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For Peter, always


Where blood has been spilled, the tree
of forgetfulness will not flourish.
—BRAZILIAN PROVERB

Gradually it was disclosed to me that the line separating good
and evil passes not through states, nor between classes,
nor between political parties—but right through every
human heart—and through all human hearts.
—ALEKSANDR SOLZHENITSYN


THE TREE OF
FORGETFULNESS
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Howard Aimar

June 1943

YOU DON’T MEAN IT, people will say. Fifty is too young to die. He was such a good father, they will say. Such a good man. Remember Howard at the piano at Christmastime, singing “Joy to the World” with Libba and the children? What a beautiful tenor voice he had, it fit so well with Libba’s sweet soprano. Did you ever see him dressed for an evening out? In that white silk scarf and the long, ivory cigarette holder tipped up at a dramatic angle, didn’t he look like FDR himself? Remember how, when anyone stopped him on the street to ask, he could talk for ten minutes about how Lewis was getting along over there in the Pacific, fighting the Japanese? You’d think God in His mercy would have spared a father’s life until his son came home from war, but as we have been taught so long and so well: God’s ways are not our own.

Howard and Libba owned a movie camera, of course, a Bell and Howell, the newest thing, and no matter how he moaned and groaned about that camera, you could tell he was proud that it cost so much; they both were. In a home movie shot in April in the backyard of their big, fine house, he followed his daughter Cecile along a winding path through the azaleas, holding up the long train of that white gown she wore when she was crowned May Queen at St. Angela Academy. Bent like an old man, one hand on his aching back, he mimed the faithful servant hobbling along behind the young monarch; you could tell he was joking by the way he mugged for the camera. Howard was a cutup, a practical joker. And dance. That man could do it all—foxtrot, jitterbug, even the Charleston.

In early June the Aiken Standard carried an item on the social page: “Mr. and Mrs. Howard Aimar attended the graduation from St. Angela Academy of their daughter, the delightful and charming Miss Cecile Aimar.” A week later he was rushed to the hospital in agony, his appendix about to burst. After the hurry-up operation, blood poisoning set in, and three days later, in spite of all the love, the singing, the dancing and clowning, in spite of his son’s absence and all the other objections raised against his dying, Howard Aimar was gone.

In the story handed down through the family like an heirloom, negligence, possibly malfeasance, caused the fatal infection, because the sudden death of such a good, generous, fun-loving family man, a man with everything to live for, cannot happen for the simple reason that people are struck down sometimes; there must be a villain, a mistake. They didn’t have to look far to find both.

A few months after his death, a nurse who’d been in the operating room that day hinted to Cecile that the doctor might have wiped the scalpel on a not-quite-clean towel. A sponge might have gone into Howard Aimar’s body and not come out, though she wouldn’t put her hand on the Bible and swear to either fact. They had to get that appendix out, and abdominal surgery was always fraught with the danger of infection, especially in 1943, when penicillin was needed overseas and there was a shortage at home. But over time the dirty scalpel and the lost sponge would become enshrined as the cause of his death and of the mistrust and resentment that still lead Howard Aimar’s kin to give the doctor’s kin the cold shoulder if they run into them at Sunday brunch at the country club or in the crowd lining Laurens Street to watch the Christmas parade.

But now it is the first of his last three days, and as he lies dying, Howard Aimar goes on making plans, as though planning for the future will save his place there. Doesn’t everyone feel too necessary and unfinished to die? Faced with catastrophe, how often do we say, Wait, stop, there’s been a mistake, and trust that we will be heard and allowed to finish the work we’ve started or to start the work we’re always about to begin?

A cedar grows outside the open window of his hospital room (open because his wife, Dr. Hastings’s daughter, insists on fresh air in a sickroom), and early that morning a mockingbird lights in this tree and scribbles a long complicated song in the air. It sings as though singing his plans back to him, the way his secretary, Miss Laura Sudlow, reads the letters he dictates from his desk at Howard Aimar Insurance and Real Estate. Reads them with such spirit that she makes his ideas sound fresh and full of possibility, even in that dim, narrow slot of an office with windows set so high in the walls they frame only sky. His place of business, where no matter how fresh and clear the weather, the air always smells of fuel oil and carbon paper and the ink of typewriter ribbons.

The place would be completely drab if it weren’t for the pictures on the walls, like the painting behind Howard’s desk that depicts the moment at Waterloo when the British repulsed Napoleon’s cavalry and the battle was lost, splashed with the blood of dying men and dying horses, a swarm of red and blue uniforms. That painting had hung above his father’s desk in the pharmacy in Augusta where he’d toiled his life away, and he’d felt a special kinship with one dying French soldier. Howard finds the picture appropriate to his situation too, though he sees himself as a British soldier, not a French cavalryman, and he believes that this way of thinking makes him the victor in the battle against despair that his father lost.

Waterloo is framed in gold, more gold surrounds the prints that advertise the insurance companies whose products Howard Aimar sells. From Lincoln Life there is the haggard Lincoln of the war’s middle years, and the Fireman’s Fund is represented by a scene of a sooty fireman carrying a small blonde angel of a girl out of a burning house. Every morning as he walks past that picture on the way to his desk, his own wife looks back at him out of the child’s untroubled blue eyes. Life is good, she whispers. And you, my love, are provider and protector of that goodness.

