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THE SOUTH




THE LITTLE BROWN GIRL

Maybeth’s father had a business in the town, which was about a mile from where they lived, but he had about forty acres of land below the house that he planted in cotton and corn. The land was down the hill from the house and it was on two levels of ground: twenty acres, then a bluff covered with oak sprouts and vines, then a lower level, which stretched to the property line at the small creek. You could see it all from the house—the two fields and the creek, and other fields beyond the creek—but from the upper field you could just see as far as the willows along the creek bank.

For nine months of the year, Maybeth’s father hired a Negro named Jim Williams to make the crop. Jim would work uptown in the mornings and come in the afternoons around two o’clock—a black, strapping Negro in blue overalls, stepping light and free and powerful on the road from town. He would go around the house to the back to hitch up the black mule in spring, or file on the hoe blade in summer, or drag a great dirty-white cotton sack to the field in the fall. Spring, summer, and fall they saw him come, until he became as much a part of the household as Maybeth or Brother or Lester Junior or Snookums, the cook; then, after the last pound of cotton was weighed in the cold fall twilight, the Jim they knew would vanish. In winter, they sometimes spoke to a town Negro as Jim, and he would answer back, pleasant as you please, but it was no use pretending he was the same. The cotton stalks stood black and sodden in the field, and the cornstalks broke from the top, and there was nothing for a little girl to do in the afternoons but grow all hot and stuffy by the fire or pester Mother for things to eat or study schoolbooks sometimes. There wasn’t anybody much to play with out where they lived.

At last, the spring day would come when Maybeth could leap away from the school bus and the ugly children in the bus, and run up the drive to the house, then down the hill, under the maple trees, to the field. Jim would be in the field, plowing with the middlebuster, and she would get to follow behind him for the first time in the year. Jim did a lot of funny things out there in the field. Up ahead, where the rows ended at the top of the bluff, Jim sometimes stopped when he had pulled the plow out of the ground, and while the black mule circled in the trace chains he would fling up his head and sing out, rich and full, as loud as he could sing, “Ama-a-zi-in’ grace—” The air would quiver for the next line to come, but Jim would be well into the field by then, driving the plow down the furrow with a long, swinging stride.

Once, Maybeth tried to tell him the next line. “It goes ‘How sweet the sound,’ Jim,” she said, trying to put her little shoes in Jim’s broad tracks.

But all Jim Williams said was, “Git up, Jimson Weed!” Other times, he called the mule Daisy Bell, and that was funny, too, because the mule’s name was Dick, and Dick was a man mule, Maybeth was sure. But when she told Jim that, he only said, “Lawd, Lawd,” as though she had told him something he had never heard before, or something he had only half heard when she said it. You couldn’t tell which.

But most of the time Maybeth was asking Jim questions. When she got like that with Mother, Mother would finally say, “Now, what on earth made you think of that?” Daddy would laugh at her questions and say, “I don’t know, honey.” But Jim knew the answer to everything. He knew why the jaybird bounced on the air when he flew and why the mule swept his nose along the ground when he turned and why the steel plow slid out of the earth as clean as when it entered. Sometimes Maybeth knew that Jim was making up, but most of the time she believed him word for word, like the catechism in Sunday School.

One spring afternoon, a few days before Maybeth’s seventh birthday, Jim was sporting a new red bandanna in the back pocket of his overalls. Even before Maybeth reached him, she spotted it, and she asked about it first thing.

“My little girl give me that,” he said. He spoke in his making-up voice, but he looked perfectly straight-faced.

Maybeth hurried very fast behind him. “Aw, Jim, you ain’t got a little girl, have you? How old is she?”

“She be eight nex’ fall,” he said, very businesslike. “Gee, mule.”

“How big is she?”

“She jes’ ’bout your size, honey.”

A little brown girl in a starched blue-and-white checked dress stepped smiling before Maybeth’s eyes. From then on, Maybeth’s questions all went in one direction, and if Jim had any peace, it was only because he was Jim.

“When will I get to see her, Jim? When will she come and play with me?”

“Some day nex’ week, I reckon.”

“What day next week?”

“Long ’bout the middle part of the week, I spec’.”

“Aw, you’re just foolin’, Jim. Aren’t you just foolin’?”

“Ama-a-zi-in’ grace—” sang Jim Williams as the black mule turned in the trace chains against a low and burning cloud. And that night, when Jim had eaten his supper in the kitchen and gone, the little brown girl in the blue-and-white checked dress stayed on.

“Mother, guess what Jim told me today,” said Maybeth, opening her arithmetic book before the fire. “He said he had a little girl. She’s coming and play with me.”

“Oh, honey, Jim’s just fooling you. Jim hasn’t got any children, has he, Lester?”

“Not that I ever heard of,” said Daddy. “It’s a good thing, too—the way he drinks and carries on every Saturday night.”

“He’s fooling you,” said Mother.

Maybeth bent quickly to her sums. “I know it,” she said.

And in a way she had known it all along. But in another way she hadn’t known it, and the not knowing still remained along with the knowing, and she never thought it out any further. Nothing was changed, and she and the little brown girl played together before she went to sleep at night, in dull moments at school, and when she was being quiet on the bus, riding home with the noisy children. The little girl was the first thing to ask questions about when she ran to the field after school, the warm sun on her yellow hair, and her feet already uncomfortable to be out of their shoes.

The first thing, that is, until the Friday came when Maybeth was seven. It was a perfect birthday. Under her plate at breakfast that morning she found two broad silver dollars. The class sang “Happy Birthday” to her in school, and that night Snookums, the cook, who usually finished work in the afternoon, returned from her house to cook supper, and they all had fried chicken and rice and gravy and a coconut birthday cake.

Maybeth ran into the kitchen to show her silver dollars to Snookums and Jim. “Look, Snookums! Look, Jim!” she said.

“Lawd-ee!” said Snookums. She was a young, bright Negro with a slim waist and straight black hair.

“My, my!” said Jim. “That’s ringin’ money, ain’t it, Snookums?”

“Lawd-ee!” said Snookums.

“Which you druther have, Snookums,” said Jim, “ringin’ money or foldin’ money?”

The door was open to the dining room, and Maybeth heard her big brother laugh and holler back, “Either one’ll do to buy Saturday-night liquor, won’t it?”

Jim and Snookums just fell out laughing, and Maybeth somehow felt ashamed.

After supper, she put the two silver dollars in a little box inside a bigger box and put them in the very back right-hand corner of her drawer in the bureau.

The next day was Saturday, and it rained, so Jim stayed in the barn and shelled corn for the chickens, and Maybeth watched.

“I wuz gwine bring my little girl to play with you nex’ week,” said Jim.

Maybeth was stricken. “How come you can’t, Jim? Oh, how come you can’t?”

“She ain’t got no fine dress like you is. She ain’t got nothin’ ’cept one ole brown dress. She say she shame to come.”

Maybeth broke the stubborn grains of corn from a cob one at a time, and her heart beat very fast. “Have you sure ’nough got a little girl, Jim?”

Jim did not answer. “There’s dresses at the Jew store,” he went on mournfully. “But they’s nigh onto two dollars. Take the nigger long time to make up that money.”

A few minutes later, Maybeth was hurrying back to the house in the rain.

She took the two silver dollars out of the little box within the larger box, and ran back to the barn.

“What you fixin’ to do?” Jim Williams asked, holding the two coins in his open palm and cutting his eyes toward her.

“For the dress,” Maybeth said. “You know. For your little girl’s dress, Jim.”

“Your daddy ain’t gwine like you playin’ around with this money,” he said.

“He ain’t going to know,” said Maybeth.

“You sure?” he asked, snapping shut the three clasps on his little leather purse.

“I’m not going to tell him,” said Maybeth.

“Gwine git her a yalla dre-ess,” sang Jim softly, and the corn poured out of his fingers in rich handfuls and rattled against the side of the scuttle as fast as the rain on the tin roof.

Maybeth did not know why she had given Jim the money. It was like when you are playing mud pies by yourself and you get real salt and pepper for the pies, or when you are dressing up to play lady and you make a mess of all the closets and cedar chests trying to get something real and exactly right—the high-heeled button shoes or the hat with the plume. She and Jim were playing that Jim had a little girl. But when the playing was over, Jim did not give the money back, and, of course, she did not really know that she had expected him to, so she never asked. And because she wasn’t exactly sure what money meant, her sorrow centered on the two little empty boxes in the corner of the dresser drawer.

