. Ward made a comment about the power of the
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modern printing press, Alemeth said to him, “I wonder if someday people will
read newspapers like they read the Bible.”

Mr. Ward looked puzzled. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, someday, maybe people will look back at newspapers as a sort of
scripture. As a source of truth.”

It was a grandiose thing to say. Had he sounded pompous?

“Scripture is scripture because it’s the word of God,” said Mr. Ward.

“I know. I’'m not saying we’re like God. But we are making a record of
history.”

“Scripture isn’t scripture just because it’s the word of God,” said Mr.
Ward. “It’s also because it’s been around since Moses. Practically the
beginning. Newspapers will never be that. Think about it, John. We use the
cheapest wood-pulp paper around. People crumple it up and use it to kindle
their fires. It’s gone within days of printing. It’s hardly more permanent than
conversation.”

Alright. So it wasn’t scripture. But still, when something is written down
and printed, to be read by hundreds or even thousands of people, it could have
an impact on the world.

Horton congratulated him.

“You know what you are now, don’t you?”

“What. A newspaper man?”

Horton laughed. “My goodness, no. You’re a far cry from a newspaper
man. But you’re a printer’s devil, at least.”

“A what?”

“A printer’s devil. A printer’s assistant. Everybody calls it that —
everybody but Mr. Ward, that is. He doesn’t like the name.”

He didn’t think Eliza would like it either. But he was beginning to realize:
being a printer’s devil was about the most exciting thing he’d ever done, and
he began to imagine what his future would be like, and whether someday he’d
be able to call himself a newspaper man.
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At Panola’s Independence Day celebration, the band played rousing
marches that had everyone in the street moving together. Mr. Ward gave a
speech about the blessings of liberty and the thanks everyone owed for it.
People sang:

Our fathers' God, to Thee,
Author of Liberty,

To thee we sing,

Long may our land be bright
With Freedom's holy light.
Protect us by thy might,
Great God, our King.

Liberty. Freedom. Alemeth tasted something dear. Standing next to Mr.
Ward, he felt he was somebody. One more good thing The Star had brought.

After the speeches, there was a fireworks display that lit up the sky with
colored bursts. Between the fireworks, adults introduced themselves as if he
were one of them. People treated him like he was something more than a child.

After the display, there was music and dancing at the Planter’s Hotel, and
after Rebecca Rayburn, in behalf of the organizing committee, thanked all the
farmers and their wives for coming out for the sake of a unified community,
Gordon Falkner appeared, as if out of nowhere.

“Why, Alemeth Byers, I thought I’d find you here.”

“Gordon, my friend — what brings you out to Panola?”

Gordon looked straight at him, then purposefully down at his own waist,
uncovering the top of a metal flask.

“Whiskey?”

“Of course.”

Gordon took a swallow from the flask and offered it to Alemeth.
Remembering Uncle Johnson’s whiskey, Alemeth braced for the taste,
planning to sip the smallest drop. It was surprisingly smooth.

“You like it?”

“T like it.”

“I’11 tell you something else you’d like, I’ll wager.”

“What’s that?”

“Have another drink first.”

He took a breath from the bottle neck. Not bad, really. He took another
swallow, feeling the whiskey clean his mouth.

“So. What else do you think I’d like?”

“To spend the night with one of Sally Wiley’s friends.”
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Alemeth laughed and took another swig, feeling like someone else
entirely.

* * *

The next day, in a hazy blur, he remembered only that while dancing with
a young lady — her hair long, red and silky — he had fallen down, attracting a
great deal of attention. By the time he regained himself, the young lady had
disappeared. Gordon had gotten him home, somehow. And from the smoky,
dull, deadening ache in his head, he heard Amzi in the next room:

“So, Eliza, this is the town life your sister says is so good for the boy? To
spend his time getting drunk? Making a spectacle of himself?”

“I agree with you, Amzi. But it won’t help anything if we’re too hard on
him. We ought to be praying the Lord keeps him safe from temptation. From
the influence of those who’ve fallen prey to the devil.”
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Though it took some doing, Alemeth eventually got Amzi to agree he
could stay on at The Star — as long as he worked four days a week at Bynum’s
Creek and promised not to get drunk any more. The arrangement had its
advantages, but it left him close to Eliza, and her nearness didn’t endear her.
She had scripture for everything, Godliness and cleanliness always on her
mind, and him around ink all day, with the inevitable conflict that guaranteed.