Not that Libba’s childhood home had ever been threatened by fire. She grew up in a house with four chimneys, surrounded by a yard full of azaleas and sweet-smelling shrubs, the town’s first automobile parked under the porte cochere. She grew up with a brother and a father who petted and spoiled her and a mother who hosted ice cream socials and sang in the First Presbyterian Church choir. A woman who kept the home and served as president of the Choral Club, the Civic Club, and the Little Garden Club, whose yearly flower show she had founded and nurtured into statewide fame.

A woman who contributed her opinions to a column in the State newspaper called “As a Woman Thinketh.” “For years I have been using a face lotion that my grandmother used before me. She paid fifty cents for it, and it is made by an old chemical concern in New York. I have never been able to find it in a South Carolina drugstore, though she used to buy it anywhere in the state. They will order it for me but charge me a dollar and a quarter for it. I can order it from a retail drugstore in Georgia for seventy-five cents. Shall I pay a druggist fifty cents to write my letter for me? Not while I’ve got a perfectly good typewriter and don’t suffer from rheumatism!”

Her more serious reflections appeared in the Keystone magazine published by the Federation of Women’s Clubs: “The heart must be developed as well as the head. This necessarily reverts to the home, where the youth must be taught control of the instincts and the obligations to society stressed.”

“Spirited,” people called Libba’s mother, but not so spirited as to be thought hysterical or difficult.

Libba grew up believing she would marry a boy who came from one of the two or three families that Dr. and Mrs. Henderson Hastings judged to be on a par with their own. She hadn’t known she needed rescuing until Howard came along. One cool morning in late September the year she’d turned eighteen, she’d been enjoying a walk among the sweetly flowering tea olive bushes in the front yard of her father’s house, when she’d heard footsteps on the brick sidewalk outside their fence. A man walked up to the fence and stopped. “What is that heavenly smell?” he said, and she broke off a sprig of tea olive and gave it to him, and in that moment she saw that compared to the man who had stopped at her fence, the boys who walked with her to church and came to her ice cream socials wore the soft, unformed faces of children, and she felt as though she’d stepped into a bright maze where every path led to the same radiant place. Her mother tapped on the front window, but she didn’t turn. If the ground had opened at their feet, she would have gladly tumbled with him into the crack.

When I get well, Howard Aimar sings along with the mockingbird, I will go down to my office and burn those files. He should have done it long ago, and as he imagines it now, his hands rehearse the tearing and wadding of paper. From somewhere nearby Libba whispers, “What is he doing? Howard, stop.” Her hands capture his, but the planning continues. He will collect all the long yellow sheets covered with numbers and sums and dump them into the burning barrel in the alley. He will light a fire and stir it with the scorched rake he keeps beside the barrel, catch each drifting cinder and return it to the flames until he is sure the pages are burnt up and not just charred. He will burn all the pale blue pages of Laura Sudlow’s personal stationery as well, the ones with her address embossed at the top, and then the trail will disappear that leads from his office to her small white house behind the camellias, and no one will ever know or be tempted to make up a story about the net they’ve woven to hold the money that is always tearing, or threatening to tear, in a dozen places or the hours he’s spent at her dining room table with his head in his hands, looking for a way to balance the money trickling in with the money gushing out. When I get well, the mockingbird sings, I will pay my just debts and clear my name so that years from now, when I am an old man and dying in my proper time, no one will be ashamed of anything I’ve done.

One of Laura Sudlow’s letters pleads with him to pay some of the premiums owed to the Fireman’s Fund; another reports that Lincoln Life has called for an accounting of delinquent payments. She is the perfect secretary, the ideal confidante. She knows everything and does not judge, except for Libba’s spending, and then only in the mildest way. “Maybe Libba could do without a new coat this year?” That is one of the suggestions written in her small, flowing script. “Perhaps you could shorten your trip to the beach this summer, or stay home in good old Aiken for a change?” But the idea of not taking Libba to Waveland, the house on Sullivan’s Island that they rent for a month every summer, fills him with clawing panic. If they stay home, Libba will suspect that something is wrong, and Libba must not be suspicious; her faith in life’s goodness rests on her faith in him, and he will not betray that faith. Besides, if they don’t go to the beach, her mother and father might call out to her from their adjoining graves in Bethany Cemetery. Castles in the clouds, they’d say. We warned you, Libba. And this time she might listen.

Libba is forty-five the year Howard dies. Every morning before she leaves for the hospital, she dresses in a snug skirt and a freshly pressed blouse and fastens on the pearl necklace he gave her for their first anniversary. “To my pearl of great price,” he wrote on the tag in his elegant, beveled script. Three days earlier, coming up from under the anesthesia, he’d grabbed the pearls and held on so tightly she’d thought he would break them. It is one of the stories she will tell the grandchildren, who will know him only through stories: how she had to pry his fingers loose that day, else he would have broken her necklace, and that would have broken her heart.

