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 CHAPTER ONE

WHAT'S GOIN' ON down there—Klan meetin'?" Nathan pointed toward the corner of Main Street and Pine, just where we were headed.

Henry grabbed my arm. "It ain't really the Klan, is it, Caleb?"

Sure enough, the sidewalk ahead was jammed with folks—white folks. Even for a Saturday, it was a crowd. My stomach knotted.

"Course not," I told Henry. "It's just some white people, not the Klan."

"Same difference, ain't it?" Nathan asked.

"You're funny."


 "I try."

"Time for us to get off the sidewalk," I said. "Look who's coming."

"The Hill boys." Nathan spat into the street.

"Only Lonnie and Orris," Henry said.

"Oh, well, we safe then," Nathan answered. "I reckon you can take two of 'em by yourself, big and brave as you is."

"Quit it," I told them. "We got to move now."

Henry looked at the street and shook his head. "Not me! That mud a foot deep. I ain't gonna wreck my shoes."

Lonnie and Orris, two of the three Hill brothers, nasty white trash who lived way back in the country, were coming up on us fast. We'd had a couple of run-ins with them before, and I didn't want to mess with them today.

"It's not that deep," I insisted. "Come on." I stepped down, and right away sticky red mud came up over my shoe tops.

"It ain't that deep," Nathan mocked.

"Outta my way, boy!" Lonnie Hill said. He and Orris were right in front of us. Lonnie shoved Henry, who lost his balance, fell off the sidewalk, and landed in the mud. Nathan jumped down, and the mud came over his shoes, too.

"Ain't they ever gonna learn?" Orris asked his brother.

"Not likely. Way too dumb," Lonnie said. They strolled away, laughing.


 "Goddamn crackers," Nathan muttered. "Who they think they is?"

"White boys," I told him.

Henry pushed himself up from the mud. "I'm goin' home," he said. "Mama gonna get on to me about messin' up these new overalls."

"It wasn't your fault," I said.

"She didn't want me to come with y'all in the first place. Mama say you two always gettin' me in trouble."

"Stay home, then," Nathan told him. "We tired of drag-gin' you with us anyway. You ain't nothin' but a baby."

"And you ain't nothin' but a son of a bitch!"

Nathan pretended to be shocked. "Oooh! That any way for you to talk? And you gettin' baptized tomorrow."

"You, too. And how about the way you act? That way worse than the way I talk. 'Sides, it was you and Caleb taught me to cuss."

"You was a good student, though. Took to cussin' like a bull takes to a cow."

"Both y'all, quit," I told them. "Let's get to the post office and then go home."

"I ain't goin' to no post office," Henry declared. "Not with all this mess on me. I'm goin' home right now."

"It's on the way," I reminded him. "Just wipe it off. This bag is getting heavy, and I'm sick of toting it all over town."


 "What'sa matter? Don't you like bein' your folks' errand boy?" Nathan asked.

"No, I don't. I'm sick of doing all Randall's chores and mine, too."

"You oughta remind your mama and daddy that slavery days is over," Nathan said. "Tell 'em you a free man."

"Oh, sure. And have Pop get all over me? No, thanks."

"If we goin' to the post office, come on," Henry said.

"Let's stay in the street, though," I said. "We can't get any muddier, and look at that crowd now." There were even more white folks standing on the sidewalk up ahead.

As we walked toward the corner, picking our way around pools of rusty red water, I realized what was going on. Davisville's new restaurant, the Dixie Belle Café, was opening today, and folks were waiting to go inside for dinner. By the door stood a girl wearing a fancy old-fashioned dress with a frilly full skirt. She held a little white umbrella in one hand and carried a basket on her other arm. People were reaching into it for slips of paper.

"She some pretty," Henry declared.

"She white," Nathan told him. "Don't you even look at her."

"Why not?"

Nathan swatted the bill of Henry's cap. "Ain't your daddy taught you nothin'? Black man look at a white woman the wrong way—pow! He gone."


 "I know that! All I said was, she pretty."

"Yeah, she pretty, all right. Regular Scarlett O'Hara."

"Who that?"

Nathan often said Henry either was stupid as a guinea hen or had kept his head in the clouds so long, he didn't know a thing about the real world. Nathan was right.

"Just keep going," I told them. "And don't stare."

But Henry stopped in his muddy tracks. "Oh, Lord. That fried chicken sure do smell good."

"I swear," Nathan said. "You wanna live up to every one of them crackers' notions about us colored folks? 'Oh, Mammy, I jes' got to have me some mo' of dem collard greens and fried chicken. And don't forget de yams and de co'nbread!"'

I kept quiet. Nathan was funny, but if I laughed, it would only egg him on.

He kept it up anyway. "Lemme pull out my harmonica so Henry can do a little dance—entertain de white folks. Maybe somebody throw us a penny."