She thought of them with an empty feeling when she rode to school on Monday morning in the pickup with Daddy and saw a yellow dress in the Jew-store window. When she rode back from school on the bus, she looked again, and something went queer inside her, because the yellow dress was gone.

Maybeth ran so hard down the hill to the field that afternoon that the pound of her feet shook her all over and she could hardly stop running at the fence. All the way home in the bus, all the way through the yard and down the hill, she could picture Jim plowing with the little girl in the yellow dress behind him in the furrow, and they would look up when Maybeth came. From the fence, she could see that Jim was plowing down at the far corner, where the land was lowest; he was almost through busting the upper field. She could just see the top of his head following Dick’s flapping ears up the slope. Maybeth crawled through the barbed wire and caught a snag in her dress. When she had pulled it free, and looked up, Jim was in full view on the higher ground, and he was alone.

Maybeth came slowly out of the maple shade into the hot sun. As she crossed the rows, the clods made her stumble once or twice. She fell in behind him at last.

“I tore my dress. See?” she said, holding up the snagged hem.

He glanced back, the sweat big on his temples and catching the sun on his cheek. “Sho’ did,” he said. “You shorely did.”

They were back beside the bluff before she asked, “How come your little girl didn’t come today, Jim?”

He had stopped, with the plow in the new furrow, to cut himself a plug of tobacco. He jerked his kinky head toward the creek. “She down there,” he said.

“Down there?”

“She shame to come till you come. She say she gwine set in the bushes and watch for you. She be comin’ on in a minute now.”

Maybeth ran to the edge of the bluff, among the honeysuckle vines, and stared and stared down toward the low willows along the creek bank, until their sharp spring green blurred in her eyes.

“Where, Jim, where?”

Jim hooked the lines over the plow handle. “Whoa, mule,” he said. He walked away from her along the edge of the bluff and stood on the highest point, bigger than anything from sky to sky. He pointed.

“See,” he said, and his tone was infinite. “Look yonder. She setting on the groun’. See. She done crossed her legs.”

“Has she got on a—a yellow dress?”

“Yes’m! Yes’m! You sees her! You sees her sho’!”

“Is she sitting under that bigges’ clump of willow, right over yonder? Sitting cross-legged?”

“Yes’m! That’s right! By that bigges’ clump.”

“Sort of with one hand on the ground?”

“Yes, ma’am! You sees her sho’!”

Then, in two strides, he was back at the plow. “She’ll come. My little girl’ll come. Gee, mule. She knows we done seen her, and she’ll come. Gee up, sir!”

The plow ran into the earth, and Maybeth, still standing on the bluff, could hear from somewhere the creak of the harness, and the tearing of little roots as the soft ground was severed. She stood staring, and the green blur beyond the lower field fanned out and then closed together around the shape of something—was it something?—like a still image under the willow trees. Humming to himself, Jim Williams passed farther down the slope, but Maybeth stayed on the bluff, as motionless as the fluted honeysuckle bloom beside her hand and the willows across the lower field standing up in the windless air.

She saw something move under the willows.

Maybeth began to walk, and then she began to run, faster and faster. The rows, with their heavy chunks of clodded earth, flew beneath her, trying to trip her, to keep her from the hill and the white house on the hill and Mother.

She caught her breath a little in the yard, and then she went in and found Mother in the kitchen, drinking some water.

“Why, precious, why are you so hot?” Mother said. “Why did you come back from the field?”

How could you tell about the yellow dress and something coming alive beneath the willows? “I—I got hungry,” said Maybeth.

Mother gave her a piece of cold corn bread and sent her out on the back steps. There was a sound around the corner of the house. A Bantam rooster stepped toward her on the flagstone walk. Maybeth jumped up, trembling, and flung the muffin to him and ran into the house, through one room and another.

“Mother!” she called. “Mother!”

“In here, honey.”

When she came into the room, her mother looked up at her. Then she laid aside her darning basket and took Maybeth into her arms and rocked her in the rocking chair.


THE ECLIPSE

Anybody would have noticed them, they were both so pretty. The young lady was immaculate and fresh, out of choice, or perhaps you could say out of disdain for people who weren’t; gloves snow white and stocking seams straight—she would stay just so all summer. The boy with her might or might not. He was small but growing, possibly about twelve years old, and could reach a new phase any minute. He was by nature blond and bright as a daisy, and soap and water had been recently at work, for the tuft of hair at his crown was springing erect again, strand by strand. What had made him content to scrub so well? She, obviously, was the answer.

She rode backward for the time being (later they would swap), reading a slick-paged magazine, and he looked out the window, but remarks occurred to them; they exchanged glances as though by signal. His feet were reassuring: honest, puppylike, clumsy. One thought pleasantly of them bare below rolled blue jeans, splotched with dust and watermelon juice. From behind the magazine page she drank in the soft-cut lines of his profile. Her eyes fell away the instant before he caught her staring. Somebody could come very near to them without their noticing. Somebody did. “Dorothy Eavers! Don’t you remember me?”

The train passed through a landscape that looked empty, partly because they were moving so fast; it gave them only a slight rocking motion as a sign of its power. Since the interior of the sealed air-conditioned coach was not cluttered by the sound of rails, there was no need for the woman to shout, much less get up and cross the aisle. But she had done both. Never mind; the two traveling companions recovered almost at once. She was not a threat. By some feat, the immaculate girl was even able to recall her name.

“Ina Pearl! I didn’t see you.”

“Well, I saw you. The reason it took me so long, I couldn’t believe my eyes. Not that you’ve changed a bit, now that I see you up close. I just didn’t know you lived down here any more. I didn’t know you had a little boy, either. I declare! He’s almost as tall as you.”

“But he’s not mine! This is my student, my pupil.”

“Music!” said Ina Pearl. “It always just thrilled me to death to hear you play. But weren’t you going to New York and go on the stage?”

Dorothy Eavers winced. This came of college-girl exchanges, confidences given that would be quoted with no regard for accuracy.

“I never thought of the stage,” she said. “I had hoped to do concert work, but I couldn’t make a go of it. I took a job teaching public school music in Stilton. Quite a change! I give some private lessons, too—to Weston, for instance.” She touched his hair. “I wasn’t good enough for New York, I guess.”

“Oh, now, I bet you were, too!” cried Ina Pearl.

“The funny thing is I give more concerts now than I ever did,” said Dorothy Eavers. “Weston, here”—her smile at the boy, meeting his eyes, was like a wink of agreement on Ina Pearl—“Weston has put me in my place. I’m his accompanist. No one can get enough of hearing him sing. We’re going to New Orleans now to audition for this famous boys’ choir—oh, I’m sure you’ve heard of them. They—”

“Do you know,” Ina Pearl inquired of her, comfortably regarding Weston, “since I saw you last, I’ve had two? They’re just about his size. One might be a little bit bigger and the other a little bit littler. Sing! You couldn’t make them stop yelling long enough to sing anything.”

Having thus established her children as indubitably superior to boys who did stop yelling and sing, she went on to tell everything else about them. Weston knew himself out of it now. He turned his attention from the fleet landscape and examined her, this talkative intruder. She was nothing like Miss Eavers. He went through an appalling catalogue of her faults, arriving at the conclusion that she wasn’t in the least attractive. When she opened her purse and took out her compact, powder sprinkled into an unwholesome tangle of junk. Her fingernails were painted bright, and three of them were chipped. He could think of other, even worse things that probably were wrong with her, too—he had got quite a supply from watching his mother—and from every single one of them Miss Eavers was absolutely free, which was why everybody back in town said she was “stuck-up.”

Oh, he had heard them talking. From the upstairs window after supper, sitting where they said he oughtn’t to, because the screen might not be strong enough, he had heard them.

“Stuck-up thing!” (Mother.)

“Got mighty pretty ankles, Miss Mamie.” (Mr. Harry Buford, from across the street.)

“Bob Nabors begged her for a date, like several others when she first came, but Bob especially.… Just crazy about her. Why would it hurt to give him a date? She thinks because she’s lived in New York and knows about music.” (Mother.)

Cigar glow down in the dark. (Mr. Harry, thinking about her.) “Maybe she likes ’em older, more mature.”

“I got nothing against her. I just wish Weston wasn’t quite so enthusiastic. He ought not to put all of his time on music.” (Daddy.)