Today, as every day, she tips a few drops of Chanel No. 5 onto her fingers from one of the bottles he tucks in her Christmas stocking every year and dabs the perfume behind her ears. She pins up her dark hair and spreads bright lipstick on her mouth and stops in the hall outside his room to pinch color into her cheeks before she sashays in and kisses him on the forehead. “Hello, my love,” she says, then pulls a chair up close to his bed, pats his arm and laughs her high sweet laugh that ripples in the air like a bright flag on the ramparts of happiness. She touches her pearls and chats about this and that—the back door hinges oiled and the driveway raked, their little flock of Barred Plymouth Rock hens laying eggs all over the yard, the branches of the hundred peach trees in her aunt’s orchard so laden they have to be held up with forked sticks. She talks as if this sickness and the deepening gray shadow it throws over his face, the way he lies like a stone king on a tomb, is a passing inconvenience. She will give him, as she has given him ever since the night she climbed out of her bedroom window and ran away with him in a borrowed car across the Savannah River and married him in front of a justice of the peace in Augusta, the gift of her complete confidence.

This morning he manages a word. “Lewis,” he says, and she’s ready. No new letter has come from their son, so she opens the most recent letter again, unfolding the thin V-mail page and reading around the blacked-out lines. “Dear Folks, All is well and I am healthy and eating well. Yesterday, I ate my first coconut, which is surprisingly tasty once you figure a way to crack that doggone shell. I used the butt of my rifle, which is, I figure, about the most work it’s going to get! The army is keeping me pretty busy, but I manage to get in a swim most days in this tropical paradise where they’ve sent me. Ha-ha.”

Hearing Lewis’s letter, he remembers more reasons to live. To see Cecile married, to welcome Lewis home, to know his grandchildren, to love his wife through all her days, to make amends for his failures and lacks, to become, finally and completely, the man he meant to be.

As she does every day, Libba sits beside his bed and ticks off on her fingers the food that friends and kin have brought to the house. Ham and chicken and potato salad and succotash and custard, pickled peaches and deviled eggs. When he opens his eyes and sees her hands, he smiles. He loves her hands. Unlike the rest of her—her long slender neck and waist and legs—her hands are small and compact, with short blunt fingers and thick palms, hands made for work, not leisure. “My Lord, Howard, I’m going to turn into a butterball if you don’t hurry up and come home to help me eat that food,” she says, running her hands over her hips to show him the danger. The sight of her hips makes him smile too. The smell of her perfume brings pictures: curtains stirring at their bedroom window, himself turning the lock on their door.

At noon Cecile looks at her father’s hands that lie where they’ve fallen. “Please stop, Mother. He can’t hear you,” she says.

“Of course he can, Cecile, don’t be foolish.” Libba leans over and kisses his forehead. “Look at him smile when I tell him about the food.” As long as they both shall live, she will comfort him, and if Cecile doesn’t approve, she can go about her business and leave them in peace.

When his appetite comes back, she tells him, he can eat himself to sleep, and when he wakes up, she’ll pop another tidbit in his mouth; she’ll fatten him up until he fits into his old cheerful self again. They’ll start with pecans, good old Gloria Grandes from their backyard trees, roasted in butter and salt, the way he likes them. Her aunt’s peaches will ripen, and every Sunday evening he will churn peach ice cream on the back porch. “Look at him smile about that ice cream, Miss Doubting Thomas,” she says to Cecile, raising her voice so that he can hear. This is her last gift to him: trusting as she’s always trusted that what seems to be happening is not.

“You won’t believe it, Howard,” she says. “But Minnie’s back. Just for the time being, of course, but never mind.” She has come out of the goodness of her heart, Libba says, to answer the door and keep track of the food in a notebook that Libba keeps on the table in the foyer. “Minnie’s coming to see you, Howard. She promised,” Libba says.

Minnie. Hearing her name, he hears another—Zeke. Fear comes up in him like thick black smoke, and he runs through it, flailing and thrashing. “Help me up,” he shouts, but no one hears. He needs to get back to his office and start another fire and burn the papers he saved during the terrible autumn of 1926, when three colored people were killed and a New York reporter came down to accuse them all of murder.

Just before sunset Cecile calls the priest. She and Lewis have been raised Catholic, as their Presbyterian mother had promised their father’s church they would be. Cecile knows every Holy Day of Obligation. She recognizes Satan himself, father of lies, in the snake crushed under the cool marble heel of the Virgin Mary’s statue. She knows the meaning of all the vestments and bells and candles. She knows when and why they kneel and stand during Mass, why the bishop slaps your face at Confirmation, and how mortal sin destroys the soul. She needs no book to guide her through her examination of conscience before Confession; she has memorized the list of sins against every commandment. She knows when to call the priest.

When he hears the priest’s voice, Howard opens his eyes long enough to see the purple stole, but he doesn’t know where to start. A voice scribbles away inside him, but it speaks so quietly he can’t hear what it’s saying. How to confess that you were one man in a swarm of men whose time had handed him easier words than sin or evil to name what he had done or failed to do? How to confess to the silence in which he has wrapped himself for seventeen years? He closes his eyes, moves deeper inside himself, and from that place he sees the room and the bed and himself on the bed. It is strange to feel his body crumble while his mind stays clear and full of light. To feel time move as in a dream, where a day passes in an instant and a whole story flashes by.