"Shut up!" Henry cried. "You got a big mouth."

A couple of white men glanced in our direction. We were talking too loud.

I glared at Nathan. "When are you gonna leave him alone?"

He shrugged. "When it ain't fun to mess with him no more?"


 Just then, a man in the crowd said, "Well, if this ain't my day!" He held up his slip of paper and announced, "'Good for free fried chicken dinners for a family of four."'

"Lucky dog," a man next to him said. "All I won was a free piece o' pie."

People laughed, and then someone opened the doors to the Dixie Belle from inside and the crowd moved forward.

We went around the corner and faced a mud hole as big as a pond stretching all the way across Pine Street.

"No way," Nathan declared. "Step in that and so long, brother!"

The sidewalk was empty on this side of the building, so I climbed back up and the others followed. We tried scraping the mud off our shoes, like that would help now. Mine were slimy with it, and I could feel water sloshing every time I took a step.

We passed the café, and Nathan and I were halfway up the block before I realized Henry wasn't with us. I hurried back to get him.

"What is it now?"

"Look in there."

On the other side of the café window stood tables covered in green and white checked cloths, with shiny chrome chairs around them. Directly by the window was a booth with seats covered in green leather. The table was set for dinner—silverware, napkins, and even a vase of flowers. No wonder Henry had stopped. It looked as nice as something in a magazine.

 Nathan came up behind us and the three of us stood gawking. Then a woman with menus led some people to the booth and frowned when she noticed us. We stayed put.

"Ain't no law against lookin'," Nathan said.

The woman gestured at us, shooing us to move along. Now I recognized her—Sondra Davis, who owned this place. Behind her, I could see customers waiting to be seated.

"Let's go, gentlemen," Nathan said. "Don't want to spoil they dinner. Havin' to think about niggers bound to ruin a cracker's appetite."

We set off again.

"I wouldn't eat in a place like that if you paid me," Henry declared.

"Ain't you the man," Nathan exclaimed. "Now that you thirteen, you all big and tough."

"I wouldn't!"

"Me neither. Can't stand to be in no room with all them sweaty white people. You know how funky they smell. Make me want to puke."

We all laughed at that.

"How 'bout you, Caleb?" Henry asked. "Would you eat there?"

"Hell, no!"

"Good thing we all agree, then," Nathan said, "'cause none of us ever gonna be invited inside a place like that. Least not until Kingdom Come."

 We walked on, but my mind stayed behind—at the polished window of the new restaurant, at the fancy tables, at the good smells of simmering greens and baking bread and frying chicken. I'd lied to Henry. I would eat there—any day.

If they'd let me.

Then I noticed a soggy piece of white paper on the sidewalk. I picked it up and read, "Good for one free slice of lemon pie, with the purchase of a meal. Welcome to the Dixie Belle Café!"

I wadded the paper into a ball and hurled it against a brick wall.

***

White folks were lined up inside the post office, so I took my place at the back, along with three other Negroes, to wait till the clerk had helped all her white customers. When it was finally my turn, I was given a letter from my brother and a cardboard tube addressed to Ma.

Nathan and Henry were waiting for me outside. We could hear what sounded like heavy trucks, so we went back to Main Street to see what was coming. Right away an army truck loaded with men passed by. Another followed, also full of soldiers—but not American soldiers. German prisoners of war.


 Not only did the Dixie Belle open today—so did Camp Davis, a mile out of town. The government had built it to hold captured Germans brought here to help do farm work because so many of our guys were off fighting in Europe and the Pacific. Two hundred were supposed to arrive today, Pop had read in the paper. And here they were.

We stood on the sidewalk to watch, and other folks stopped to look, too. A third truck came along, and it stopped to let some people cross the street. I was able to get a good look at the men jammed into the back. Some had on denim jackets and pants. Others had taken off their jackets and showed long-sleeved blue shirts or white T-shirts. Still others had on pieces of their German uniforms. One man wore a long black coat, even on this warm day. Pinned on the front was a golden eagle holding a swastika in its claws. For a moment my eyes met his. Even from a distance, I could see they were pale blue. How many men have you killed? I wondered. Then the truck pulled away.

Beside us, a white man said, "Goddamn Huns. Why didn't they just shoot 'em all? Last thing we need around here is a pack of Nazis. Craziest thing I ever heard."

"Why it say 'PW' on they jackets?" Henry asked.

"'Prisoner of war,' dummy," Nathan replied.

There were eight trucks. After the last one had gone, we headed home. I was late, and Pop would be steamed. He'd run out of screws and had sent me to buy some; then Ma had added flour, lard, and canned goods to my list. She made me promise not to lose her ration book, reminding me it was almost as valuable as cash money these days.

