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For my son, Keats Merritt Bond Baughman.
You are my needle pointing north.



Eatonville, Florida
September 29, 1956

Granddaughter:
Every day since I was fourteen, the scar on my left
hand reminds me of your grandfather, my dear
Teddy. He told me that the scar would fade, and he
was right — it mostly did. But when I hold my hand
up in the bright noonday light, a shadow of that 1905
scar survives.
Everyone in Eatonville suffered terribly that year,
including my best friend, Zora. Grief and loss afflicted
us both. It chased us through a grove in the lightning and rain. At kitchen tables and on porch swings,
at swamp banks and in dark cabins, loss bore down
on our necks with icy blue and stinging breath. The
faded scar on my hand is a testament to how Teddy
and Eatonville helped me to heal in place. They were
my anchors, my salve, my proof of miracles.
Grief prodded Zora to reject miracles. She insisted,
instead, that earth and life on it make sense. Stories are
the thing that anchored her. Eatonville itself couldn’t
give her peace, but stories about Eatonville might.

She carried the story of Eatonville with her around
the world. Stories protected her, healed her. And the
summer of 1905 was Zora’s last in Eatonville.
And now you, her namesake, are leaving. I offer
the story of our parting as a goodbye. I hope this story
will be for you a harbor in the storm.
The final thing I must say is: fear no loss. Despite
our efforts, loss touches us all. Stand brave, dear girl.
Loss will not be your undoing. Loss cannot hold a
candle to love. Love is our story.
Your grandmother,
Carrie Baker