At first he thinks the mockingbird has flown into the room. The light flutters as though disrupted by wings, but there is no bird, only a woman who sits beside the bed and looks at him calmly, her long, light hair scattered over the collar of a deep green coat of an unfamiliar cut. “Lewis?” he almost says. With her long, narrow face and imperial nose, she looks so much like his son. His sadness is in her face too, and also his brightness, the brightness of life. She has Lewis’s eyes and chin, her grandmother’s full mouth, but tugged down at the ends, unlike Libba’s. She has her own way of holding her shoulders, but her hands, with their short, competent fingers and thick palms, are Libba’s. Hello, Granddaddy, she says.

As though by remembering the autumn of 1926, then wishing it away, he’s invited or conjured her. The curious grandchild, the one he’d feared, the one who might feel the pull of that history and believe she has the right to collect the fragments and scraps he should have burned and make another story from them about how it was, and who he was and what he did. And it won’t do any good to say, Why dwell on the ugliness of the past? A man has the right to some peace. When the future comes to demand an accounting from the past, it will not be denied.
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Curtis N. R. Barrett

October 1926

SOUTH OF RICHMOND, when he was sure the train had crossed the Mason-Dixon Line, he closed the door to the Pullman sleeper, uncapped his flask, and drank and watched the light of the setting sun flash through the dark trees beside the track. In his notebook he found the page of details he’d gathered for the last story he’d written for the New York World before leaving for the South. The lines there, written as he watched the police photographers fire their flashbulbs at the couple on the bed, crossed the page at a slant. MR. AND MRS. THOMAS AUSTIN one of them had printed in block letters in the ledger at the Waldorf’s front desk. Then they’d gone up to the room, where he had cut her throat and his own. They were young, and they held hands on the blood-soaked satin bedspread, she in her slip, he in his drawers, the straight razor in his free hand and the look in their eyes that he’d seen in the eyes of corpses in France during the Great War: People always seemed startled to find themselves dead.

The boy was pigeon-chested, so thin his ribs showed. The girl’s worn leather purse lay open on the nightstand next to a lacquered red Chinese stick, the kind that girls used to anchor twists of long hair. Hers was a rich chestnut brown, worn in the smooth, short bob that was in style now. Where it wasn’t heavy with blood, her slip was still creased, probably just unfolded from the Bergdorf’s box on the floor. “Fancier than either could afford,” he’d written. “Pale cream satin trimmed with lace. ‘Candlelight’ the salesgirl might have called it.”

“Wedding gift?” he’d scribbled. They’d worn rings, so they were married, not necessarily to each other.

He’d been sent to the Waldorf because he was the World’s crime reporter, but a note had been fished out of the blood, defiant, printed in the same hand as the names in the desk ledger—they’d chosen this way over the plans that others had made for them—so no crime had been committed, unless you called the willing forfeit of two young lives a crime. Looking down at the bodies on the bed, his pencil moving across the page, he’d found that he did not share the dead couple’s surprise at what had happened to them; in fact, he felt nothing but a cold, steady pulse of anger at the fact that they had chosen what so many others had not chosen but what had been done to them anyway.

Home from the war too late for the big parades, he’d gotten off the ship in New York, walked from the docks to Grand Central Station, and bought a ticket to New Bedford, Massachusetts, holding in his mind, as he’d done throughout the war, the image of his father opening the door of the office that waited for him at the mill. Barrett was one of the smaller mills in New Bedford: five hundred spindles turning out a fine cotton lawn. Every one of his father’s wartime letters had included a report on the mill’s monthly output and an assessment of whether the total yardage met or exceeded or fell short of expectations. He’d closed every letter with the same words: “Son,” he wrote. “You must not worry about where you will go or what you will do to make a living when you come home. Do not allow yourself to be distracted or burdened over there by uneasy thoughts about your future here.” His signature had occupied the bottom third of the page.

Curtis N. R. Barrett returned to the States on a cool day, but as he walked along the platform looking for an uncrowded car, he started to sweat. Every window teemed with faces and hands pressed to the glass, and images of the mill came to him—flying spindles, steel fingers rising and falling, picking and twisting. He was still in uniform, the red cross of the medical corps on both sleeves, and whenever he looked up at the train, people smiled down at him or nodded solemnly, as though they knew him. In one car a woman held a little boy up to the window and pointed. The boy waved and smiled and saluted, and when he only waved back, the child pouted and hid his face in his mother’s shoulder. No doubt, once the train was moving, and the only way off was to jump, the woman and the boy would walk through the cars until they found him, and then they would stand there and wait for him to return the salute the boy was owed.

He could not trust himself to be reasonable if that happened, so he cashed in his ticket, rented a room. A few days later, reading the New York World in a coffee shop in Times Square, he’d come across Joseph Pulitzer’s statement on the mission of his newspaper: “An institution that should always fight for progress and reform, never tolerate injustice or corruption, always fight demagogues of all parties, never belong to any party, always oppose privileged classes and public plunderers, never lack sympathy with the poor, always remain devoted to the public welfare, never be satisfied with merely printing news, always be drastically independent, never be afraid to attack wrong, whether by predatory plutocracy or predatory poverty.” The hard, clear certainty of it had moved him, and he’d realized it wasn’t just the flying spindles he couldn’t go back to; it was the piety of the Sunday dinner table as well, the prime rib and Potatoes Anna, his father’s interminable prayer for the well-being of his business. A few days later he wired home: “Detained in NY. Don’t wait up.”

“God bless and keep you, son,” his father had wired back. “Come home when you can.” He hadn’t expected more.