“She’s stuck-up, if you ask me. Just plain stuck-up.” (Mother.)

From the window in the dark, Weston could look up into the clean, brilliant September sky. He knew better than anybody. Miss Eavers was no more stuck-up than a star.

When the woman called Ina Pearl got off at the next station stop, they did not converse about her.

“Where’s this?” asked Weston, leaning out.

“Picayune, I think,” said Miss Eavers.

“I wouldn’t like to live here, either,” said Weston.

“What do you mean, ‘either’?”

“Either here or Stilton.” He did not choose to watch the exit of Ina Pearl from his life—how she was greeted by two little boys with suckers in their jaws, how she scrambled into a car beside a man in shirt sleeves. Weston looked ahead of him. His mouth was softly closed; his lashes were thick as June grass; his summer freckles lingered just below the skin, like a thin wash of gold. He waited to move on again. “Or any place else in Mississippi,” he murmured.

Miss Eavers glanced up in something like alarm from the enameled page of the latest musical arts magazine. She occasionally felt twinges of her responsibility for him, but their relationship had galloped from the first, and except to instruct him in range, scales, breathing, voice projection, and allied matters, she had never exerted her natural authority.

“But you’ve never been out of it!” she exclaimed.

He did not accept the reproof, if that was what it was. He had got his idea from her, after all, if never in so many words.

“I’m going out now,” he said superbly.

He was obviously headed for a lot of trouble.
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The first he knew of it, the trouble had already happened. It was at the audition—for that hour they had talked about for so long did finally, actually, roll around. Weston’s fine concluding high note had been sent aloft to fade, he had heard his little discreet applause from the handful of listeners who sat in the auditorium with their notebooks out, and he had made his little bow. He and Miss Eavers were leaving the stage of the auditorium when she and her music books brushed past him into the wings. A man was coming into the wings from another direction, stooping to enter a small door that opened into the backstage area from the auditorium itself. A short flight of steps brought him quickly level with them.

“Dorothy Eavers!” he said. “I couldn’t believe it.”

“Sh-h-h!” said Miss Eavers, a bit teacherish. “You’ll have to whisper.”

“When I came through the door and saw you up there on the stage, I said, ‘I’m right back in college and late for convocation.’ You always played the Alma Mater.”

“I saw you when you came in. From the corner of my eye. Can you imagine! I recognized you right away.”

Weston was hurt. That she could have been free to notice anybody while he was singing, even out of the corner of her eye! And where had she been looking all the other times she accompanied him? Oh, he was very hurt.

Some quality in the season, in the spring air that was so much heavier this far south than what they had left in Stilton, liberated him. He felt he was dreaming, so he did not try to be polite. He certainly did not want to go along while Miss Eavers had lunch with this newspaperman she used to go to college with. He said he would go back to the hotel; he took advantage of an artist’s right to weariness. He would go by himself, too. He had got around Jackson, after all, more than once; he knew that cities, like mechanical toys, never gave you any problem you couldn’t figure out. He did not wave good-by when he parted from them on St. Charles Avenue, though he felt sure that she had turned and was looking back anxiously, had turned and turned again, until the man’s big hand pressed her back below the shoulder blades and she moved on. “If anything should happen to him …” He did not hear her say it, but if she was saying anything, that was it—not “But I want to be with Weston.” Just let a man who wasn’t from Stilton come along and she became exactly like all the others in Stilton. Maybe she was stuck-up after all. He was tremendously successful in reaching the hotel.

The only thing he was not successful in doing was staying alone in his room. He had absolutely nothing to say to himself. If he didn’t mind being alone at home, in Stilton, it was only because somebody was always wondering about him. He went down into the lobby and wandered about among the palms. He bought some chewing gum, some Life Savers, and a pack of cigarettes, just to see how it felt. He sat down at a desk in the writing room and wrote, on a picture postcard of the hotel, “I have slipped away from Miss Eavers and tonight I am going to some HOT SPOT. Oh, boy!”

Then he could not think of anybody to address it to. A year ago, there would have been three or four. But now they all knew the truth: He Sang. It was her fault that he couldn’t make the card sound right. Oh, hadn’t she been awful? She had cut him off from everybody except herself; then she had gone off and left him. He tore the card in two and went to buy a newspaper. He sat on the edge of a sofa, sinking down between the armrest and the big leather cushion. The paper was all about a world as troubled as his own, though much less concentrated.

“See anything good, sonny?”

There was a man sitting at the far end of the sofa from him. He spoke with a Northern accent and he was whacking away on a stick of gum.

“Want to read it?” Weston asked.

“No, thanks. Already seen it. Just making conversation. Killing time. You meeting someone?”

“I was meeting my teacher. But she won’t come now.”

“I thought boys always wanted to get away from their teachers. Maybe you’re teacher’s pet. Or maybe your teacher’s a pet. Ha-ha!”

Weston had never actually heard anybody say “Ha-ha!” before. He had read it lots of times, mainly in the funny paper. This gave him confidence. “I’m just crazy about Miss Eavers,” he confided mournfully. “Only she’s so much older than I am that naturally we can’t get married. She likes me a lot, though. She won’t give anybody in town a date, but when I come to take a lesson, that makes her happy. I know it does. She says so. I can sing real well, see? Miss Eavers says if I’m not a genius, I’m the closest thing to it she’s ever heard sing. We came down to New Orleans to audition me for this real famous boys’ choir. Everybody at home just knows I’ll get in. I can make people cry. Then, this morning, right while I was singing, this man her own age came in. She’d already met him a long time ago, and—” He found the next too grisly to relate.

“Now she’s gone off with him,” said the man, as easy as that. “So you didn’t get the prize?”

“The what?”

“Did you win the money? Did they take you on? You know what I mean.”

“Oh, the choir director. I don’t know. He said for us all to come back this afternoon and they would tell us which ones. But I don’t care about it. It was all on account of her I was doing so well.”

“Look, now, kid, you can’t look at it that way. You gotta get in there and win, see? By golly, maybe you are a genius. All you gotta do is get in there and show ’em.”

“It would make her feel a lot worse if I didn’t,” said Weston, though it had never seriously entered his head that they wouldn’t take him. Too many people had told him how good he was, some even from Out of the State. He was greatly in demand for civic clubs and had given a concert in Jackson. “However, I will,” he added.

“That’s the spirit.”

The Northern man, who was waiting for space on an airplane to Denver, Colorado, took him to the hotel drugstore and bought him a sandwich and an ice-cream soda. Then he seemed to forget that Weston was there at all. Perhaps longer conversations than the one they had exchanged were unknown to him. He hauled himself back to attention by means of a tremendous yawn. “I think you’re really stuck on this schoolteacher, kid.”

Weston did not answer.

“Yes, sir, got a real old-timey crush. But she’s perfectly right, you know—going off with that fellow her own age. Look at it from her standpoint. Anyway, you got to learn to be realistic. Y’know, if I’ve got a motto, that’s it. Be Real-isstic!” The man leaned close to pronounce this thoroughly, and revealed very bad breath and tartar more than halfway down each tooth.

“Thank you for the chicken salad sandwich and chocolate ice-cream soda,” said Weston. “I better hurry on back now. I hope you have a nice trip and all. Good-by.”

He walked hastily out of the drugstore, bumping into stools. He wished he had not told the Yankee man anything. He had turned out to be just as bad as Mother and Daddy. Never mind. Weston did sing better than anybody else, and he had only to go to the auditorium and hear them say so.

When he rejoined Miss Eavers outside the auditorium that afternoon, she was alone. She looked as cool as ever, in her spring silk dress that had something like water lilies printed on it, and her new little curly straw hat. She had bought all this for their trip, just as he had not worn until now his blue-and-beige checked flannel coat and gabardine trousers. His underwear was new, too, if anybody wanted to know. Miss Eavers held her long spring wrap over her arm, but otherwise she looked just the same as when she walked away with the man she used to know in college. Maybe her forehead was a little rosy and her hair shaken a bit forward, as though by a breeze or agitation, but this might have resulted naturally from having said to the man, “I have to hurry on back now,” and leaving him with a disappointed feeling, just as Weston had left the Yankee in the drugstore. At any rate, neither of them told each other about it.

“Hello, Miss Eavers.”

“Weston.” She touched his lapel, which he knew to be perfectly straight. “They say we can go in and have a seat. In a few minutes they’ll tell us who has been chosen.”