PART ONE



CHAPTER ONE



M

ama’s employers, the Brays, had gone on
summer vacation to the South Carolina
shore. Usually, when the Brays went away,
Mama looked after Mrs. Bray’s old aunt, Miss Pitty.
But in the summer of 1905, Mama had somehow
convinced Mrs. Bray to take the elderly Miss Pitty
along with them. It was the very first vacation she had
ever been granted in a lifetime of labor. Triumphant,
Mama declared her intention to keep right on working full days, but with me. Working with me, working
for us, was different.
It’s almost hard to believe now that I was just
thirteen when I started taking in laundry from Lake
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Maitland. A couple days a week, I boiled water in a
zinc barrel and dropped tablecloths and sheets in with
the lye soap I made. I stirred, I rinsed, I wrung. Then I
hung the large white squares on the line alongside our
house. On hot days, I stewed in stifling tedium. On
windy days, the linens billowed like clouds and the
sight gave me pride in my work.
With Mama’s help that summer, I could complete twice the loads in half the time. I was able to
earn more, too, with leftover time for relaxing. Instead
of unpinning sheets from the line and ironing in the
early evening, I could sit beside Mama on our porch
swing, cross-stitch, and watch the deepening sky coax
out the first stars. That summer, Mama’s oval face
glowed with health and peace. I remember feeling the
only way you can after spending a perfectly sorted
day doing good and honest work beside someone you
love: grateful.
On one such evening, the sound of an engine and
a small black cloud announced the speedy approach
of a horseless carriage. We squinted into the setting
sun to make out who it was.
“It’s Mr. Baker,” Mama said. I stood, overjoyed,
certain that Teddy would be with him. Teddy hadn’t
mentioned dropping by. No matter. Whether he
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appeared at my door, we met at the Loving Pine, we
crossed paths in the forest where there were no paths,
or we bumped into each other on Joe Clarke’s porch,
where it felt like all paths led, Teddy, in my heart
and in my home, was always welcome and always new.
Teddy waved from the front seat, beside his father.
The horseless drew very close now. Mr. Baker
parked it next to a spiky, squat palm in our yard and
killed the engine. There was another surprise! Zora
was riding in the back.
“Hello there,” Mr. Baker called, his silver spectacles catching the light. His friendly, routine words
were one thing, his tone another. He sounded as if he
were trying to keep down a roaring cough, stifle something. Teddy got out of the automobile in a hurry, but
Zora still managed to beat him to the dooryard. They
were both electric with some sort of news. I couldn’t
tell if it was bad news, exciting news, or both.
Mama picked up on it, too, and got straight to the
point. “Alan, what’s going on?”
Mr. Baker took off his hat. “A white law man
came to Joe Clarke’s today,” he said cheerlessly, “a
sheriff from Sanford.”
“What about?” There was dread in her voice.
“There’s a man on the run by the name of Terrace
7
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Side,” Mr. Baker said. “This white sheriff says this Mr.
Side escaped from a chain gang stationed in Georgia,
at the border. The authorities suspect the fugitive’s
trekking all night and hiding out all day. They even
suspect he’s heading to Eatonville, for refuge.”
“Why?” Mama asked. “Does he have people in
Eatonville? Ain’t no one here called Side, is there?”
“No, ma’am,” Mr. Baker answered. “But that
sheriff thinks Side would come here, counting on the
protection of something more formidable than a single colored family: an entire colored town.” Mr. Baker
paused. “You know what Joe Clarke told that white
man to his face?” he asked, a small grim smile on his
lips. “He said, Eatonville doesn’t harbor murderers, black or
white.”
“That’s just what Mr. Clarke told him,” Teddy
said, awe and respect in his voice and expression.
“So is that what this Side fellow got put away
for, murder?” Mama was more businesslike than
impressed.
“Yes,” Mr. Baker answered, “according to that
sheriff.”
“But do we know for sure?” While I reeled,
Mama’s common sense raged. “For all we know, he
might have knocked over a houseplant in some rich
8
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white lady’s house. For all we know, this man may be
guilty only of running for his life.”
“We don’t know,” Mr. Baker said, somber and
defeated-like. “The one thing we know for sure is that
the white law man says anyone who dares to abet the
fugitive will be punished, severely. Search parties from
Georgia will be coming through, looking for Side’s
hideout. So we’ve got to get the word out to everyone, including folks in Blue Bay and Lake Catherine.
Keep your door and windows locked, a lantern lit,”
Mr. Baker advised. “A house with the lights on won’t
look like a good hiding place to either a fugitive or
a mob.” Mr. Baker looked at Teddy. “We better get
on. We’ve got the ride of Paul Revere ahead of us and
still got Zora here to drop home.”
An awkward silence followed.
John Hurston was on the road and had been for
weeks, traveling the borders of Alabama, Georgia, and
Florida on a preaching tour. Lucy Hurston had been
taking to her bed on and off since he’d gone. More
than ever, Zora was needed at home.
“This is all precaution,” Mr. Baker tried to reassure. “That’s all, precaution. I’m not sure that Side
man is here in Eatonville. The poor man may very
well be apprehended even before the search parties get
9
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here.” Mr. Baker shook his head. “Heaven help him
if he is.”
“I’m no martyr, so I’m not going out looking for
Side tonight,” said Mama, “but if Side finds his way
to my house seeking refuge, it’s my Christian duty to
help him.”
Teddy blinked, rocked back on his heels by my
mother’s bravery. Zora got incredibly still. In admiration, I think, for Mama’s Christian virtue. My lips
quivered. Mr. Baker pursed his. “Be careful,” he cautioned, “very, very careful.”
“I will,” Mama answered quietly, “by putting my
faith in the Lord. Tonight, I’ll be praying for everybody in Eatonville, everybody.”