Carrying the hard black case that held his typewriter, he stepped down from the train in Aiken, South Carolina, walked through the station and out the double doors at the front. He set the case down under the portico. He took a cigarette out of a silver case and tapped it on the case and lit up, blew the smoke straight up into the air. Take a good look. People would be watching, Leland had said. Count on it. A porter followed, pushing a handcart on which were piled two brown leather suitcases with CNRB stamped in gold just above the handle. He gave the man a dollar bill, went back to smoking. The sun slanted through pines and palmettos at a low, early-morning angle. In a small oak beside the station, blue jays squabbled; a smell of woodsmoke hung in the air.

Curtis N. R. Barrett, what kind of name was that? people eating lunch at the counter at the Savoy would say to one another, throwing their napkins down in disgust. It suits him right well, they’d say; it matches the vanity of the thick, wavy hair combed back just so, the dark vest and trousers and white shirt, the silver cuff links and collar pin, the dark glasses and that signet ring on the pinkie finger of the hand that brought the cigarette up to his mouth and down again. Another big shot New York reporter come to tar a community of decent people for the actions of the lawless few. He stood in front of the station, smoking, and watched the fountain splash. Take a good damn look. A few people did, slowing their cars. A man in overalls driving a wagon pulled by two dusty mules stared at him as he passed then turned his head to keep looking. The breeze picked up and rustled the fronds of the palmettos in front of the station. He smelled breakfast in the air.

Two days earlier his editor, Bayard Swope, had summoned him to his office. “King of the World,” reporters called Swope. It was a joke, but also true. His window offered a king’s vista—the East River and the Brooklyn Bridge, with its symphony of cables. Swope was a famous gambler, lucky at horses and cards, and an equally famous reporter. Three years earlier, in a marathon poker game in a private railway car in Palm Beach, he’d relieved two rich men of close to half a million dollars. On one office wall he’d hung framed clippings from the coverage of that triumph, and right alongside them his 1917 Pulitzer Prize citation, for a series of articles called “Inside the German Empire.”

But Swope was happy to share the wealth. He sat behind the same rough desk where he’d always written, was generous with his Cuban cigars. He knew a story that needed telling when he saw one, like the one Leland Dawson had brought back from South Carolina. The story had begun in April 1925, when Sheriff Earl Glover was shot and killed during a liquor raid on a family of tenant farmers named Long.

Bessie Long, her brother Dempsey, and their cousin Albert had been arrested, tried, and found guilty of killing the sheriff. The boys were sentenced to the electric chair, the girl to life in prison, and that would have been the end of it if N. R. Latham, one of the few black lawyers in South Carolina, hadn’t filed appeal after appeal with the state supreme court until finally, in October 1926, the Longs were sent back to Aiken for a new trial. N. R. Latham had showed up there too, along with a white lawyer from Spartanburg, to argue their case. On the third day of that second trial the judge directed a not-guilty verdict against Dempsey, but before nightfall he’d been picked up again and charged with assault and battery. Later on that moonless night the electric line to the jail was cut; a mob invaded, seized the Longs, drove them out of town, and shot them to death in front of a crowd of so many witnesses it was hard to believe the whole town hadn’t been there.

Of the forty lynchings Leland Dawson had investigated, this was the worst he’d seen. Depraved he called what had happened that night in Aiken, and since Leland was careful with language, they’d trusted that the word accurately reflected the fact. Someone had slipped Leland a copy of the report of the coroner’s physician, and Leland had given it to Barrett. He’d read it again in the Pullman car heading south, preparing himself.

Albert Long. Shot with shotgun under chin to the left. No. 8 shot.

Dempsey (Son) Long. .38 cal. entered front Breast, came out left of spine in back, four inches left of shoulder blade.

Bessie Long Cheetam. Powder burns on back (left shoulder blade). Pistol wound on right temple .38 cal. lead bullet, entrance of bullet on left side of head two inches above ear going through brain. Each wound sufficient to cause death.

They’d been killed sometime after midnight on the eighth of October, and in the morning their bodies had been loaded onto a county truck and buried in a common grave behind a church near Monetta. Later that day the coroner’s jury had questioned Sheriff Aubrey Timmerman about the mob that had taken his prisoners from his jail.

Did you have your flashlight in your hand?

Yes, sir, I did, but I dropped it.

Did you recognize anybody?

All I saw had something on their faces.

Did they have on citizens’ clothes?

I didn’t pay any attention to the clothes.

They didn’t have a Ku Klux robe on?

No, sir.

On October 10 the coroner’s jury ruled that the Longs had died at the hands of persons unknown.

The other thing that still amazed them in New York was how Leland Dawson, a black man, secretary of the NAACP, had gotten out of South Carolina alive. He’d posed as a reporter for the World, and he was so light-skinned that he’d fooled them. Fooled the white people, anyway; Leland never said if the black people knew he was one of them. Believing they were talking to another white man, two types of people confided in Leland. People with outraged consciences, and thank God for them, he said. There were more of them than he’d let himself hope there would be. And the people who always cluster around a big story like flies around a spill because they want to put themselves in the middle of it, to show how important they are.