He held the door for her.
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Going back, they had the lounge car to themselves most of the time. It got dark along about Picayune, and Weston tried to think of some way to make Miss Eavers not notice when they got to Stilton, so that they could go on to Chicago together in the coach with the soft gray rugs and the green easy chairs and the lamplight, and maybe never come home at all. She could change her printed silk dresses for black satin. It would be as simple as that. Better and better night clubs would pay them more and more. They would show the world.

The fact was that the director of the boys’ choir had not chosen Weston after the audition; worse still, he had not mentioned him at all. But now that Weston and Miss Eavers had been through every detail of the audition four times and had decided that the director, if not actually crazy, knew nothing about his job, he began to feel drowsy and comforted, just as he felt after any other kind of misfortune—a bump on the head, for instance. In Chicago, they all came around to his dressing room to shake hands.

Presently, in the swaying twilight where they so comfortably were, he became aware that Miss Eavers was talking. He even knew that she had begun to speak after a sigh. “I had such a good time today. It was a wonderful surprise to see Frank. I hadn’t seen him in years. He took me to such a nice place to eat. We had good food. Later, we rode out along the lake in his car. We had a lot to talk about. I want to live like that. I want somebody nice, who knows where to go and what to order, to ask me out every now and then. I miss that kind of thing in Stilton.” She sighed again, and the two sighs formed the proper setting around her words.

He leaned toward her. She must be told right away about Chicago. He finished splendidly, drawing out his wallet. “You didn’t know, but Daddy gave me fifty dollars extra, to have in reserve in case we needed it. So we’ve got a start, see?”

“Weston.” Her face had the expression he could always bring to ladies’ faces in every audience by singing one of the old ones, like “Old Black Joe” or, more successful yet, “Danny Boy.” He had even made her cry. She reached across and caught his hand. “Weston.” She said it again.

He looked down at her hand on his; it might as well have been the chilly white touch of an aunt. She even patted. He knew then they would not be going to Chicago, let alone trying to sing in night clubs. They would get off when the train stopped at Stilton.

“We planned this trip for two months,” he said, “and you went off with the first man that came along.”

“Oh, Weston, do try to look at it from my standpoint.”

“All this time you made me think I could sing better than anybody else in the world.”

“I thought you could. You can! I still think you can!”

She was going to have answers to everything, and he would have to believe them. All that, too, came of her being older.

He left Miss Eavers and began to wander as freely as a chimpanzee on the loose through the dark, night-traveling train. When they reached the outskirts of Stilton, just at the point where he knew that the train broke over the rise and all the watchers at the station could see, he had found the right way to release the emergency brakes. Having previously read, on a printed card beside the handle, all the penalties that pertained to this action, along with the directions on how to perform it, he was not surprised at the wrath of the conductor, or at how more and more officials kept appearing from various distances along the train. When at last they pulled into the Stilton station, even the engineer came down from the engine to join the others, all on account of Weston. He could tell the engineer by the great big cuffs on his gloves.

The conductor hauled Weston down the steps by one arm. Not until then did Miss Eavers appear. “Where’s yer husband, lady? Is his daddy here?” they all asked her, but she only shook her head in a dazed way, as though there had really been a wreck. She never did tell them that she wasn’t anything but his music teacher.

Then everybody left off speaking to her, because Weston’s father was there, saying, “I’m his daddy. You don’t mean he did it? You don’t say! You don’t say!” He could not have been happier if he were making eggnog on Christmas morning. He lighted a cigar and offered others to the conductor and the engineer and the stationmaster, and cheerfully signed all the papers about how he would have to pay the twenty-five-dollar fine. After the train left, all the men who had come down to meet it hung around the station for a long time, talking. They all could tell about similar things they had done, and all of them said that when they were boys they had wanted to stop a train some way or other but never had. Mr. Robert Littleton had tried to flag one once, but it hadn’t paid any attention. Finally, Daddy and Weston went home together.

“How did you stop her, son?” Daddy asked on the way home. “How did you reach the handle?”

“I stood on a suitcase in the car platform,” Weston said.

It was quite some time before anybody thought to ask him how he had done in the music contest.

The next afternoon, Miss Eavers called to say that he had not come to his music lesson and that she thought he might be sick, but his mother said no, he wasn’t sick, but he wasn’t in the house right then and he would call her later. Weston was there, however. He was lying flat on his stomach on the glider on the side porch, listening to every word, but he was incapable, through something that seemed a good deal like laziness, of opening his mouth to say so.
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In the following days, he rallied. He sang for the Kiwanis Club at Scott’s Hotel on Friday, as scheduled, and, the next week, went with Miss Eavers to Clinton, Mississippi, to give a program for the Junior Chamber of Commerce. But the weather kept getting hotter. School sped inexorably toward June. What had it all meant? Nothing could completely focus his attention. He took to playing the radio, listening to any old thing.

During May, some newspaperman came up all the way from New Orleans twice to see Miss Eavers; the postmistress said that letters were being exchanged. Nobody was surprised when she resigned from the school in June. The only question was how Weston would “take it”; to everybody’s relief, Weston did not seem overly concerned. As a matter of fact, he believed himself to be secretly glad of it, though only in a minor way, like finishing typhoid shots. Whenever he had wanted to do something, it seemed he always had a lesson or a program. Naturally, he couldn’t put all of his time on music.

So neither anybody nor anything warned him about the anguish that struck him like chills and fever one hot summer night when he awoke wondering, How did she get home?

Nobody had seen her leave the station that night they got back. (What would she have to say to men who swapped stories while they waited around to meet the train, or to railroad conductors, or to the engineer in his big dirty gloves?) She had simply withdrawn. He saw her now, carrying the suitcase through all the poor parts of Stilton, at last turning into the pretty street where she lived. Now she passed alone under the trees, sweet as an arrow, and started up the walk to her rooming house. The yard around her rested fragrant and damp with spring; the bridal wreath hung whiter than moonlight. The porch was wooden and hollow, but she did not make much noise crossing it, and in a bit of moonlight she saw where to fit her key. She turned sideways to get the suitcase through. Then she closed the door behind her. The house was big and dark and quiet; lots of people lived there, but he knew where her room was—right above the front porch. The street said nothing, all its length. In the yard, the flowers did not stir. No light came on.

From the town he watched—from just what point he did not know, but he knew he watched—and no light ever came on. She might as well have walked through the false front of a house and fallen a mile, the way they did in movie cartoons. She might as well have died on the stair.

Miss Eavers! Miss Eavers! Oh, wait, wait, wait, wait, wait!

On the hot, coverless July bed Weston lay, and a tongue of lightning flickered in the far sky.


FIRST DARK

When Tom Beavers started coming back to Richton, Mississippi, on weekends, after the war was over, everybody in town was surprised and pleased. They had never noticed him much before he paid them this compliment; now they could not say enough nice things. There was not much left in Richton for him to call family—just his aunt who had raised him, Miss Rita Beavers, old as God, ugly as sin, deaf as a post. So he must be fond of the town, they reasoned; certainly it was a pretty old place. Far too many young men had left it and never come back at all.

He would drive in every Friday night from Jackson, where he worked. All weekend, his Ford, dusty of flank, like a hard-ridden horse, would sit parked down the hill near Miss Rita’s old wire front gate, which sagged from the top hinge and had worn a span in the ground. On Saturday morning, he would head for the drugstore, then the post office; then he would be observed walking here and there around the streets under the shade trees. It was as though he were looking for something.

He wore steel taps on his heels, and in the still the click of them on the sidewalks would sound across the big front lawns and all the way up to the porches of the houses, where two ladies might be sitting behind a row of ferns. They would identify him to one another, murmuring in their fine little voices, and say it was just too bad there was nothing here for young people. It was just a shame they didn’t have one or two more old houses, here, for a Pilgrimage—look how Natchez had waked up.

One Saturday morning in early October, Tom Beavers sat at the counter in the drugstore and reminded Totsie Poteet, the drugstore clerk, of a ghost story. Did he remember the strange old man who used to appear to people who were coming into Richton along the Jackson road at twilight—what they called “first dark”?