10
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A

fter a late supper, we set our hands, if not
our minds, to sewing and needlework at our
table. Mama worked on trimming the collar
of a blouse with a lace wreath. I returned to my crossstitch of a lamb beneath the crucifix. Earlier I had
made such little progress on the rugged cross that I
abandoned it altogether to work on the lamb’s ebony
eyes. As I threaded a new needle with black thread, we
were startled by howls, barks, and the trampling of
feet in our dooryard.
In one fluid motion, Mama rose from her chair,
grabbed me, and shoved me under the table. Staying
on her hands and knees, she crawled over to the
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front window and crouched below it. The porch
swing chain jangled and shrieked and whined. Dogs
scratched wildly at the door. Fists pounded at it. The
butt of a gun hammered at it. The hinges rattled. My
bowels tightened.
“Open up!” a voice ripped the night. “Open up!”
The dogs quieted and the swift response to an order
of any kind indicated there were fewer animals than I
feared, probably no more than three, but it only took
one dog to maim, kill. Who were these people who
had come with dogs? Why were they here?
“I live here,” Mama called, her voice steady.
“This is my house.” Mama and I locked eyes. Hers
instructed me to remain silent.
The butt of a gun hammered again, hard. “Fugitive
search! Open up! Now!” Mama jumped up and sprang
the door ajar.
Two dogs, three men. The man with the rifle
stepped into our home. One of the dogs came with
him. One look and I knew I couldn’t maroon my
mother. I crawled out from under the table and hurried over to stand beside her.
“That’s right,” the man said, his tidewater-green
eyes appraising us. The dog sniffed around our meager sitting room, put its paws on our table and our
12
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sewing, then dashed off to our bedroom. The animal
was searching for the scent it had been trained to find:
Terrace Side.
“Why are you here?” Mama asked.
The man went to our table and rubbed a dirty
thumb over the paw print left on my cross-stitch by
the dog, deepening the stain. The kitchen clock ticked
slowly, loudly. “We’re looking for something. My
dog Pixie will tell us if that something happens to be
here.”
One of the other two men also stepped inside.
A wide-brimmed hat made his neck look thick. The
third kept watch on the porch with the other dog.
Pixie came out of our bedroom and returned to her
master’s side.
The man rubbed the dog’s fawn-colored fur affectionately. “Pixie say no one else here. Pixie say you all
alone — till we got here, anyway. I can’t believe that,
the two of you, much prettier than them fancy ribbons and lace. Much prettier,” he nattered on. “And
you all alone.”
Tidewater Eyes reached out and laid his filthy
hand on my mother’s neck. Thick Neck lifted the
brim of his hat to better observe his friend’s actions.
I held my breath. Mama gritted her teeth. I
13
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feared this man’s touch was going to choke us both.
“Sir”— fear and disgust stretched Mama’s lips into
a grimace —“if your business here is done, please
leave us be.” Then she prayed. “Please, Lord, please.
Instruct these men to leave us be.”
God answered, with a solution the devil could
cotton to. Out on the road, an engine snarled and a
horn tooted shrilly.
Then a monstrously musical voice beckoned: “The
nigger’s been caught! Come on, fellas! Come on outta there! Let’s
go have us some real fun! Yahoo! Bells are a-ringing! Bells are
a-ringing! The nigger’s been caught at Lake Bell! Let’s go have some
real fun! At Lake Bell! Yahoo! The nigger’s been caught at Lake
Bell. Bells are a-ringing!”
Two women alone in a house were a mere sideshow. The torture of Terrace Side was the main event.
The man and the dog on the porch went to join the
troop down on the road. Thick Neck also withdrew.
Tidewater Eyes removed his hand from Mama’s neck.
I quickly grabbed her wrist, in order to subdue her
urge to spit in his face.
“We’ve got to go,” he said, almost as if he were
apologizing. “But would you first be so kind as to
answer a question for me?”
He didn’t bother to wait for Mama’s answer.
14
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“How far is Lake Bell from here?”
Mama admitted what could not be disputed:
“Not far.”
“Not far as in the next town over, or not far as in
right here in your little colored part of this country?”
Mama was silent.
“Ah,” he said. “Looks like Eatonville is a winner!”
The horseless rattled to life, and Tidewater left,
Pixie trotting beside him.
Hell moved on in a pack. It had less than a quarter
mile to go before arriving at Lake Bell.
Mama stood limp by our table. I staggered over
to close the front door and then retched. The gesture shattered the veneer of my anger. Raw pain at our
vulnerability writhed beneath it. Finally, Mama and
I collapsed and wept, clinging to each other as if to
rafts in a flood.
We didn’t know Terrace Side, had never laid eyes
on him. Yet he had delivered to us a near-catastrophe.