Whatever their reasons, people talked to Leland; they named the men who’d dragged the Longs out and driven them up the Columbia Highway and shot them dead, and Leland had sent those names to Governor Arthur McCormick. Then he’d hightailed it back to New York and waited for the South Carolina papers—the State and the Columbia Record and the Aiken Standard—to report that the governor had opened an investigation.

“The eyes of the civilized world are upon Aiken, and her people, innocent as well as guilty, are upon trial,” Judge Marvin Mann said in his charge to the grand jurors called into special session on October 18 to investigate the murders.

That had seemed promising, but then the state fair opened in Columbia, and the front page of the State filled up with stories about lancing tournaments, and horse races, and the “Hail, South Carolina” pageant that promised to dramatize South Carolina history in its entirety, accompanied by an orchestra and a chorus of eight hundred and fifty voices.

A letter arrived for Leland Dawson, and for a few days they distracted themselves in the newsroom with dramatic readings by anyone who could do a passable southern accent.

Dear Sir:

Mr. Austin Eubanks said in his caustic article in the Aiken Standard that “Leland Dawson, a Negro, came down here and passed himself off as a white man.” Is that true? At the time, I had on amber colored glasses and did not study your color, but I took you for a white man and according wto South Carolina law, you may well be.

As you may know, we have a miscegenation law on the books in this State. The Courts had to construe that law and they held that a child born to a black person and a white person is a mulatto. The offspring of a quadroon and a white person is an octoroon, but the child of an octoroon and a white person is WHITE. That’s the law of South Carolina, though sometimes the lines get so crossed and re-crossed it is hard to determine exactly what a person is.

But had you been as black as the hinges of hell, I would have treated you exactly as I did. We attend to business for black people, meet with them in our offices, and sometimes when necessary take them into our houses, ride with them in automobiles, and so forth, and never think anything about it.

As a youngster, I heard an amusing story about an argument between two men, one of whom was very dark. An old South Carolina law held that you could not slander someone by calling him a Negro, because everybody could see that he was NOT; but it was slanderous to call him a mulatto. The man quarreling with the dark complexioned man said:

“You are a damned ’latter—NO nigger, nigger, nigger!!!!”

Well, this long letter simply because I want to hear the truth about what you did or said to persuade people you were white. And then do the figuring and see what you really are in South Carolina.

I am, yours very truly for justice to all,

Earl P. Henderson

At the end of every reading they’d laugh about the pompous old cracker, and Leland would remind them that this was the same man who’d tried to warn the judge that lynching was in the air on the day the charges against Dempsey Long were dismissed and he walked out of that courtroom, a free man. But that didn’t stop them from laughing the next time the letter was read. “Go on and laugh,” Leland always said. He was tempted to join in himself, but he wanted them to understand that it was easier to parse these things from New York than it had been when he was down there in the thick of it, where friend and enemy switched places daily.

On October 28 the grand jury reported to the judge that it was unable to secure sufficient evidence on which to bring indictments and asked to be excused. The State reported the story on the third page. That was the day that Swope called Barrett into his office. When he saw the State newspaper on Swope’s desk, Barrett said, “I’m on my way, boss.”

“Can you believe these people?” Swope said, tapping the newspaper.

“No,” he said, but that wasn’t exactly true. It was what Swope wanted to hear, but he could believe anything now. He believed, for instance, that there was no limit to the harm people could inflict on one another. On any given day during the war, he thought he’d seen the worst. The day when the two men on either side of him had simply dissolved was the nadir, and then the day at Chemin de Fer, when the Germans came over the hill with flamethrowers. Nightfall had brought a kind of relief; surely nothing more awful could come than what had happened that day. But gradually, grindingly, he came to see that what he’d believed were discrete and finite events were parts of an endless series, and every day began from a benchmark slightly more horrific than the one he’d passed the day before.

After meeting with Swope, he’d gone home and packed fast, as though the story were melting ice. Ink pens and yellow paper, his typewriter and clothes. He’d latched the suitcases and stood them by the door. He’d smoothed the white chenille spread then sat on the bed and looked around. An armchair upholstered in flowered chintz, a mahogany dresser and bedstead, a lamp, a table, a sink and mirror on the wall. Already the room felt like he had never lived there, which was how he liked to leave things. When he walked out the door, carrying his suitcases and his typewriter, there would be no trace of him left.

A wagon pulled by a shaggy chestnut horse with white front feet eased under the portico in front of the station, and a tall young black man jumped down and walked toward Barrett with a long stride, his fists clenched at his sides. He was dressed in a black suit coat, a faded blue shirt buttoned up under his chin, dusty gray pants mended with thick white thread, and a pair of brogans laced with brown twine. A gray fedora was cocked over one eye.

“Carry you somewhere, captain?” he said, pulling off the hat. He had a deep voice, and he pronounced every word completely, as though competing in elocution. His face was rough, like a rock outcrop, and he had a way of looking just to the side of Barrett’s eyes with a grim little smile that seemed meant to be humble but felt challenging. He looked, Barrett thought, like a man who had just lost one fight and didn’t plan to lose the next one. Given what Leland had said about this place, he bet that look had gotten him into plenty of trouble.