“Sure I remember,” said Totsie. “Old Cud’n Jimmy Wiltshire used to tell us about him every time we went ’possum hunting. I could see him plain as I can see you, the way he used to tell it. Tall, with a top hat on, yeah, and waiting in the weeds alongside the road ditch, so’n you couldn’t tell if he wasn’t taller than any mortal man could be, because you couldn’t tell if he was standing down in the ditch or not. It would look like he just grew up out of the weeds. Then he’d signal to you.”

“Them that stopped never saw anybody,” said Tom Beavers, stirring his coffee. “There were lots of folks besides Mr. Jimmy that saw him.”

“There was, let me see …” Totsie enumerated others—some men, some women, some known to drink, others who never touched a drop. There was no way to explain it. “There was that story the road gang told. Do you remember, or were you off at school? It was while they were straightening the road out to the highway—taking the curves out and building a new bridge. Anyway, they said that one night at quitting time, along in the winter and just about dark, this old guy signaled to some of ’em. They said they went over and he asked them to move a bulldozer they had left across the road, because he had a wagon back behind on a little dirt road, with a sick nigger girl in it. Had to get to the doctor and this was the only way. They claimed they knew didn’t nobody live back there on that little old road, but niggers can come from anywhere. So they moved the bulldozer and cleared back a whole lot of other stuff, and waited and waited. Not only didn’t no wagon ever come, but the man that had stopped them, he was gone, too. They was right shook up over it. You never heard that one?”

“No, I never did.” Tom Beavers said this with his eyes looking up over his coffee cup, as though he sat behind a hand of cards. His lashes and brows were heavier than was ordinary, and worked as a veil might, to keep you away from knowing exactly what he was thinking.

“They said he was tall and had a hat on.” The screen door flapped to announce a customer, but Totsie kept on talking. “But whether he was a white man or a real light-colored nigger they couldn’t say. Some said one and some said another. I figured they’d been pulling on the jug a little earlier than usual. You know why? I never heard of our ghost saying nothing. Did you, Tom?”

He moved away on the last words, the way a clerk will, talking back over his shoulder and ahead of him to his new customer at the same time, as though he had two voices and two heads. “And what’ll it be today, Miss Frances?”

The young woman standing at the counter had a prescription already out of her bag. She stood with it poised between her fingers, but her attention was drawn toward Tom Beavers, his coffee cup, and the conversation she had interrupted. She was a girl whom no ordinary description would fit. One would have to know first of all who she was: Frances Harvey. After that, it was all right for her to be a little odd-looking, with her reddish hair that curled back from her brow, her light eyes, and her high, pale temples. This is not the material for being pretty, but in Frances Harvey it was what could sometimes be beauty. Her family home was laden with history that nobody but the Harveys could remember. It would have been on a Pilgrimage if Richton had had one. Frances still lived in it, looking after an invalid mother.

“What were you-all talking about?” she wanted to know.

“About that ghost they used to tell about,” said Totsie, holding out his hand for the prescription. “The one people used to see just outside of town, on the Jackson road.”

“But why?” she demanded. “Why were you talking about him?”

“Tom, here—” the clerk began, but Tom Beavers interrupted him.

“I was asking because I was curious,” he said. He had been studying her from the corner of his eye. Her face was beginning to show the wear of her mother’s long illness, but that couldn’t be called change. Changing was something she didn’t seem to have done, her own style being the only one natural to her.

“I was asking,” he went on, “because I saw him.” He turned away from her somewhat too direct gaze and said to Totsie Poteet, whose mouth had fallen open, “It was where the new road runs close to the old road, and as far as I could tell he was right on the part of the old road where people always used to see him.”

“But when?” Frances Harvey demanded.

“Last night,” he told her. “Just around first dark. Driving home.”

A wealth of quick feeling came up in her face. “So did I! Driving home from Jackson! I saw him, too!”
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For some people, a liking for the same phonograph record or for Mayan archaeology is enough of an excuse to get together. Possibly, seeing the same ghost was no more than that. Anyway, a week later, on Saturday at first dark, Frances Harvey and Tom Beavers were sitting together in a car parked just off the highway, near the spot where they agreed the ghost had appeared. The season was that long, peculiar one between summer and fall, and there were so many crickets and tree frogs going full tilt in their periphery that their voices could hardly be distinguished from the background noises, though they both would have heard a single footfall in the grass. An edge of autumn was in the air at night, and Frances had put on a tweed jacket at the last minute, so the smell of moth balls was in the car, brisk and most unghostlike.

But Tom Beavers was not going to forget the value of the ghost, whether it put in an appearance or not. His questions led Frances into reminiscence.

“No, I never saw him before the other night,” she admitted. “The Negroes used to talk in the kitchen, and Regina and I—you know my sister Regina—would sit there listening, scared to go and scared to stay. Then finally going to bed upstairs was no relief, either, because sometimes Aunt Henrietta was visiting us, and she’d seen it. Or if she wasn’t visiting us, the front room next to us, where she stayed, would be empty, which was worse. There was no way to lock ourselves in, and besides, what was there to lock out? We’d lie all night like two sticks in bed, and shiver. Papa finally had to take a hand. He called us in and sat us down and said that the whole thing was easy to explain—it was all automobiles. What their headlights did with the dust and shadows out on the Jackson road. ‘Oh, but Sammie and Jerry!’ we said, with great big eyes, sitting side by side on the sofa, with our tennis shoes flat on the floor.”

“Who were Sammie and Jerry?” asked Tom Beavers.

“Sammie was our cook. Jerry was her son, or husband, or something. Anyway, they certainly didn’t have cars. Papa called them in. They were standing side by side by the bookcase, and Regina and I were on the sofa—four pairs of big eyes, and Papa pointing his finger. Papa said, ‘Now, you made up these stories about ghosts, didn’t you?’ ‘Yes, sir,’ said Sammie. ‘We made them up.’ ‘Yes, sir,’ said Jerry. ‘We sho did.’ ‘Well, then, you can just stop it,’ Papa said. ‘See how peaked these children look?’ Sammie and Jerry were terribly polite to us for a week, and we got in the car and rode up and down the Jackson road at first dark to see if the headlights really did it. But we never saw anything. We didn’t tell Papa, but headlights had nothing whatever to do with it.”

“You had your own car then?” He couldn’t believe it.

“Oh no!” She was emphatic. “We were too young for that. Too young to drive, really, but we did anyway.”

She leaned over to let him give her cigarette a light, and saw his hand tremble. Was he afraid of the ghost or of her? She would have to stay away from talking family.

Frances remembered Tommy Beavers from her childhood—a small boy going home from school down a muddy side road alone, walking right down the middle of the road. His old aunt’s house was at the bottom of a hill. It was damp there, and the yard was always muddy, with big fat chicken tracks all over it, like Egyptian writing. How did Frances know? She could not remember going there, ever. Miss Rita Beavers was said to order cold ham, mustard, bread, and condensed milk from the grocery store. “I doubt if that child ever has anything hot,” Frances’s mother had said once. He was always neatly dressed in the same knee pants, high socks, and checked shirt, and sat several rows ahead of Frances in study hall, right in the middle of his seat. He was three grades behind her; in those days, that much younger seemed very young indeed. What had happened to his parents? There was some story, but it was not terribly interesting, and, his people being of no importance, she had forgotten.

“I think it’s past time for our ghost,” she said. “He’s never out so late at night.”

“He gets hungry, like me,” said Tom Beavers. “Are you hungry, Frances?”

They agreed on a highway restaurant where an orchestra played on weekends. Everyone went there now.

From the moment they drew up on the graveled entrance, cheerful lights and a blare of music chased the spooks from their heads. Tom Beavers ordered well and danced well, as it turned out. Wasn’t there something she had heard about his being “smart”? By “smart,” Southerners mean intellectual, and they say it in an almost condescending way, smart being what you are when you can’t be anything else, but it is better, at least, than being nothing. Frances Harvey had been away enough not to look at things from a completely Southern point of view, and she was encouraged to discover that she and Tom had other things in common besides a ghost, though all stemming, perhaps, from the imagination it took to see one.

They agreed about books and favorite movies and longing to see more plays. She sighed that life in Richton was so confining, but he assured her that Jackson could be just as bad; it was getting to be like any Middle Western city, he said, while Richton at least had a sense of the past. This was the main reason, he went on, gaining confidence in the jumble of commonplace noises—dishes, music, and a couple of drinkers chattering behind them—that he had started coming back to Richton so often. He wanted to keep a connection with the past. He lived in a modern apartment, worked in a soundproof office—he could be in any city. But Richton was where he had been born and raised, and nothing could be more old-fashioned. Too many people seemed to have their lives cut in two. He was earnest in desiring that this should not happen to him.