 Maybe they wouldn't be mad when I told them I'd stopped to watch the prisoners arriving. Pop was kind of interested in all that stuff, now that Randall was in the army. But that probably wouldn't stop him from yelling at me. He always found some reason. And Ma would be fretting because her pies needed baking.

Tomorrow was going to be a big day at church. Henry and Nathan weren't the only ones getting baptized in Hale's Pond. I was, too.


 CHAPTER TWO

IN FIFTEEN MINUTES we came to Toad Hop, just north of Davisville, where we lived.

"So we goin' out this evenin'?" Nathan asked.
 
"That's the plan," I told him. "After midnight?"
 
"Count me in. What about you, big man?" he asked Henry. "You comin'?"

"I dunno. It mighty risky."

Nathan rolled his eyes. "Here we go again. How often you come with us by now—five times?"

"Six."

"And ain't you always had a good time?"
 
"Yeah."


 "And has you ever come close to gettin' caught?"

"No...."

"Then why you think tonight be different? 'Sides, I got a surprise for y'all."

Now Henry was interested. "Tell us."

"Only that I found where Daddy keep his moonshine. How y'all like to sample some this evenin'?"

"Sure," I said right away. "Where was it?"

"Buried in the corner of the shed. Big ol' crockery jar. Ain't no way to see the level in it, so Daddy never miss any."

"What about it?" I asked Henry. "You coming?" I was hoping he'd say no. He was scared of his own shadow, and that took the fun out of it. Nathan was different. From the first time I invited him, he was ready for anything, even stuff that would have landed us in big trouble if we got caught.

But that was one reason I liked it. Going out meant action, adventure—both hard to come by in a place like Toad Hop. Being colored upped the stakes and made our little outings even more exciting. I'd been going out at night for two years now, since I was thirteen and my brother Randall invited me. Mostly we'd just messed around—smoked when we could lay our hands on some cigarettes, swam in Hale's Pond in hot weather, helped ourselves to ripe fruit when the season was right.

Other times we settled scores with white folks who had it coming. Like after Mr. George Prothero hit Uncle Johnny Taylor in the mouth because he claimed Uncle Johnny had sassed him. If Mr. George ever wondered who broke down a section of fence and let half his cows loose on the Augusta highway, he could have asked Randall and me about it. And like every other Negro in Toad Hop, we'd have told him, "We don't know nothin' 'bout dat, Mist' George, but we shore is sorry dat it done happen. Hope none o' yo' cows got hit."

 Thinking of the old times made me miss my brother. The owners of the Dixie Belle Café needed a lesson in good manners. Randall wasn't around to help settle a score tonight, but if he were, he'd be all for it.

"Hey, Caleb, you all right?" Nathan's voice brought me back from my thoughts.

"Sure. I was just thinking about something else."

"Answer Caleb's question," Nathan told Henry. "You comin' with us or not?"

"I dunno. Drinkin's a sin."

"And smokin' ain't? That never stopped you," Nathan reminded him.

"Drinkin's different. Worse, Daddy say. And what about tomorrow?"

"What about it?"

"Gettin' baptized! Wouldn't be right to drink the night before we do it."

"Stay home, then."

"I don't want to."


 "Then come on," I said. "Just make up your mind."

"All we gonna do is taste it," Nathan added. "Nobody gonna get drunk."

"I dunno."

"Look at it this way," Nathan began patiently. "Your daddy say baptism wash away our sins, right?"

"Yeah."

"So if drinkin' is a sin, then God gonna take care of it tomorrow mornin' when we go under the water."

"That's ignorant," I said.

"You got a better idea?"

"No—"

"Then shut up. You come if you want to," he told Henry. "Nobody gonna make you drink a drop, you don't want to."

"All right," Henry agreed. "I'm in."

"Okay. See you." He went on his way toward the church. Since his daddy was the preacher, they lived next door.

"There go one big baby," Nathan observed. "I hope he don't ever squeal on us. We be skinned alive if our daddies ever find out."

"We can keep Henry quiet."

"How?"

I had no idea. "Jeez, Nathan! Do I have to answer every one of your dumb questions? Besides, we won't ever have to shut him up."

"Why not?"


 "'Cause we're not gonna get caught. That's what you told him."

"I hope you right."

"Trust me. I'll be under your window after twelve."

"Until then, my man."

He headed for home, and I thought that if Henry was a big baby, Nathan was a big pain in the ass.

***

Ma was waiting on the porch. "Where've you been?" she demanded. Then she noticed my shoes. "And what have you been doing—making mud pies?"

"Sorry, Ma. We had to walk in the street because there were lots of white folks on the sidewalks. The new café opened today."

"That still doesn't explain why you're late. If I don't get these crusts made, there won't be any of my pies at the dinner tomorrow. You eat in town?"

"No, ma'am." The booth in the Dixie Belle flashed in my mind.

"I kept something warm for you. Come in and I'll dish it up. But first take those screws to your father. He's already come looking for you three times."