The black man pointed behind him, to the wagon. Barrett tugged down his vest, straightened his tie, dusted off his shirt and trousers. “You bet,” he said. “Take me to the Hotel Aiken.” The hotel stood directly across Park Avenue from the Southern Railway depot, but he didn’t want to be seen carrying his own suitcases across the sandy street. The young man gave him a quick, narrow look from the corner of one eye then shrugged; he was used to carrying white men across the street, out into the county, ten times around the block; as long as they paid him, it wasn’t any of his business where they wanted to go. He had the biggest hands Barrett had ever seen.

He settled the hat back on his head, picked up both suitcases and tucked one under his arm, then picked up the typewriter case and clumped off toward the wagon. Barrett followed him out from under the portico and into the light. A haze of woodsmoke hung in the air, the rich, fermenting smell of rotting leaves. White sand below and a bright blue sky overhead, the moon still hanging in the sky like an empty bowl. The gleam of pine needles in the sunlight and the squawk of blue jays hauled him back to the moment when he’d stepped off another train and into the same light and air, down in Georgia, where they’d sent him to learn to shoot and climb, to dig and run and hit the dirt, and burrow into it. Where he’d volunteered for the medical corps, learned to splint bones and pack wounds and swab gas from men’s eyes and skin. “Curtis N. R. Barrett,” he said, putting out his hand. The man looked around then shook Barrett’s hand once and dropped it. “What’s your name?” Barrett asked, as they stood beside the wagon.

The question seemed to startle him. He kept his eyes on Barrett’s face as he spat to one side. “Zeke,” he said.

“I thought you looked familiar. Didn’t I see your picture in the Aiken Standard a few weeks back?”

Zeke looked at him obliquely again, calculating. “Might could have. Get on up there if you please, sir.”

“I thought so,” he said as he climbed up. A familiar sight, the caption beneath the picture of a smiling Zeke and his wagon had read. He was ashamed of himself for feeling relieved that the question had rattled Zeke. Ten minutes in the South, and he wanted to gain the upper hand.

Zeke loaded his suitcases and the typewriter case into the bed of the wagon then climbed up onto the seat beside him. “Come to think of it,” Barrett said, “why don’t you take me for a turn around the metropolis before we go to the hotel.”

“Yes, sir,” Zeke said, grinning. “I am happy to do that.” He clucked at the horse and flapped the reins, and they started off down a wide dirt street that was separated from a parallel street by a park planted in plume grass and small oaks held up by guy-wires.

“Pretty town,” Barrett said.

Zeke touched the brim of his hat. “Yes, sir,” he said. “It is.”

Barrett knew this kind of Negro, more and more of them coming to New York all the time. You could guess how long they’d been there by how careful they were not to offend. A month or less, and they still doffed their hats, stepped off the sidewalk to let a white man pass, looked at the ground when they talked. “You’re in the North now, son,” he’d said to the new man from Alabama who swept up at the paper.

“Yes, sir,” he’d answered, keeping his eyes on the floor. “Much obliged.”

Zeke’s wagon rolled along the street, wheels hissing through the sand. A light hack passed them, pulled by a gleaming bay horse outfitted in an oiled harness with polished brass buckles and jingling hardware. A sharp-faced woman sat up very straight on the seat, holding a thin whip with a silver handle and looking straight ahead. She wore a hunting horn on a red cord around her neck, an African helmet on her head. As she passed, Zeke tipped his hat. “Morning, Mrs. Hitchcock,” he said.

“Zeke,” she said, without turning her head, as though driving the horse demanded all her attention. His horse nickered, and the woman smiled. “You too, Princess,” she said.

Once she was ahead of them, Zeke said, “I haul ice cream to that lady’s parties. She doesn’t believe in iceboxes. Rich lady from up North. A whole slew of them come here every year. When she was a puny little girl, her auntie brought her here to take the cure, and by the time she got well, she liked it so much she decided to keep on coming. Brought all her friends down here with her too.”

“What do people need curing of, Zeke?” he asked.

Zeke pressed one big hand to his chest. “Consumption, Mr. Barrett. TB. The hotels and boardinghouses fill up with them every year. They get well here too,” he said. “They surely do that.” Every spring he beat the rugs from the hotels and boardinghouses that catered to the tubercular pilgrims. He bundled up the bed linens and took them to his mother and the other women who boiled and washed them. People hired him for any kind of errand. Go meet the Columbia train and pick up a package and bring it to my house. Go to the icehouse for me, chop-chop. He saved thick chunks of oak so his mother could keep a slow fire going under the kettles behind her house in Howard Aimar’s backyard; he brought the laundry to her and took it back when it was done. On horse trading Tuesdays he went to a flat, sandy lot behind Laurens Street called the Boneyard and laid out his blacksmith’s tools on an old blanket. He hired out his wagon for children’s birthday hayrides, wore a silk top hat and morning coat for those occasions.

“When the rich folks come to town, you can go down there to Hahn’s Grocery and buy you any kind of special cheese you want,” he said.

“You’re a good tour guide,” Barrett said.

“Thank you, sir.”

Across the long narrow park between the streets he saw the Catholic church then the courthouse and the wall of the jail behind it. Barrett had read about the sickly and the healthy rich, their horses and their cheese and English biscuits. They called Aiken “the village,” and the locals treated them like visiting royalty or gods on a mountaintop, and they were the mortals below, telling stories about the deities. He disliked lords and ladies as much as any New Englander. “Listen here,” he said, leaning over close to Zeke’s ear. “You know anyplace I can buy some whiskey?” The supply he’d brought from New York would be gone in a week, but there would be good whiskey here, the nobility would have seen to that too; the local product wouldn’t be good enough for them. Leland said there was top-notch blockade whiskey being smuggled up the Savannah River and into town.