“You’d better be careful,” Frances said lightly. Her mood did not incline her to profound conversation. “There’s more than one ghost in Richton. You may turn into one yourself, like the rest of us.”

“It’s the last thing I’d think of you,” he was quick to assure her.

Had Tommy Beavers really said such a thing, in such a natural, charming way? Was Frances Harvey really so pleased? Not only was she pleased but, feeling warmly alive amid the music and small lights, she agreed with him. She could not have agreed with him more.
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“I hear that Thomas Beavers has gotten to be a very attractive man,” Frances Harvey’s mother said unexpectedly one afternoon.

Frances had been reading aloud—Jane Austen this time. Theirs was one house where the leather-bound sets were actually read. In Jane Austen, men and women seesawed back and forth for two or three hundred pages until they struck a point of balance; then they got married. She had just put aside the book, at the end of a chapter, and risen to lower the shade against the slant of afternoon sun. “Or so Cud’n Jennie and Mrs. Giles Antley and Miss Fannie Stapleton have been coming and telling you,” she said.

“People talk, of course, but the consensus is favorable,” Mrs. Harvey said. “Wonders never cease; his mother ran away with a brush salesman. But nobody can make out what he’s up to, coming back to Richton.”

“Does he have to be ‘up to’ anything?” Frances asked.

“Men are always up to something,” said the old lady at once. She added, more slowly, “In Thomas’s case, maybe it isn’t anything it oughtn’t to be. They say he reads a lot. He may just have taken up with some sort of idea.”

Frances stole a long glance at her mother’s face on the pillow. Age and illness had reduced the image of Mrs. Harvey to a kind of caricature, centered on a mouth that Frances could not help comparing to that of a fish. There was a tension around its rim, as though it were outlined in bone, and the underlip even stuck out a little. The mouth ate, it took medicine, it asked for things, it gasped when breath was short, it commented. But when it commented, it ceased to be just a mouth and became part of Mrs. Harvey, that witty tyrant with the infallible memory for the right detail, who was at her terrible best about men.

“And what could he be thinking of?” she was wont to inquire when some man had acted foolishly. No one could ever defend accurately the man in question, and the only conclusion was Mrs. Harvey’s; namely, that he wasn’t thinking, if, indeed, he could. Although she had never been a belle, never a flirt, her popularity with men was always formidable. She would be observed talking marathons with one in a corner, and could you ever be sure, when they both burst into laughter, that they had not just exchanged the most shocking stories? “Of course, he—” she would begin later, back with the family, and the masculinity that had just been encouraged to strut and preen a little was quickly shown up as idiotic. Perhaps Mrs. Harvey hoped by this method to train her daughters away from a lot of sentimental nonsense that was their birthright as pretty Southern girls in a house with a lawn that moonlight fell on and that was often lit also by Japanese lanterns hung for parties. “Oh, he’s not like that, Mama!” the little girls would cry. They were already alert for heroes who would ride up and cart them off. “Well, then, you watch,” she would say. Sure enough, if you watched, she would be right.

Mrs. Harvey’s younger daughter, Regina, was a credit to her mother’s long campaign; she married well. The old lady, however, never tired of pointing out behind her son-in-law’s back that his fondness for money was ill-concealed, that he had the longest feet she’d ever seen, and that he sometimes made grammatical errors.

Her elder daughter, Frances, on a trip to Europe, fell in love, alas! The gentleman was of French extraction but Swiss citizenship, and Frances did not marry him, because he was already married—that much filtered back to Richton. In response to a cable, she had returned home one hot July in time to witness her father’s wasted face and last weeks of life. That same September, the war began. When peace came, Richton wanted to know if Frances Harvey would go back to Europe. Certain subtly complicated European matters, little understood in Richton, seemed to be obstructing Romance; one of them was probably named Money. Meanwhile, Frances’s mother took to bed, in what was generally known to be her last illness.

So no one crossed the ocean, but eventually Tom Beavers came up to Mrs. Harvey’s room one afternoon, to tea.

Though almost all her other faculties were seriously impaired, in ear and tongue Mrs. Harvey was as sound as a young beagle, and she could still weave a more interesting conversation than most people who go about every day and look at the world. She was of the old school of Southern lady talkers; she vexed you with no ideas, she tried to protect you from even a moment of silence. In the old days, when a bright company filled the downstairs rooms, she could keep the ball rolling amongst a crowd. Everyone—all the men especially—got their word in, but the flow of things came back to her. If one of those twenty-minutes-to-or-after silences fell—and even with her they did occur—people would turn and look at her daughter Frances. “And what do you think?” some kind-eyed gentleman would ask. Frances did not credit that she had the sort of face people would turn to, and so did not know how to take advantage of it. What did she think? Well, to answer that honestly took a moment of reflection—a fatal moment, it always turned out. Her mother would be up instructing the maid, offering someone an ashtray or another goody, or remarking outright, “Frances is so timid. She never says a word.”

Tom Beavers stayed not only past teatime that day but for a drink as well. Mrs. Harvey was induced to take a glass of sherry, and now her bed became her enormous throne. Her keenest suffering as an invalid was occasioned by the absence of men. “What is a house without a man in it?” she would often cry. From her eagerness to be charming to Frances’s guest that afternoon, it seemed that she would have married Tom Beavers herself if he had asked her. The amber liquid set in her small four-sided glass glowed like a jewel, and her diamond flashed; she had put on her best ring for the company. What a pity no longer to show her ankle, that delicious bone, so remarkably slender for so ample a frame.

Since the time had flown so, they all agreed enthusiastically that Tom should wait downstairs while Frances got ready to go out to dinner with him. He was hardly past the stair landing before the old lady was seized by such a fit of coughing that she could hardly speak. “It’s been—it’s been too much—too much for me!” she gasped out.

But after Frances had found the proper sedative for her, she was calmed, and insisted on having her say.

“Thomas Beavers has a good job with an insurance company in Jackson,” she informed her daughter, as though Frances were incapable of finding out anything for herself. “He makes a good appearance. He is the kind of man”—she paused—“who would value a wife of good family.” She stopped, panting for breath. It was this complimenting a man behind his back that was too much for her—as much out of character, and hence as much of a strain, as if she had got out of bed and tried to tap-dance.

“Heavens, Mama,” Frances said, and almost giggled.

At this, the old lady, thinking the girl had made light of her suitor, half screamed at her, “Don’t be so critical, Frances! You can’t be so critical of men!” and fell into an even more terrible spasm of coughing. Frances had to lift her from the pillow and hold her straight until the fit passed and her breath returned. Then Mrs. Harvey’s old, dry, crooked, ineradicably feminine hand was laid on her daughter’s arm, and when she spoke again she shook the arm to emphasize her words.

“When your father knew he didn’t have long to live,” she whispered, “we discussed whether to send for you or not. You know you were his favorite, Frances. ‘Suppose our girl is happy over there,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t want to bring her back on my account.’ I said you had to have the right to choose whether to come back or not. You’d never forgive us, I said, if you didn’t have the right to choose.”

Frances could visualize this very conversation taking place between her parents; she could see them, decorous and serious, talking over the fact of his approaching death as though it were a piece of property for agreeable disposition in the family. She could never remember him without thinking, with a smile, how he used to come home on Sunday from church (he being the only one of them who went) and how, immediately after hanging his hat and cane in the hall, he would say, “Let all things proceed in orderly progression to their final confusion. How long before dinner?” No, she had had to come home. Some humor had always existed between them—her father and her—and humor, of all things, cannot be betrayed.

“I meant to go back,” said Frances now. “But there was the war. At first I kept waiting for it to be over. I still wake up at night sometimes thinking, I wonder how much longer before the war will be over. And then—” She stopped short. For the fact was that her lover had been married to somebody else, and her mother was the very person capable of pointing that out to her. Even in the old lady’s present silence she heard the unspoken thought, and got up nervously from the bed, loosing herself from the hand on her arm, smoothing her reddish hair where it was inclined to straggle. “And then he wrote me that he had gone back to his wife. Her family and his had always been close, and the war brought them back together. This was in Switzerland—naturally, he couldn’t stay on in Paris during the war. There were the children, too—all of them were Catholic. Oh, I do understand how it happened.”