"These came." I held up Randall's letter and the cardboard tube. Maybe Ma would forget she was annoyed with me.

"What a nice surprise! Hand me the bag and go get your father."


 Pop was planing a board in his shop. As usual, his sleeves were rolled up, showing the thick muscles on his forearms. I was pretty big for my age, but Pop was a lot bigger—and a lot stronger. Only Randall had ever dared tangle with Pop, and Randall had always lost.

"'Bout time you home," Pop said without even looking up from his work. "Where the hell you been? Didn't I tell you I couldn't finish that cabinet without more screws?"

"We stayed to watch the prison trucks go by."

Pop put down his plane. "So they really here. Part of me didn't believe it could be true. But nobody best underestimate what that Lee Davis can make happen. What y'all see?"

So I explained, and then I told Pop to come on, Ma had a new letter from Randall. I ate warm beans and cornbread at the kitchen table while Ma read the precious letter.

"'Dear Pop, Ma, Caleb,

'I'm doing okay over here in Louisiana. Some of the boys from up north stay mad because of the way Negroes are treated down here, but I'm used to it."'

"Hm," Pop snorted. "Word is, Louisiana worse than Georgia, and that sayin' a mouthful."

"'One fellow from New Jersey says we should demand better treatment, since the country is making us give our lives fighting the Germans and the Japs."'


 Ma put the letter in her lap. "I know Randall's right, but I pray he doesn't do anything foolish—get a reputation for complaining about things."

"It ain't him talkin'. Just sharin' what that guy from Jersey is sayin'. They treated our boys like shit in the last war, and you can bet nothin' changed. Negroes get drafted to go fight—and for what? I don't see no enemy armies in-vadin' Georgia. Why can't this country stay out o' other folks' messes? We got plenty problems need fixin' right here at home."

Now we were in for it. Pop would get going on his long list of what was wrong with the world, wrong with America, with Georgia, with Davisville, with white folks, with Negroes, and sooner or later, what was wrong with me. I didn't want to hear it. Especially not about the war. I was worn out with the war—tired and bored with all the bad news, tired of rationing food, tired of hearing about war bonds and President Roosevelt and Adolf Hitler.

"And how come Lee Davis boy ain't in uniform?" Pop grumbled. "Stewart Davis is every bit as fit as Randall, and he get a medical waiver! Looks like he gonna spend the war ridin' in that red roadster his daddy bought him while all the poor boys get theyselves killed."

"There must be a good reason," Ma replied.

"You right about that. Mr. Lee Davis money is the reason. He done bought his boy's ticket out of the service."


 "We shouldn't judge when we don't know the facts."

"For God sake, Lucy! Face the facts."

"What else does Randall say?" I asked Ma. If we didn't distract Pop now, he'd never shut up.

"'Our training is going okay,"' Ma went on. "'I qualified as marksman yesterday. Pop, thanks for teaching me to shoot so good. The guys from the country are mostly all good shots because they been using guns all their lives. So I guess if I get into a battle, I will get me some Germans."'

"He could get hisself some right here in Davisville," Pop noted.

Ma ignored that. "'The weather is hot and rainy, but I'm keeping my feet dry, like you told me, Ma. There is plenty of chow at every meal. I lost three dollars gambling Friday night, which is why my check ain't as much as we agreed on. Don't put any money in my account. It's all for you."'

"Lost three dollars gambling!" Pop fumed. "That's three days' pay, case he forgot! I told that boy to watch out for card sharks and tricky dice men. Wouldn't surprise me if he was drinkin', too."

"Randall is a good boy," Ma said. "He's fighting to make the world a better place."

"Somebody oughta make Davisville a better place! I can't figure how havin' our boys die way over there is doin' one thing to help any Negro I know."


 Ma closed her eyes for a moment, like she was tired.

"What else?" Pop asked.

"'The boys say we going to be sent overseas soon, but no one know for sure. If the officers know, they ain't talking. If we do get sent, I hope to have some leave first so I can see you. I hope you all are doing good there. Please keep writing. Your letters mean a lot to me. My love to everyone. Your son, Randall."'

Ma gave Randall's check to Pop, then got up. "You two go on, and let me work in peace," she told us. "I have these pies to make."

Pop told me to come with him to his shop. "Your ma's right worried about your brother," he said as we walked in. "I don't know how she gonna handle it once he go overseas."

"He's really going?"

He looked at me like I was stupid. "Unless Roosevelt and Churchill can pull a miracle out of they asses and whup Hitler today! What you think Randall bein' trained for—a church social?"

Ma came into the shop. "I forgot to open my package. Look what it is." She held up a small banner a little larger than a piece of notebook paper. A red border went all around the edges; inside that was a white rectangle, and in the middle of that was a blue star. "I'm a Blue Star Mother."

"What that, Lucy?"