The new plantation house was nearly finished. With everyone else saying
how nice it was turning out, she could have been happy with it, but she seemed
not to care. She was always thinking of “the battle for men’s souls,” and these
days, spoke often of Lyman Beecher’s sermons about the war being fought in
the halls of higher education. Now, she said, the war was being fought at the
University of Mississippi. Reverend Longstreet had resigned. To replace him,
the Trustees had appointed neither Reverend Waddel (a Presbyterian) nor
Reverend Carter (a Methodist), but Frederick Barnard, a professor of
astronomy. Eliza wasted no time expressing her dismay to Mary Ann and
Colonel Brown.

“For all one can tell, astronomy is his only interest in the heavenly
domain.”

“At least he’s a man of the cloth,” Mary Ann said in defense of the
Trustees’ selection.

“But an Episcopal priest,” countered Eliza. “Whose ordination came only
after his arrival in Oxford — as if a new collar could make up for a lifetime of
secular pursuits! And if that isn’t cause enough for concern, I’ve heard he has
a drinking problem.”

* * %

In the composing room, Mr. Ward handed Alemeth a letter.

“This piece speaks for itself. Set it as it is. But tell me, John, who do you
think this letter’s about?”

The letter was addressed to Mr. Ward. But when Alemeth got to the words
“Bynum’s Creek,” he stopped short. Mr. Ward was not smiling.

“I don’t know.”

“Is that so... Well. I have business to attend to. Have the piece proofed
by the time I return.”

So Alemeth set the type as Mr. Ward instructed: exactly as he read it. The
implications of its reference to Bynum’s Creek struck him hard.
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MR. WARD : -

I have been informed
that there i1s among us, In our own
county, at Bynum’s Creek, one of the
vilest Abolittonist that ever lived.
Why don’t the citizens call a meeting,
and appoint a committee to invite the
gentleman to leave. He 1s advocating
his doctrine, and has been known to
credit the meanest negro in the
country, in preference to a responsible
white man.

A SLAVE-HOLDER
Long Creek, Miss.

An abolitionist at Bynum’s Creek? Who? Besides Pa and Uncle Johnson,
who was there? Charlie Morgan? Effie Adams? Alva Middleton? None of
them were abolitionists. They couldn ’t be.

Meanwhile, the letter wasn’t signed. Who could have written it? Long
Creek didn’t have many more people than Bynum’s Creek did. It could only
have been written by a few people. But who?

* * *

When Mr. Ward got back, Alemeth asked, “Do you really need to print
that letter?”

“Yes, of course.”

“What if it’s not true? It could hurt someone’s reputation.”

Mr. Ward opened a humidor, retrieving a cigar and a match.

“John, I don’t know what the problem is down there at Bynum’s Creek.”
He lit the cigar and took a puff.

“And I hope there isn’t any truth to what folks are saying. But let me tell
you something about the newspaper business.” He held the cigar in front of
him. “If a newspaper is to do right by its readers, it has to report the news
without regard to who it might hurt. You understand?”

Mr. Ward’s eyes told the rest of the story. Until the real culprit was
identified, everyone at Bynum’s Creek would be suspect.

When Alemeth got home, out of breath, Amzi, Eliza and Uncle Johnson
were sitting together on the porch. He had to let them know.

“There’s a letter gonna be printed in tomorrow’s Star. Says there’s an
abolitionist that lives at Bynum’s Creek. ‘Vilest Abolitionist ever lived.” Says
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the man ought to be run out of town, for takin’ the word of a negro over a
white man.”

Amzi just stared at him.

“It was written from Long Creek. Signed Slave-Holder.”

Amzi and Eliza looked at each other.

“Alemeth, hold on. Are you sure the letter said Bynum’s Creek?”

“Yes, sir.”

Amzi looked up in the air, shaking his head.

“Amzi,” asked Eliza, “who do you suppose it is?”

“If there’s an abolitionist around here, it’s Hugh Pike. He must be talking
about Hugh Pike.”