Mrs. Harvey turned her head impatiently on the pillow. She dabbed at her moist upper lip with a crumpled linen handkerchief; her diamond flashed once in motion. “War, religion, wife, children—yes. But men do what they want to.”

Could anyone make Frances as angry as her mother could? “Believe what you like then! You always know so much better than I do. You would have managed things somehow. Oh, you would have had your way!”

“Frances,” said Mrs. Harvey, “I’m an old woman.” The hand holding the handkerchief fell wearily, and her eyelids dropped shut. “If you should want to marry Thomas Beavers and bring him here, I will accept it. There will be no distinctions. Next, I suppose, we will be having his old deaf aunt for tea. I hope she has a hearing aid. I haven’t got the strength to holler at her.”

“I don’t think any of these plans are necessary, Mama.”

The eyelids slowly lifted. “None?”

“None.”

Mrs. Harvey’s breathing was as audible as a voice. She spoke, at last, without scorn, honestly. “I cannot bear the thought of leaving you alone. You, nor the house, nor your place in it—alone. I foresaw Tom Beavers here! What has he got that’s better than you and this place? I knew he would come!”

Terrible as her mother’s meanness was, it was not half so terrible as her love. Answering nothing, explaining nothing, Frances stood without giving in. She trembled, and tears ran down her cheeks. The two women looked at each other helplessly across the darkening room.
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In the car, later that night, Tom Beavers asked, “Is your mother trying to get rid of me?” They had passed an unsatisfactory evening, and he was not going away without knowing why.

“No, it’s just the other way around,” said Frances, in her candid way. “She wants you so much she’d like to eat you up. She wants you in the house. Couldn’t you tell?”

“She once chased me out of the yard,” he recalled.

“Not really!”

They turned into Harvey Street (that was actually the name of it), and when he had drawn the car up before the dark front steps, he related the incident. He told her that Mrs. Harvey had been standing just there in the yard, talking to some visitor who was leaving by inches, the way ladies used to—ten minutes’ more talk for every forward step. He, a boy not more than nine, had been crossing a corner of the lawn where a faint path had already been worn; he had had nothing to do with wearing the path and had taken it quite innocently and openly. “You, boy!” Mrs. Harvey’s fan was an enormous painted thing. She had furled it with a clack so loud he could still hear it. “You don’t cut through my yard again! Now, you stop where you are and you go all the way back around by the walk, and don’t you ever do that again.” He went back and all the way around. She was fanning comfortably as he passed. “Old Miss Rita Beavers’ nephew,” he heard her say, and though he did not speak of it now to Frances, Mrs. Harvey’s rich tone had been as stuffed with wickedness as a fruitcake with goodies. In it you could have found so many things: that, of course, he didn’t know any better, that he was poor, that she knew his first name but would not deign to mention it, that she meant him to understand all this and more. Her fan was probably still somewhere in the house, he reflected. If he ever opened the wrong door, it might fall from above and brain him. It seemed impossible that nowadays he could even have the chance to open the wrong door in the Harvey house. With its graceful rooms and big lawn, its camellias and magnolia trees, the house had been one of the enchanted castles of his childhood, and Frances and Regina Harvey had been two princesses running about the lawn one Saturday morning drying their hair with big white towels and not noticing when he passed.

There was a strong wind that evening. On the way home, Frances and Tom had noticed how the night was streaming, but whether with mist or dust or the smoke from some far-off fire in the dry winter woods they could not tell. As they stood on the sidewalk, the clouds raced over them, and moonlight now and again came through. A limb rubbed against a high cornice. Inside the screened area of the porch, the swing jangled in its iron chains. Frances’s coat blew about her, and her hair blew. She felt herself to be no different from anything there that the wind was blowing on, her happiness of no relevance in the dark torrent of nature.

“I can’t leave her, Tom. But I can’t ask you to live with her, either. Of all the horrible ideas! She’d make demands, take all my time, laugh at you behind your back—she has to run everything. You’d hate me in a week.”

He did not try to pretty up the picture, because he had a feeling that it was all too accurate. Now, obviously, was the time she should go on to say there was no good his waiting around through the years for her. But hearts are not noted for practicality, and Frances stood with her hair blowing, her hands stuck in her coat pockets, and did not go on to say anything. Tom pulled her close to him—in, as it were, out of the wind.

“I’ll be coming by next weekend, just like I’ve been doing. And the next one, too,” he said. “We’ll just leave it that way, if it’s O.K. with you.”

“Oh yes, it is, Tom!” Never so satisfied to be weak, she kissed him and ran inside.

He stood watching on the walk until her light flashed on. Well, he had got what he was looking for; a connection with the past, he had said. It was right upstairs, a splendid old mass of dictatorial female flesh, thinking about him. Well, they could go on, he and Frances, sitting on either side of a sickbed, drinking tea and sipping sherry with streaks of gray broadening on their brows, while the familiar seasons came and went. So he thought. Like Frances, he believed that the old lady had a stranglehold on life.

Suddenly, in March, Mrs. Harvey died.
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A heavy spring funeral, with lots of roses and other scented flowers in the house, is the worst kind of all. There is something so recklessly fecund about a south Mississippi spring that death becomes just another word in the dictionary, along with swarms of others, and even so pure and white a thing as a gardenia has too heavy a scent and may suggest decay. Mrs. Harvey, amid such odors, sank to rest with a determined pomp, surrounded by admiring eyes.

While Tom Beavers did not “sit with the family” at this time, he was often observed with the Harveys, and there was whispered speculation among those who were at the church and the cemetery that the Harvey house might soon come into new hands, “after a decent interval.” No one would undertake to judge for a Harvey how long an interval was decent.

Frances suffered from insomnia in the weeks that followed, and at night she wandered about the spring-swollen air of the old house, smelling now spring and now death. “Let all things proceed in orderly progression to their final confusion.” She had always thought that the final confusion referred to death, but now she began to think that it could happen any time; that final confusion, having found the door ajar, could come into a house and show no inclination to leave. The worrisome thing, the thing it all came back to, was her mother’s clothes. They were numerous, expensive, and famous, and Mrs. Harvey had never discarded any of them. If you opened a closet door, hatboxes as big as crates towered above your head. The shiny black trim of a great shawl stuck out of a wardrobe door just below the lock. Beneath the lid of a cedar chest, the bright eyes of a tippet were ready to twinkle at you. And the jewels! Frances’s sister had restrained her from burying them all on their mother, and had even gone off with a wad of them tangled up like fishing tackle in an envelope, on the ground of promises made now and again in the course of the years.

(“Regina,” said Frances, “what else were you two talking about besides jewelry?” “I don’t remember,” said Regina, getting mad.

“Frances makes me so mad,” said Regina to her husband as they were driving home. “I guess I can love Mama and jewelry, too. Mama certainly loved us and jewelry, too.”)

One afternoon, Frances went out to the cemetery to take two wreaths sent by somebody who had “just heard.” She drove out along the winding cemetery road, stopping the car a good distance before she reached the gate, in order to walk through the woods. The dogwood was beautiful that year. She saw a field where a house used to stand but had burned down; its cedar trees remained, and two bushes of bridal wreath marked where the front gate had swung. She stopped to admire the clusters of white bloom massing up through the young, feathery leaf and stronger now than the leaf itself. In the woods, the redbud was a smoke along shadowy ridges, and the dogwood drifted in layers, like snow suspended to give you all the time you needed to wonder at it. But why, she wondered, do they call it bridal wreath? It’s not a wreath but a little bouquet. Wreaths are for funerals, anyway. As if to prove it, she looked down at the two she held, one in each hand. She walked on, and such complete desolation came over her that it was more of a wonder than anything in the woods—more, even, than death.

As she returned to the car from the two parallel graves, she met a thin, elderly, very light-skinned Negro man in the road. He inquired if she would mind moving her car so that he could pass. He said that there was a sick colored girl in his wagon, whom he was driving in to the doctor. He pointed out politely that she had left her car right in the middle of the road. “Oh, I’m terribly sorry,” said Frances, and hurried off toward the car.

That night, reading late in bed, she thought, I could have given her a ride into town. No wonder they talk about us up North. A mile into town in a wagon! She might have been having a baby. She became conscience-stricken about it—foolishly so, she realized, but if you start worrying about something in a house like the one Frances Harvey lived in, in the dead of night, alone, you will go on worrying about it until dawn. She was out of sleeping pills.