 "An organization of mothers with boys in the service. The blue star stands for Randall. We can put this in a window to let everyone know we have a soldier in the family." Ma touched the banner reverently.

"I saw something like that in town," I said.

"That would be at the Durdens'," Ma replied. "Their boy Blaine got killed in the Pacific. If you lose a son in the war, you display a gold star banner."

"I can get it hung up," Pop said. "Lemme see it."

Ma handed him the banner and went back to the house.

"Blue Star Mothers," Pop mused. "Wonder if they know that Private Randall Brown is a Negro."

"What's it matter, Pop?"

"Plenty! How much you wanna bet that the Blue Stars is segregated, just like the United States Army?"

"The army's not segregated. Randall's in it, and lots of other colored guys."

"Negroes." Correcting me, as usual. "Ain't I already explained to you how it works? Sure, they let our boys in—to dig they ditches, tote they shit from one place to another, and do KP. Where the Negro officers? And the real combat training?"

There was no use arguing with Pop, but I couldn't help myself. "Randall wrote that he was getting to shoot."

"Big deal! The only weapon he probably ever gonna get to use in the United States Army is a potato peeler!"


 "At least then he'd be safe."

"You want to smart-mouth me again, Caleb?"

"I wasn't smart-mouthing you."

"You want to talk back to me, then?"

There was no way to win against Pop. "No, sir."

"At least Randall had the guts to enlist before they come and got him," Pop said.

"I'd enlist if I was old enough." I didn't mean it, but it felt like the kind of thing Pop would want to hear.

"Hmph. Don't know that I see you in the service. They's more to bein' a soldier than goin' around raisin' hell."

That stung. "Want me to find a piece of dowel to hang that banner on?" I asked. I didn't give a damn now about Ma's Blue Star Mothers or what Pop thought about the army and Randall. The only thing I wanted was for Randall to stay safe.


 CHAPTER THREE

AT MIDNIGHT I met Henry and Nathan, and we headed for the creek. It was as black as ink once we got into the woods. Henry tripped on something and fell down. Nathan laughed.

"I don't see nothin' funny," Henry grumbled from the ground.

"Where's your hand?" I asked.

"Here."

"Where?"

"Right here! Can't you see?"

"No, he can't see," Nathan said. "Ain't you noticed it dark out here?"


 My eyes had adjusted now, and I yanked him up.

"It help if you skin was lighter," Nathan remarked. "But you blacker than a skunk."

"At least they ain't no white granddaddies in my family," Henry retorted.

"Both of you, quit. I'm sick of your mess."

"And I'm sick o' you acting like my boss," Nathan snapped. "You ain't in charge o' me."

"Somebody oughta be."

We felt our way to the fishing log. Nathan brought out the cigarettes and we lit up. Then he reached inside his shirt and brought out a pint bottle. "Here she is, boys. Who want to go first?"

"I guess I will," Henry volunteered. "Just a taste."

"You playin' with fire," Nathan warned. "You really gon' commit a big, bad sin the night before you get baptized?"

"Give it." Henry unscrewed the lid and took a sip. He made a face and then swallowed.

"How is it?" I asked.

"Okay. Burn, though. Here."

I took the bottle. Truth is, I'd never had a drink of moonshine before, and I felt nervous.

Henry was right. It felt like fire going down. "Not bad."

"Gimme," Nathan said. He drank a long swig, then passed the bottle back to Henry, who sipped a little more.


 "How y'all like it?" Nathan asked. "Pretty sweet, ain't it?"

"It's all right," I lied.

"Have some more."

So we shared it around. It didn't take long for me to start getting lightheaded.

"How y'all feel about tomorrow?" Henry asked.

"Don't feel nothin' about it," Nathan said breezily.

"You better. We gonna be grown-up members of the church. Come tomorrow, we responsible for our sins."

"Let's go visit Rose right now, then," Nathan said.
 
"Since we ain't responsible for nothin' we do tonight."

I'd heard that Rose would do it with anybody, but not for free. "You got the money?" I asked.

"Maybe."

"Nathan, you ain't never serious about nothin'," Henry said. "You really don't care about tomorrow?"

Nathan shrugged. "Hadn't thought about it."

"After everything Daddy taught us?"

"Don't know."

"Then why do it?" Henry asked.

"Mama want me to."

"What about your daddy?"

"He say they ain't no harm in it," said Nathan. "If I feel like doin' it, he fine with that."

"Don't you want it for yourself?"


 "I reckon. Guess I need my sins washed away more than some folks do."

Henry didn't laugh. "What about you, Caleb?"

"Same as Nathan. I'm doing it for Ma."

"Your daddy sure don't care nothin' about it. My daddy say he ain't even a Christian. And you know what that mean."

"He goin' straight to hell, right?" Nathan said. "Lake o' unquenchable fire and all that mess. That what your daddy say?"