“I think he’s talking about me,” said Uncle Johnson.

“Oh really? Why’s that?”

“I was over at Long Creek just a few days ago, at Murdock’s place.”

“What business did you have with Murdock?”

Uncle Johnson looked Amzi over.

“Annie came to me a few days back. All in tears. She had bruises on her
face. Turns out, she and some of the other negroes were over to Long Creek
when Murdock came on to her.”

Amzi’s ears perked up. Alemeth’s too. Everybody looked at everybody
else.

“So I went over to Long Creek to talk to Murdock about it.”

“What on earth did you say to him?”

“What do you think I said to him? I told him we’d all be better off if he
left our negroes alone.”

“And?”

“He denied doing anything to Annie. Anything at all.”

Uncle Johnson’s elbows were already on the tabletop. Now he laid his
palms on it too, and leaned just a little toward Amzi.

“Now, I know my Annie, Amzi. I'm telling you, she wasn’t making this
up. She’d have no reason to say anything against Murdock, if it wasn’t true.”

“I don’t see why you couldn’t just let it drop, Johnson.”

“Amzi, [ couldn’t do that. Are you sure you know Murdock?”

“Of course I do. He can be difficult at times, but he’s not a bad man.”

“You know what he said to me? He said, ‘All your niggers’ must be
trouble. ‘First one runs away. Next you practically take up house with one.
Now she goes around making up lies.””

Silence. All eyes on Johnson. Johnson looking at Amzi.

“He says we don’t know how to treat our negroes. He said we’re taking
the word of a ‘nigger’ over the word of a white man.”
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Eliza’s eyes opened wide. She looked at Amzi. “I guess people will be
talking about this.”

Amzi shook his head. “We don’t need this right now, Johnson.” He stood
up and stepped toward the porch stairs. “I’m going for a walk.”

(If there was one thing Amzi never did, it was go for a walk.)

At Sand Springs the next Sunday, everyone was talking about the letter
printed in The Star. Ben Spears wanted to know if Amzi had written it about
Hugh Pike. “Everybody’s sayin’ so,” he said. Alemeth told Ben it was written
by somebody from Long Creek. For a few days, if anybody thought the letter
was about Uncle Johnson, no one said so. But on Thursday, Mr. Murdock and
Mr. Cansler came to the offices of Ballard and Ward, and after they’d left, Mr.
Ward came into the printing room and sat on one of the stools.

“John, tell me. Is it true you have an uncle who’s a Congressman? From
Pennsylvania?”

“No, I -7

On second thought, Mrs. Brown had a cousin who was a Congressman. If
Mrs. Brown did, then Eliza did too.

“I think, maybe. Miss — Mrs. Byers’s cousin. Why?”

Mr. Ward threw papers that slid across the table.

“It’s another letter,” said Mr. Ward. “I found it under the door when I
came in this morning. It encloses an article from a newspaper in
Pennsylvania.”

Welliam Strong, the (ongressman mentioned, (& the
condin of Mo, Amzi Byens of Bynam ' s (reck.
— A dlave holder.
Long Creck.

The clipping was from the Gazette. It said that Eliza’s cousin, the
Honorable William Strong, was “one of our more outspoken abolitionist
Congressmen.”

Alemeth looked up at Mr. Ward.

“John, I know good and well a woman can’t control what her cousins will
do. On the other hand, I don’t know if your mother is like some of those other
Yankee schoolteachers. But I can tell you one thing for sure: your family has
made some enemies. And without casting judgment on it one way or another,
I’d offer a piece of advice: you just might want to start seeing things the way
other folks see them.”
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That night at supper, sharing with the family the new letter and what Mr.
Ward had said, there was tension such as he’d never seen. Eliza said, Yes, one
of Uncle William’s sons had gone to Congress. And Yes, he had spoken of the
evils of slavery. Amzi looked ready to kill.

“First Uncle Johnson, and now you, Eliza. My whole family’s falling
apart on me.”

“Me, Amzi? The article’s about my cousin. I hardly knew him.”

“The letter’s about you, Eliza. See there?” He pointed a finger. “‘Mrs.
Amzi Byers.” And you know where it started.”

“I do?”

“Your teaching the negroes to read. And filling Kep’s head with all sorts
of ideas.”