15
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N

ear dawn, we finally slept. When we woke
at midmorning, Mama and I dressed and
went immediately to the Hurstons’ to check
on them. Everywhere the air was smoky, putrid, gray.
The mob had set a fire; that much was sure. Sadly,
I prayed that if Terrace Side had died, he had done
so alone, that no one from Eatonville had suffered
alongside him.
The shadows of the chinaberry leaves flickered on
the Hurstons’ roof. Lucy Hurston sat on the porch in
the tall rocker: a papery blossom, hardly occupying a
sliver of shade.
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On seeing how Mrs. Hurston looked, Mama
dashed up the path ahead of me. “Lucy Hurston!”
Mama scolded. “You should be in bed! Why you out?
Why?”
Lucy Hurston smiled weakly. “I feel better than I
look, and that’s saying something at a time like this.”
She slid on her cotton corded slippers and made
to stand, using the arms of the chair for support.
Mama went to steady her, but Lucy Hurston held her
own.
“Old Lady Bronson’s lemon-and-onion syrup
would do you some good,” Mama declared. “And
with all those pills Doc Brazzle rolls, he sure enough
must have something that will help you rest, sleep.”
Zora came out on the porch. Mrs. Hurston
grabbed her daughter’s hand. “Who could sleep with
what went on in this town last night?” Lucy Hurston
asked. “Tell me, did you sleep?”
“Barely,” Mama answered. “We had unexpected
visitors.”
Zora reached out to me tenderly, but I involuntarily flinched. The shock at what my reflex intimated
caused her to throw her hand to her mouth. I had
surprised even myself. Contritely, I took her hand and
placed it over my heart, my way of reassuring her. The
17
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realization startled Lucy Hurston. Mama shook her
head and said, “No, not that, thankfully.”
“Are you all right?” Lucy Hurston asked softly.
“You really both all right?”
“Yes,” I answered.
Zora exhaled. “The mob rode past here. We heard
them. That was all. That was enough.”
“Side was discovered at Lake Bell,” Mama said.
“The men that came to our place went with a gang
there —” And Lucy Hurston shivered with the
knowledge of what the mob went there to do, how men
with their guns cocked and torches alight could set
foot anywhere — on our shores, our land, our doorstep — and assume ownership of all our property,
including our bodies and souls.
Mama said, “Let me take you inside, Lucy. You
should be lying down.” Mrs. Hurston obliged, and
the two disappeared inside the house.
Ever since Lucy Hurston had returned home from
Alabama, she’d been bad and then worse.
Her youngest sister had birthed a baby boy two
months before it was his time to come. A letter
arrived detailing how the first-time mother had lost a
pitcher of blood, the baby no bigger than a pine cone.
Immediately, Mrs. Hurston set out for Notasulga,
18
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Alabama, by train to be with her sister and tiny
nephew. Neither survived.
While Mrs. Hurston was in Alabama, John
Hurston began what was to be his last preaching tour.
It was Lucy Hurston who had pushed the idea of
it being his last time out on the road. At first, John
Hurston resisted. Lucy Hurston, however, got her
husband to think bigger. “Powerful men don’t go
running behind folks,” she told him. “Folks run to
see powerful men. You a mighty powerful man, John.
You’ve paid your dues out on the road, John. It’s time
you reap the rewards here at home. It’s time you let
folks come to you, where you live.”
Reverend Hurston could not quarrel with that.
Once upon a time, he had been a nobody from across
the creek. Now he was a respected citizen of America’s
first black-run incorporated town and a man of means.
Mrs. Hurston had used her husband’s own ego and
self-image to get him right where she needed him: at
home, in Eatonville.
“One moment, Mama looks drawn, pale,” Zora
said. “The next moment, she glows some kind of
sheen. Then the sweats start. They smell, so I hope
that’s a sign that whatever’s ailing Mama is getting
outta her system.”
19
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“I can wash her bedding for you,” I offered. “I’ll
pick it up whenever you like.”
“Thank you,” Zora said, and we went inside. In
the kitchen, Zora’s sister, Sarah, was pouring tea for
my mother and hers.
“By what you’re telling me,” Mrs. Hurston said,
glowering, “Side was probably lynched at Lake
Bell. Lynched in Eatonville. In Eatonville . . .” Mrs.
Hurston believed the horror, but wanted desperately
to disbelieve that it had occurred in our home, our
town, on our watch. “There wasn’t anybody in this
town to stop what happened to Terrace Side,” she
lamented. “My husband wasn’t even here.”