She remembered having bought a fresh box of sedatives for her mother the day before she died. She got up and went into her mother’s closed room, where the bed had been dismantled for airing, its wooden parts propped along the walls. On the closet shelf she found the shoe box into which she had packed away the familiar articles of the bedside table. Inside she found the small enameled-cardboard box, with the date and prescription inked on the cover in Totsie Poteet’s somewhat prissy handwriting, but the box was empty. She was surprised, for she realized that her mother could have used only one or two of the pills. Frances was so determined to get some sleep that she searched the entire little store of things in the shoe box quite heartlessly, but there were no pills. She returned to her room and tried to read, but could not, and so smoked instead and stared out at the dawn-blackening sky. The house sighed. She could not take her mind off the Negro girl. If she died … When it was light, she dressed and got into the car.

In town, the postman was unlocking the post office to sort the early mail. “I declare,” he said to the rural mail carrier who arrived a few minutes later, “Miss Frances Harvey is driving herself crazy. Going back out yonder to the cemetery, and it not seven o’clock in the morning.”

“Aw,” said the rural deliveryman skeptically, looking at the empty road.

“That’s right. I was here and seen her. You wait there, you’ll see her come back. She’ll drive herself nuts. Them old maids like that, left in them old houses—crazy and sweet, or crazy and mean, or just plain crazy. They just ain’t locked up like them that’s down in the asylum. That’s the only difference.”

“Miss Frances Harvey ain’t no more than thirty-two, -three years old.”

“Then she’s just got more time to get crazier in. You’ll see.”
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That day was Friday, and Tom Beavers, back from Jackson, came up Frances Harvey’s sidewalk, as usual, at exactly a quarter past seven in the evening. Frances was not “going out” yet, and Regina had telephoned her long distance to say that “in all probability” she should not be receiving gentlemen “in.” “What would Mama say?” Regina asked. Frances said she didn’t know, which was not true, and went right on cooking dinners for Tom every weekend.

In the dining room that night, she sat across one corner of the long table from Tom. The useless length of polished cherry stretched away from them into the shadows as sadly as a road. Her plate pushed back, her chin resting on one palm, Frances stirred her coffee and said, “I don’t know what on earth to do with all of Mama’s clothes. I can’t give them away, I can’t sell them, I can’t burn them, and the attic is full already. What can I do?”

“You look better tonight,” said Tom.

“I slept,” said Frances. “I slept and slept. From early this morning until just ’while ago. I never slept so well.”

Then she told him about the Negro near the cemetery the previous afternoon, and how she had driven back out there as soon as dawn came, and found him again. He had been walking across the open field near the remains of the house that had burned down. There was no path to him from her, and she had hurried across ground uneven from old plowing and covered with the kind of small, tender grass it takes a very skillful mule to crop. “Wait!” she had cried. “Please wait!” The Negro had stopped and waited for her to reach him. “Your daughter?” she asked, out of breath. “Daughter?” he repeated.

“The colored girl that was in the wagon yesterday. She was sick, you said, so I wondered. I could have taken her to town in the car, but I just didn’t think. I wanted to know, how is she? Is she very sick?”

He had removed his old felt nigger hat as she approached him. “She a whole lot better, Miss Frances. She going to be all right now.” Then he smiled at her. He did not say thank you, or anything more. Frances turned and walked back to the road and the car. And exactly as though the recovery of the Negro girl in the wagon had been her own recovery, she felt the return of a quiet breath and a steady pulse, and sensed the blessed stirring of a morning breeze. Up in her room, she had barely time to draw an old quilt over her before she fell asleep.

“When I woke, I knew about Mama,” she said now to Tom. By the deepened intensity of her voice and eyes, it was plain that this was the important part. “It isn’t right to say I knew,” she went on, “because I had known all the time—ever since last night. I just realized it, that’s all. I realized she had killed herself. It had to be that.”

He listened soberly through the story about the box of sedatives. “But why?” he asked her. “It maybe looks that way, but what would be her reason for doing it?”

“Well, you see—” Frances said, and stopped.

Tom Beavers talked quietly on. “She didn’t suffer. With what she had, she could have lived five, ten, who knows how many years. She was well cared for. Not hard up, I wouldn’t say. Why?”

The pressure of his questioning could be insistent, and her trust in him, even if he was nobody but old Miss Rita Beavers’ nephew, was well-nigh complete. “Because of you and me,” she said, finally. “I’m certain of it, Tom. She didn’t want to stand in our way. She never knew how to express love, you see.” Frances controlled herself with an effort.

He did not reply, but sat industriously balancing a match folder on the tines of an unused serving fork. Anyone who has passed a lonely childhood in the company of an old deaf aunt is not inclined to doubt things hastily, and Tom Beavers would not have said he disbelieved anything Frances had told him. In fact, it seemed only too real to him. Almost before his eyes, that imperial, practical old hand went fumbling for the pills in the dark. But there had been much more to it than just love, he reflected. Bitterness, too, and pride, and control. And humor, perhaps, and the memory of a frightened little boy chased out of the yard by a twitch of her fan. Being invited to tea was one thing; suicide was quite another. Times had certainly changed, he thought.

But, of course, he could not say that he believed it, either. There was only Frances to go by. The match folder came to balance and rested on the tines. He glanced up at her, and a chill walked up his spine, for she was too serene. Cheek on palm, a lock of reddish hair fallen forward, she was staring at nothing with the absorbed silence of a child, or of a sweet, silver-haired old lady engaged in memory. Soon he might find that more and more of her was vanishing beneath this placid surface.

He himself did not know what he had seen that Friday evening so many months ago—what the figure had been that stood forward from the roadside at the tilt of the curve and urgently waved an arm to him. By the time he had braked and backed, the man had disappeared. Maybe it had been somebody drunk (for Richton had plenty of those to offer), walking it off in the cool of the woods at first dark. No such doubts had occurred to Frances. And what if he told her now the story Totsie had related of the road gang and the sick Negro girl in the wagon? Another labyrinth would open before her; she would never get out.

In Richton, the door to the past was always wide open, and what came in through it and went out of it had made people “different.” But it scarcely ever happens, even in Richton, that one is able to see the precise moment when fact becomes faith, when life turns into legend, and people start to bend their finest loyalties to make themselves bemused custodians of the grave. Tom Beavers saw that moment now, in the profile of this dreaming girl, and he knew there was no time to lose.

He dropped the match folder into his coat pocket. “I think we should be leaving, Frances.”

“Oh well, I don’t know about going out yet,” she said. “People criticize you so. Regina even had the nerve to telephone. Word had got all the way to her that you came here to have supper with me and we were alone in the house. When I tell the maid I want biscuits made up for two people, she looks like ‘What would yo’ mama say?’ ”

“I mean,” he said, “I think it’s time we left for good.”

“And never came back?” It was exactly like Frances to balk at going to a movie but seriously consider an elopement.

“Well, never is a long time. I like to see about Aunt Rita every once in a great while. She can’t remember from one time to the next whether it’s two days or two years since I last came.”

She glanced about the walls and at the furniture, the pictures, and the silver. “But I thought you would want to live here, Tom. It never occurred to me. I know it never occurred to Mama … This house … It can’t be just left.”

“It’s a fine old house,” he agreed. “But what would you do with all your mother’s clothes?”

Her freckled hand remained beside the porcelain cup for what seemed a long time. He waited and made no move toward her; he felt her uncertainty keenly, but he believed that some people should not be startled out of a spell.

“It’s just as you said,” he went on, finally. “You can’t give them away, you can’t sell them, you can’t burn them, and you can’t put them in the attic, because the attic is full already. So what are you going to do?”

Between them, the single candle flame achieved a silent altitude. Then, politely, as on any other night, though shaking back her hair in a decided way, she said, “Just let me get my coat, Tom.”

She locked the door when they left, and put the key under the mat—a last obsequy to the house. Their hearts were bounding ahead faster than they could walk down the sidewalk or drive off in the car, and, mindful, perhaps, of what happened to people who did, they did not look back.

Had they done so, they would have seen that the Harvey house was more beautiful than ever. All unconscious of its rejection by so mere a person as Tom Beavers, it seemed, instead, to have got rid of what did not suit it, to be free, at last, to enter with abandon the land of mourning and shadows and memory.
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