"Not exactly."

"Maybe you and your daddy should mind your own business," I said. "Let's go do something."

"Like head home and hit the bed," Henry declared. "I don't feel good."

"That 'cause you drunk, little man," Nathan told him.

"Am not!"

I could have sacked out, too, but there was a little thing to take care of first. "I have a plan. You boys up for a real adventure?"

"Sure." Nathan was ready.

"It's dangerous," I added.

"What?" Henry whispered.

"It's nothing for a boy," I told him. "It's man's work."

"What?" He sounded scared, like I hoped he would. Nathan was right: sometimes it was fun to mess with Henry.


 "What say we go into town and pay the Dixie Belle a visit?"

"Now you talkin'," Nathan said.

"I ain't in this," Henry objected.

"Suit yourself."

"Come on," I said. "We'll take you home."

Henry protested, but not too much. We slipped through the shadows in Toad Hop, and Nathan gave Henry a boost up into his window.

Then Nathan and I went through the woods to Davisville and took every alley and deserted side street. At this hour, nobody was around.

Soon we were in the alley behind the Dixie Belle. I felt brave and powerful—ready to tear the building down brick by brick. I looked around to see what we could mess with. There were garbage cans, and a rat ran from us. Mops hung from pegs, brooms leaned against the wall, and some wooden crates sat in front of the door. Inside one were collards. Another was full of potatoes.

"I know," I whispered to Nathan.

"Steal 'em?"

"Nope. Something better."

I put the crates on the ground and pulled up their lids. Then I undid my fly and peed all over them. Nathan laughed and did the same. When we were done, we put down the lids and restacked the crates. Then we headed home.


 I climbed in my window, got out of my clothes, and went to bed. Right away my head started to spin. Maybe I was drunk. Lying down was no good, so I propped myself against the wall. That's the last thing I remember.

***

Next morning I overslept, and Ma had to wake me. My head ached, and my stomach felt bad. But I couldn't let on.

I dressed and went into the kitchen. My place was set, but the rest of the table had been cleared. Ma was washing dishes.

"Where's Pop?"

"He got up early and took the wagon. Said he's going to cut wood this morning. You ready for something to eat? I got some grits, and I can fry you some eggs." "Just coffee." "Aren't you hungry?"

No, ma am.

"I guess you're nervous about your big day. How about a biscuit?"

"No, thanks. Pop's not coming to church?" Ma put the coffee in front of me. "He never does. You know that."

"I just thought that maybe today..."
 
Ma sat down and reached her hand across the table. "You're disappointed. This day means a lot to you."


 Truth be told, it didn't. Like I'd told my buddies, I was only doing it to please Ma—to try to make up for Randall's being gone, and for all the times I'd gotten into trouble.

"Yes, ma'am," I lied. "It does mean a lot."

Ma beamed. "You've made me so happy, son. Somehow I know in my spirit that this day is going to be the start of a new life for you."

"I wish Pop could believe that."

"You have to give him time. And..."

"And what?"

"Prove to him that you can change. No more fighting. No more stealing. No more talking back."

I'd heard this sermon before. "I'll do better, Ma. Starting today. I promise."

She went into the front room and came back with something wrapped in brown paper. "This is for you. Open it."

I undid the paper and found Grandpa Somerville's Bible inside. I was shocked. There wasn't anything Ma valued more than that Bible.

"I want you to have it. To mark the day of your baptism—the beginning of a new life."

"No, Ma. I know how much it means to you."

She put both hands on the tattered black cover. "Your grandpa read from this Bible every day of his life. He had it opened on his lap the morning we found him. He'd gone to heaven while reading from God's holy word."


 I'd been hearing that little speech all my life, too. And now Ma would wipe away some tears, just like she always did.

Ma didn't disappoint me. "Your grandpa would have wanted you to have it," she assured me, dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief.

"Randall should have it. He's older."

She sighed. "Your brother's not walking with the Lord. He's chosen another path, the same path your father's walked all these years. But you, Caleb—I've always seen something in you: a heart for God, even these past couple years when you've fallen into temptation. I remember when you were young. You always insisted we ask the blessing at meals. And you never forgot your prayers before bed—"

"Ma, I—"

"You don't know how many hours I've spent on my knees, praying for you. And now that you're going to get baptized today, I know all my prayers have been answered."

What else could I do? I held on to the Bible. "I'll take good care of it."

"I know you will. But that's not the important thing. Promise me you'll read it."

I had to promise that, too.

Ma smiled, and for the first time in a long while, she actually looked happy. "Did I ever tell you that your grandpa blessed you when you were a little fellow?"


 Plenty of times, I wanted to say. "I think you did. But I'd like to hear about it again."