20
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T

he only way to find out how the rest of the
town had weathered the assault was to go to
Joe Clarke’s. Though the store and porch
were full of folks, only one person spoke at a time and
they did so very quietly.
Bynum George said that the search party had
pelted him and his wife, Maisie, with eggs from their
own chickens before shooting up their coop. Dead
birds littered the young couple’s yard. Bertram Edges
said that all the windows on his house had been
smashed. A barrage of bullets had destroyed Willie
Mosely’s chimney, and the native South Carolinian
pronounced himself lucky. The same, of course, could

 The Summoner 
not be said of the fugitive, Terrace Side. He was the
only known casualty of the night.
Jessie Brinks, a bowlegged peanut farmer, sat on
the banister, looking like he was trying hard not to
show how upset he was. “Anybody been to Lake Bell
yet?” he asked.
Mr. Clarke rubbed his eyes. “Yes,” he answered.
“I have.”
Mr. Brinks started, stopped, and started again.
“What did you see?”
“Ashes, scorched earth. I’m guessing that before
they burned Side, they broke him up real bad, probably pulverized that boy.”
The soul of the town buckled under the weight
of the murderous violence. By the front door of Joe’s
store, one soul in particular, the old man Chester
Cools, began to show signs of collapse. Like topsoil
in an earthquake, Mr. Cools started trembling and
shaking, scattering from himself but staying of a piece
simultaneously. Joe Clarke grabbed him under the
arms, trying to support him.
“Chester, Chester! Can you hear me? Can you
hear me?” Mr. Clarke barked in an effort to bring
Chester back to the moment. Doc Brazzle, the town
physician, took hold of Chester’s chin and opened his
22
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mouth to observe the tongue. The gesture seemed to
interrupt Mr. Cools’s convulsions. He calmed immediately. The interest of the crowd died away almost
instantly, too. Chester Cools was a fixture — a peculiar one — so was easy to dismiss. No one considered
Mr. Cools dangerous or even menacing. I never did.
In fact, there was only one thing about him that ever
interested anyone.
The story got told that from the perch of a
fine Georgia sycamore on a November night, a
young Chester Cools had watched Sherman torch
the Confederacy. Since little else was known about
Chester Cools’s past, the assumption got born that
there was just little else of note about him to know.
Some men, like Joe Clarke, one of the founders of
Eatonville, are legendary for their actions. Other men,
like Mr. Cools, become legendary for their witness.
Mr. Cools leaned into Joe Clarke and muttered
something in his ear.
Doc Brazzle had obviously overheard, judging by
his pinched and puzzled expression.
When Mr. Clarke answered, it became clear what
Chester Cools had said. “No. The plan to expand
the town hasn’t changed.” Mr. Cools stared at him in
silence.
23
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Joe Clarke did what he did best: he made sense
and stayed calm. “Expanding the town shouldn’t
worry you, Chester,” Mr. Clarke said. “I better get
you home. You had some sort of spell. You need rest.
Everybody in this town does.”
Doc Brazzle placed his hand on Mr. Cools’s forehead. “A little warm,” he commented. “Chester, do
you have a history of — ?” Dr. Brazzle paused, searching for a phrase that wouldn’t insult the patient, but
before he could finish, Mr. Cools came to life.
“History?” Mr. Cools asked vehemently. “Do I
have a history? Well, my history is why I came here
to Eatonville. I came here to escape my history. And
you can be sure that’s why Terrace Side came here,
too. He probably thought this place could erase his
history, swallow it whole, and let him start over.
Instead, Terrace’s history ate him alive. Just like mine.
My history finished me off long ago. Because no matter how big Eatonville is or gets, history is bigger; it
will finish her. It sure will.”
Mr. Cools’s prophecy startled everyone on the
porch that day, and it caused both Doc Brazzle and
Mr. Clarke to take a step back. It occurred to everyone in the town, especially Joe Clarke, that the history
we were making could very well be the seed of our
24
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destruction. The raid suggested that it could be.
I had no idea when the territory of Florida officially became a part of the United States of America,
but the country gained its independence from Britain
in 1776. What America was for white folks in that
all-important year, Eatonville became for black folks
right here in America in 1887. We didn’t have a
White House, but we had Joe Clarke’s store. Almost
every man in town worked or managed his own land.
Every child was enrolled in school. Sunday morning
worship was better attended than the juke joint on
Saturday night. Eatonville was considered a promised
land for colored folk. Prosperous and industrious,
Eatonville was bound to become a source of anxiety
and envy for white folks sooner or later.
A month earlier, Mr. Clarke had submitted a proposal to the governor’s office in Tallahassee for the
expansion of Eatonville. The idea was shrewd and farsighted. Since 1887, two colored villages had formed
in the square mile around our Eden. Lake Catherine
came first. Then Blue Bay sprang up, and neither of the
settlements was officially incorporated like Eatonville.
Neither had a mayor, a marshal, nor a general store, so
the people of Lake Catherine and Blue Bay naturally
patronized Joe Clarke’s. They frequented Eatonville’s
25
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single federal building, the post office, and Mr.
Calhoun had opened Eatonville’s schoolhouse to their
children. Since the people of Lake Catherine, Blue Bay,
and Eatonville had been merging anyway, Joe Clarke
suggested the union be made official with the formal
redrawing of Eatonville’s borders. The fledgling villages voiced hearty support for the plan, as did the
folks of Eatonville. Everyone’s desire was to extend
the sphere of shelter. Joe Clarke intended to extend
that promise to as many colored folks as he could.
The fugitive Terrace Side had very likely heard of that
safe harbor, that haven called Eatonville.
Mr. Clarke, his eyes shining with tears of sorrow, anger, and pride, said, “History’s not a monster
that devours men. It’s the sum of the choices and the
chances we take, if the white folks don’t snatch them
from us first. Our town survived last night. Our town
has survived other hardships. Our town has survived
for eighteen years. We’ll survive the expansion, too,”
he continued, “and we’ll be better off than we are
now, stronger. When it’s all done, we’ll be stronger.”
Hope for the future invested Mr. Clarke with magnanimity. “We’ll be stronger, Chester. You’ll see. You
don’t need to be afraid. No one does.”
26
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J