Zeke shifted suddenly on the wagon seat and flapped the reins over the horse’s back. “No, sir,” he said. “I wouldn’t know about that, but I’ll tell you who does. You remember that jail we passed back there?” he jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “It’s full up all the time with whiskey people, men and women both. Sheriff Timmerman takes a particular interest in the whiskey business. He’ll run you down, sure enough, you start messing with that whiskey. But if you need your clothes kept up, my mother does that for folks all over town. I pick up on Saturday, deliver back to you on Wednesday.”

“I will need that,” he said. “Much obliged. But I’d like to find some decent whiskey too.”

“I don’t know about that, sir, I surely don’t,” Zeke said. “You need anything else, ask for Zeke. That’s Ezekial Settles,” he said slowly, as though Barrett might be writing it down. He chirped to the horse and flicked the reins on her broad, dusty back. “Get up there, lazybones,” he said. They had reached Laurens, the town’s main street, a wide dirt track lined with wooden and brick buildings and a line of gingko trees down both sides. Their golden leaves fluttered against the bright blue sky.

“My God,” Barrett said.

“The wife of my employer planted them trees,” Zeke said. “I dug every one of those holes. You wait till you see those leaves come showering down like gold falling out the sky.”

A few wagons and a couple of square black Fords were angled into parking places along the curb on either side of the thoroughfare. A line of tracks ran down the middle of the sandy street. “You have a trolley here,” Barrett said.

“Sure do,” Zeke answered, relieved, Barrett saw, to be a tour guide again. “Runs all the way down through the valley and across the river over to Augusta and back. You can set your watch by it.”

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Barrett said. “Isn’t that something?”

“Yes, sir, it is.”

They rolled down Laurens Street, past a shop displaying hats on stands in the window. Out front a girl in a long gray skirt and a white blouse cranked down a gold-and-white striped awning. She shaded her eyes and watched them pass, and when Barrett nodded, she looked away. Outside of the hardware store, talking and laughing, two black men dragged heaters onto the street. At least there’s money here, Barrett thought. And some of the black people were prosperous: doctors, teachers, tailors, builders, butchers. Leland had been excited to talk about that. They could go to a good school, the Schofield Normal and Industrial School, that had been operating since just after the Civil War. Thank God it wasn’t some sun-whipped cotton town with a few grand houses behind magnolia trees, a cotton gin, and a water tank up on rickety stilts. He’d seen enough of those towns from the train. He’d seen enough cotton fields too, the spindly brown plants picked clean, the shacks in the middle of the stubble, half-naked children and skinny dogs in the bare yards. The worst sight had been the abandoned tracts with their deep, eroded gullies, a wasted landscape where ignorance and carelessness had done the same work the shells and bombs had done in France. The deeper into the South the train had traveled, the lower he’d felt, as though he were entering a low-pressure system of the spirit.

Here he could almost smell the complacency in the air, and he felt knives sharpening inside him. The idea of the three Longs dumped into a common grave while people let down gold-and-white awnings and worshipped the rich reminded him of why he’d come. Looking at the couple on the bed at the Waldorf, he’d felt nothing; now he was reckless with the thought that he might be the one to bring justice to these other dead. “Look here,” he said. “I guess it was whiskey that started that business with the Longs.”

Zeke shifted on the seat, and something watchful happened to his face. “I wouldn’t know about that business either, Mr. Barrett,” he said. “I surely would not know about that.” He clucked and whistled to the horse. “Get up there, you,” he said. Already Barrett had ignored Leland’s sternest warning. Talking to the black people about the Longs could bring the worst kind of trouble down onto them, he said. Leave them out of this. Do not for one minute forget where you are.

On the stoop in front of a narrow glass door, a man stood watching them, his hands shoved deep in his trouser pockets. Zeke lifted his hand. “How you this morning, Mr. Howard?” he shouted.

The man shrugged. “Comme ci, comme ça,” he said, watching Barrett.

“That’s Mr. Howard Aimar,” he said. “And that’s his car. It’s one of the new colors.” A deep green Ford was parked at the curb. “I work for him too, me and my mother both. I carry his son to school every morning of this world. I’m head on over there soon as I drop you off.”

Barrett checked his watch. Seven o’clock. “He go to work this early every morning?” he asked. He turned on the wagon seat to look, but the stoop was empty. The sun had barely cleared the trees; it struck the glass storefronts and gilded the gold letters on the office door. HOWARD AIMAR, INSURANCE AND REAL ESTATE.

“He’s a hardworking man, for sure.”

And then they pulled up in front of the hotel, and Zeke jumped down, lifted the suitcases out, closed his hand around the money Barrett held out to him. He touched the brim of his hat again. “Much obliged,” he said. “Ezekial Settles, at your service.”




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  






OPS/images/9780807149744.jpg
THE TREE OF
FORGETFULNESS

A Novel
PAM DURBAN








OPS/images/common.jpg






OPS/images/pub.jpg
X

Louisiana State University Press
Baton Rouge