So Ma told me the old, familiar story, how not long before Grandpa died, he asked to hold me. I wasn't very old, two maybe. They put me on his lap, and he laid his hand on my head and spoke a blessing, and said Father God had told him one day I would do great and mighty things for his kingdom.

What would Grandpa Somerville think of me now, if he knew that the night before I came to get baptized, I'd gotten drunk and then gone and pissed all over some white folks' food?

***

I looked for Nathan in the churchyard but didn't see him anywhere. Plenty of folks were around, though, all dressed up for the big day. I was wearing an old shirt and pants that would get soaked when I went into the pond, and Ma had bought me a new outfit for later.

Uncle Hiram and Aunt Lou saw me and headed my way. They weren't my real uncle and aunt, but I'd called them that ever since I could remember. All the young folks did.

Uncle Hiram was turned out in his best suit, complete with a starched, shining white shirt and string tie with a piece of turquoise set in the slide. He was right proud of that slide—said he bought it off a Navajo Indian chief way over in New Mexico a long time ago. Pop said Uncle Hiram just liked to tell stories—the old man had never been out of the county, let alone Georgia.

 "How you, Caleb?" he asked. His big smile showed that half his teeth were gone. "Big day, ain't it?" He put out his hand, the knuckles all swollen and fingers twisted and curving toward his little finger. Rheumatism, Uncle Hiram called it. When I was little, his hands scared me, made me not want him to touch me. Now that I was older and understood, I felt sorry for him. Rheumatism was no joke. It made his hands hurt bad and twisted them up, but that never stopped him. Old as he was, Uncle Hiram could still do a hard day's work. Like he reminded everyone, there wasn't any choice—not if he wanted to eat.

I shook hands but didn't squeeze tight, the way Pop had taught me to shake. I wouldn't hurt Uncle Hiram for anything. He'd always been good to our family. He was praying for Randall every day, and that had to count for a lot, as good a man as he was.

The skin of his palm felt tough against my hand, and I could feel where it was hard with calluses. He could hardly close his fingers enough to give a real shake, but I didn't mind. He was doing the best he could.

"I been prayin' for you, Caleb," Uncle Hiram told me. His pale eyes were gentle. "Askin' Father to enlighten yo' mind and lead yuh in paths o' righteousness for his name sake."


 "You makin' yo' mama right proud this day," Aunt Lou added. She was a tiny woman, especially compared to Uncle Hiram, who was tall and thin—a beanpole, Ma would have said. Aunt Lou had on a long, dark skirt, all the way to her shoes, a long-sleeved blouse with a brooch pinned at the neck, and a knit shawl over her shoulders, even on this warm spring day.

"Y'all hear from Randall lately?" she asked.

I started to tell them we'd had a letter yesterday, but Brother Johnson appeared at the church door and spotted me. "Come on inside," he called to me. "It's gettin' late, and you ain't even in your robe yet."

"Run on, now," Aunt Lou told me, reaching up and patting my shoulder. "I'll get Lucy to tell me about Randall during the picnic."

"God bless you, son," Uncle Hiram added. "I got the feelin' this is gon' be a big day in yo' life."

I didn't know about that, but I thanked them and let Aunt Lou kiss my cheek.

Inside, people were taking their places on the wooden benches. Everyone was talking. There always was a big crowd on baptism days—Pop said nobody in Toad Hop would ever miss the free dinner that followed the service.

"Here," Brother Johnson said, handing me a white choir robe. "Y'all sit up front, 'cause I got some special words for you in the sermon. At the pond, do just like we practiced."


 "And keep our mouths and eyes closed," Henry added helpfully.

"That's right," Brother Johnson said. "I put my hand over y'all's noses. Y'all be okay. It only take a second. Now go to the back and get your robes on. And remember, boys: listen real careful to the sermon. The Lord got somethin' important to say to you today. God bless you."

We went to the back. Ma appeared, smoothed down the shoulders of my robe, and turned me around so she could make sure my shirt collar wasn't sticking up.

"I'm so proud of you," she told me. "Today you're a man in the eyes of God. If only..."

I guessed what she was thinking. Pop and Randall.

"Never forget this day," she said.

That morning went by in a blur. I remember sitting on the front bench along with Nathan and Henry, and how we were the only ones up there. I remember feeling lots of eyes looking at the back of my head. I remember Brother Johnson preaching a long time, but what he talked about, I don't know. My mind went everywhere except his words—to drinking the moonshine with Nathan and Henry, to the fancy table on the other side of the window at the Dixie Belle Café...

At last the service was over. My shirt was soaked, and I wanted a glass of water real bad. Someone started a song, folks began to clap, and Brother Johnson led us to Hale's Pond—a two-minute walk. Behind us, people were shouting "Hallelujah!" and "Praise Jesus!"

 On one side of me, Henry was clapping and shouting, too. He looked happy, the way the old folks did when the Spirit fell and they got joyful in the Lord. I'd never seen Henry look that way before.