ohn Hurston returned to Eatonville shortly thereafter because he was presiding over services at our
church, New Hope Macedonia, the following
Sunday. Zora sat in the front pew with her mother, her
sister, and her brother Everett, as was custom for the
preacher’s family. Restless as always, Zora kept looking back over her shoulder at the church’s entrance.
I couldn’t figure out why, and my anxiousness about
it might as well have sprinkled hoodoo dust on me
because I achooed one hurricane of a sneeze.
“God bless you,” my mother said. “And don’t
worry,” she whispered, tapping my knee, “your time
is coming.”
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I blinked hard. “Huh?” Then everyone in the
church turned their heads. I shifted in the pew and
saw sixteen-year-old Fanny Miller walking down
the aisle. I turned back around and saw that a handsome stranger with a mustache like a push broom was
standing at the altar next to Reverend Hurston. It was
as if I had dozed off in the middle of a lesson, only
waking at the critical moment.
“The reverend just announced it,” my mother
whispered. “Fanny’s fixin’ to be married.”
“Married?”
“Yes.” Mama squeezed my hand and dabbed at
her eyes with a lilac handkerchief.
“Pairs abound in this world,” Reverend Hurston
began. “Soil and the ground.” He gestured downward. “The clouds in the sky.” He pointed up and
smiled broadly as if God Himself were looking down.
“There’s also the pair we’re celebrating this morning:
the man and his wife. But God has plans for the husband and wife far beyond them staying a pair. Genesis
two twenty-four reads,” Reverend Hurston said,
recalling from memory, “‘Therefore shall a man leave
his father and his mother, and shall cleave unto his
wife: And they shall be one flesh.’” He paused, marking the end of the scripture, but then he pondered
28
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aloud the beauty and the aspiration in the phrase,
“One flesh. That’s what a man and his wife are: one.
This ceremony is your rebirth as one new flesh.” He
spoke directly to the couple. “Happy birthday!”
More Happy birthdays, along with some Amens, Sure
enoughs, and Yes, sirs,
sir filled the air. During the ceremony,
I thought about Teddy and how much I missed seeing
him in his crisp white shirt and camel-colored suspenders on Sunday mornings. For months now he had
been spending weekends at his brother Micah’s place,
helping to build one of the largest horse barns in
Orange County. I wondered whether Teddy was sawing
or hammering right then, whether the sun was hot on
his shoulders, or if he was taking a break in the shade
with a drink. As my mind’s eye lingered on Teddy’s
face, Reverend Hurston boomed in conclusion, “I
now pronounce you man and wife!” The words forced
me to take in the couple standing before the congregation. Fanny’s expression was a bit slack-jawed. The
groom, whose name was Rudolph, gave a toothless
smile. He looked pleased if not altogether happy.
At school, Mr. Calhoun had put Fanny in charge
of checking the spelling and arithmetic of the youngest children. She managed her duties well and kept an
eye on us older kids, too, often intercepting the notes
29
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passed back and forth between Hennie Clarke and
Stella Brazzle. Aside from relishing the satisfaction of
Fanny sabotaging Stella, I couldn’t mistake my tears
for amassing in a longstanding well of feeling. The
slack-jawed mien that had flickered on Fanny’s face
after she had been pronounced somebody’s wife was
what petitioned my sympathy. Without embarrassing
herself or her parents, Fanny had tried her best to pass