“Amzi, | haven’t taught any negroes to read. Not since Kep disappeared.
You can’t fault me for teaching the Bible.”

“Eliza. You don’t just teach negroes. You ask them to ask more negroes to
your meetings. Admit it. The numbers were growing.”

“We lost them all, when folks made them stay away.”

“That’s just the point, Eliza.”

It didn’t get better from there. Amzi was angry, and in the end, he said
“Next time, by God, I’ll do what I know to be right, and I won’t take my time
about it!” Alemeth decided Amzi’s anger wasn’t all bad — when it wasn’t
directed at him.

* * %

The day after that was a scorcher. There’d been no rain since the middle
of June, and the soil had already turned to powder. (According to The Star’s
report, the streets were six inches deep with dust.) In the fields, the hands had
to wrap wet scarves across their mouths to keep from inhaling the worst of it.
One after another, they had to be sent to their cabins to recover. And in all the
dust, and heat, and illness, Amzi moved his family — and all his household
possessions — from the old house to the new.

It was another week before the rain finally came, and everybody started to
breathe easy again — everybody but Amzi, that is. Amzi had come down with a
fever.

“Alemeth,” he said, his coughs coming up in thick spurts that he caught in
his throat and spat out. “I need you to go down to McGuire’s and get me
something for my throat. Here’s two dollars.”



M.J. McGUIRE

Druggist and Apothecary.
OXFORD, MISS.

INVITES the attention of the public to his stock,
embracing every article pertaining to his line, viz:
‘White Lead and Zinc,

Paints, generally Oils, Varnishes, Putty, and Perfumery,
Snuffs, Pens, Sealing wax, Lead and Slate, Shaving
Creams, Rosin, Blacking, &c., &c.
BARKS.

Cinchona, Bayberry, Cinnamon, Ash, Orange, &c.
SEEDS.

Anise, Cardamom, Colchicum, Lobelia, Coriander, Caroway,
Canary, Flax, &c
ROOTS.

Columbo, Ginseng, Sarsaparilla, Snake, (various kinds),
Golden seal, Blood, Hydrastis, May Apple, &c.
FOLIAGE.

Senna, Buchu, Uva Ursi, Digitalis, &ec.
Chemicals, Acids, Ethers.

Acetic, Benzoic, Citric, Muriate, Nitric, Oxalic, Sulphuric,
Tannic, Tartaric, Chloroform, &c.

CALOMEL,BLUEMASS,QUININE.
WINES AND SPIRITS
For Medicmal Purposes.

Malaga, Madeira, Port, Sherry, Jamaica and Bay Rum,
Holland Gin, Wolfe’s Schiedam Schnapps; all kinds
of Cordials; Whiskey, Bourbon, and Dexter’s.
WINDOW GLASS, of all sizes.

The above being only a general list, a great many other
articles usually found 1n a retail
Drug Estabhishment,
may be found in his stock, all of which will be sold on the
very lowest terms for cash. M. J McGUIRE.

Aug. 28, 1856.
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Leety put the ginseng and cinnamon in Amzi’s tea, but it didn’t help; it
just kept him awake. He took the quinine, but that was bitter and made his ears
ring. To keep from spreading his noxious vapors in the new house, Amzi
stayed outside all day. At night he slept at the old house. At Leety’s suggestion
he drank lots of water, and when he made his own water, he used the outhouse
rather than the new built-in bathroom.

His illness wasn’t the only reason Amzi didn’t feel comfortable in the new
house. There were two porcelain sinks in the kitchen. Windows that slid up
and down. Mrs. Brown’s architect had put in so much that was modern, it
could have been a European palace, as far as Amzi was concerned. It seemed
snobbish, all for show. He wanted no part of such pretensions. He stayed
outside when he could, and slept in his old cabin, where things were simple
and familiar.

But the cough subsided and, persuaded by Eliza, he started, gradually, to
live inside. And as he did so, his perspective started to change. To reach his
new bedroom, he ascended a stairway. At the top of the stairway was a landing
and a balcony. And as he gained experience with the new perspective, he
found that by standing on the balcony, he could watch people below without
their seeing him. The situation turned out to be very advantageous. From time
to time, the mere glimpse of a hat or ruffled head of hair allowed him to
choose who to converse with and who to avoid. As the days passed, he began
to feel good about his balcony, and the rest of his new keep.