Nathan was trying hard to keep from laughing. He rolled his eyes when I glanced at him. Maybe he was wishing this whole thing would be over soon and he could take off that silly white robe. That's just how I felt.

Folks gathered at the pond. The music continued. "Down by the Riverside," then "What a Friend We Have in Jesus." It felt like the singing went on forever. More than anything I wanted a big drink of water.

At last, Brother Johnson called for quiet. He prayed again. My stomach growled. Then he waded into the pond up to his waist, and Henry went in after him. Brother Johnson put one hand on Henry's back, the other over Henry's nose, and cried, "Henry Jefferson Johnson, I baptize you in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost." He pushed Henry backward under the water.

Henry came back up, raised both hands over his head, and shouted, "Oh, hallelujah! I'm saved! Thank you, Lord!" He was grinning from ear to ear.

"Sweet Jesus," Nathan muttered. I knew better than to look at him.


 Henry came out of the pond, his robe clinging to him. His mama met him with a towel, and he let her take him into her arms. "I'm saved, Mama!"

Then it was Nathan's turn. He went into the water and stood in front of Brother Johnson like an innocent little lamb. I had to bite my lip.

"Nathan Rodney Washington, I baptize you in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost," Brother Johnson declared, and then he dunked him under. It seemed like he held Nathan down a good long moment. Anyway, he came out of the water sputtering and some folks in the crowd laughed, but not in a mean way.

"Bear fruit that benefits repentance," Brother Johnson said to him. "Welcome to the family of faith."

"Yes, sir," Nathan said in his most polite voice.

"Are you saved, son?" someone in the crowd shouted.

"I sure do hope so. Mama say if I ain't, she gon' make me do this till I am!" Everyone laughed.

"Caleb?" Brother Johnson asked. "You ready?"

Yes, sir.

"Come on, then, and get your sins washed away."

The bottom of the pond felt squishy under my bare feet, and the water was cool on my legs.

"Caleb Thomas Brown, I baptize you in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost." Brother Johnson put his hand over my nose, and I closed my eyes and mouth. Then I was pushed backward under the water.

 For some reason, I opened my eyes. Everything was green and murky.

A strong, deep voice called, "Caleb!"

Then I felt myself being lifted from the water.

A voice said, "Behold my servant." The words were pretty loud, just not real clear.

"I beg your pardon, Brother Johnson. What'd you say?" I wiped the water out of my eyes and waited for him to repeat his blessing.

He looked at me, puzzled.

"What did you say to me?"

"Nothin'."

"Yes, you did. You called my name while I was underwater and said something else as I came up."

"I didn't say nothin', Caleb. You mistaken."

I wanted to tell him not to joke with me, but I could see he wasn't.

"Be faithful unto death, and I will give you a crown of life," Brother Johnson pronounced over me. "Welcome to the family, son."

I came out of the water, and there was Ma. She gave me a towel and helped me get out of my robe. I wanted to say something to her, ask her something—but what?

I sat on the grass and pulled my shoes on.


 "Run on home and change," Ma told me. "We'll see you in a minute."

I started to go.

"Caleb?"

"Ma'am?"

"You are saved, aren't you?"

I wasn't sure if I was or wasn't. I had to figure out where that voice had come from.

Yes, ma am. I am.

"You've made me so happy!"

At home, I took off my wet clothes and began to dry myself. I was standing beside my bed when a voice said, "Behold my servant"—the same thing I heard when I was under the water.

I put the towel over my privates. Who was looking at me without a stitch on?

"Very funny, Nathan," I said. "You can come out from under the bed. You got me, all right? Joke's over."

Nothing.

I looked under the bed. He wasn't there. Then I looked out the window. Not there, either.

I wrapped the towel around myself and looked in the hall, the sitting room, and the kitchen. Even my folks' bedroom. There was no one in the house but me.

Back in my room, I sat on my bed, feeling all shaky. "Who is it?" I asked out loud. "What's going on?"


 "Behold my servant," the voice said for the third time. This time I didn't hear it with my ears. It came from inside me, from deep in my belly.

"Stop!" I cried. "Stop it!"

It did. Everything was quiet. Suddenly I wanted air. I took a long, deep breath and held it. Then I listened to the sound of it coming back out—slow and soft.

I was still sitting on the bed, naked, when someone knocked on my door.

"Caleb? It's Ma. You in there?"

"Yes, ma'am. Let me finish putting on my clothes."

"Brother Johnson already asked the blessing. Come on while there's still something left."

"I will. Don't wait for me."

The sound of her steps faded, and then the back door closed.

I put on my new pants and shirt. In the hall, my face in the mirror looked just like always: dark brown skin, brown eyes, flat nose, and black hair cut short against my head.

But something new was going on inside me. Something I didn't understand.
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