That’s why the beat riders bothered him so.

They’d been welcome the first time. Eliza had shown them around the
new house like guests at a Sunday social. But when they started coming back
every other day or so, asking about the negroes, looking around the house as if
there might be something hidden away somewhere, there was nothing social
about it.

He didn’t need Sheriff Starr coming onto kis property, checking up on Ais
negroes. He could take care of his own plantation. He didn’t need anyone
meddling in his affairs — least of all someone who thought he had a right to tell
him what to do.
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... [T]he introduction of slavery amongst us was, in the providence of
God, who makes the evil passions of men subservient to His own glory,
a means of placing that unhappy race within the pale of civilized
nations.

— Scott vs. Emerson, 15 Missouri 576 (S. Ct. Mo, 1852)

The tension at Bynum’s Creek over slavery was mirrored by tensions
elsewhere in Mississippi. Outside the press room one day, Mr. Ward and Mr.
Ballard started arguing about the case Mary Ann Webster had described in her
letters — the one that had given Julia and William Blow such notoriety in
Carondelet. The argument between Ballard and Ward was not whether negroes
were the equals of whites. On that point, Ballard and Ward were agreed. (Their
common answer was ‘obviously not.”) Rather, Ballard and Ward were divided
on three main questions:

1) whether American law followed the English common law,

2) if it did, whether anything in Blackstone supported slavery, and

3) whether slavery really did exist for the benefit of the African race.

It was all civil at first. They talked to each other the way they talked to
each other in the courtroom, making their points in due course and pointing
out passages of the court’s opinion like preachers pointing to scripture. But as
the argument kept on, things began to get heated. Each of the men ended up
with a hand on a copy of the court’s decision. Like two dogs on the ends of a
bone, they started snarling at each other. When Ward accused Ballard of
thrusting a finger into Ward’s face and Ballard denied it, Ward thrust one back
at his partner, and it was only when Ward said, “I suppose we should be
gentlemen” that Ballard held back his loaded fist.

The next day, the men avoided each other. Not long after that, Mr. Ballard
gave up his financial interest in The Star. And as sure as water flows downbhill,
the next day, Mr. Ward called Alemeth into his office.

“I’m sorry, John. But I’'m afraid your services will no longer be required.”

Was it the letter about abolitionists at Bynum’s Creek? The fact that
Alemeth had been brought in by Judge Ballard? Mr. Ward didn’t have to give
a reason, and refused to do so.

Later, when Alemeth told Amzi and asked if they might talk to Judge
Ballard, there was a long pause.

“Alemeth, there’s lots of things that can make an idea wrong. Lots of
reasons things don’t always work out. I never did think much of that
foolishness with the lawyers and their newspaper. [’ve been trying to get you
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to understand, son: this is where you belong; right here, at Bynum’s Creek,
where you have a Pa that wants to teach you how a man should live.”

Alemeth wondered if Pa was right. That he wasn’t meant to be a
newspaperman. That he should keep his mind on the plantation, and on
making it everything it could be.

But as time passed, he found it easier said than done.

If he ever got his hands dirty, Eliza or Mrs. Brown got upset with him.
And if he tried to make any decisions on the grounds, like telling negroes what
to do, Amzi was as likely as not to tell the negroes to do something else.
Wandering the plantation, he looked for a way to be useful. Some days, he
tried to get away, just so he wouldn’t feel out of place — sneak off — go
swimming or fishing — but even that had started to make him feel guilty. He
knew he was supposed to be doing something else.

Meanwhile, it wasn’t only Ballard and Ward arguing. Amzi and Hugh
Pike didn’t have a good thing to say about each other. Uncle Johnson and Jim
Murdock went at it like fighting cocks, and so did Dr. Isom and Al Cansler.
All over Panola and Lafayette counties, ill feelings crossed aisles. And when
people found it better to spend time with those who thought as they did, they
naturally avoided the ill feelings of those in other churches. And if there
weren’t always ill feelings, there were often suspicions, and if not suspicions,
then doubts about where a person stood — doubts that could give rise to
suspicions soon enough