a note, one written in universal code across her countenance, to the whole church. Though I had received
the message loud and clear, what made me weep was
that there wasn’t a solitary thing for Fanny I could do.
Afterward, the congregation gathered outside
on the hard clay to see the newlyweds off. Rudolph
beamed so at his brown automobile, you might have
thought he had just married the machine. A single
small suitcase in the back seat contained all of Fanny’s
belongings. Next to me, Sarah was staring at the suitcase. All the while, a young man I had never seen
before was staring at Sarah.
“Nice wedding,” he said to Sarah with a nervous
smile. “Your father is quite the preacher.”
Sarah turned to the stranger, surprised. She hadn’t
noticed the young man standing so close. Her single
onyx braid, thick and luxurious, hung over her right
30
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shoulder like a miniature stole. The young man
looked as if he wanted to touch it, pet it.
“Why, yes, he is,” Sarah answered somewhat hesitantly, not yet sure what to make of this tall, brown
man with keen features and a pleasant voice.
He held his hand out to her. “I’m East Wheeler, a
friend of Rudolph’s.”
“Sarah Hurston,” she said, accepting East’s hand.
All this while, Fanny’s mother was bawling. Before
long, I began crying, too.
Rudolph started up the engine. Mr. and Mrs.
Miller hugged and kissed Fanny goodbye one last
time. Mrs. Miller held to her heart a piece of the eyelet cloth that had been used for the modest train of
Fanny’s wedding dress. The new bride’s eyes stayed
locked on her mother’s. Mr. Miller grinned, relieved, I
think, to be done with the expense of having a daughter and no wedding reception to pay for. The rear of
Rudolph’s automobile was adorned with pink ribbons and tin cans. Rudolph and Fanny waved as the
new husband released the clutch, pressed the gas, and
carried his bride off, spokes aglitter and the ribbons
streaming.
“Had Fanny even seen that man before today?”
Zora asked aloud. Reverend Hurston overheard her
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and put away his smiles and small talk to shoot daggers at Zora.
“If you must know,” he answered, “the match had
been in the making for some time. It was I who suggested the Millers move up the wedding date.” John
Hurston briefly paused. “After the awful, awful thing
with Terrace Side, the folks in this town needed a joyous occasion. But I don’t suppose a joyous marriage is
something you’ll ever know about, so I shouldn’t be
surprised at your attitude, Zora.” Mr. Hurston jabbed
gladly now. “Who would marry you?”
“You’ve got it all wrong, Daddy.” Zora was not
immune to her father’s cruelty, but self-possession
occasionally helped blunt the sting. “Who would I
even want to marry? That’s the real question. I can
tell you one thing for sure, it won’t be no preacher!
Never!”
John Hurston took a step toward his daughter,
but Mrs. Hurston grabbed Zora by the hand and gave
her husband an affectionate and tired smile. “Just
think, Zora, what a fool I must have been, falling in
love with your father at first sight.” Lucy Hurston’s
words mixed dusk and dawn. The good-humored
rebuke warmed Mr. Hurston’s face and calmed
Zora. Then Lucy Hurston’s eye caught sight of East
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Wheeler sweet-talking Sarah. An internal maternal
alarm instantly tensed the frail woman.
“Why, hello,” Lucy Hurston said, interrupting
the conversation.
East politely bowed his head. “Ma’am.”
“Mama, this is East Wheeler,” Sarah said a little
hurriedly, embarrassed by the attention.
“Sir, it’s an honor,” East held out his hand to
John Hurston. “I greatly enjoyed the ceremony. You
delivered my friend Rudolph into matrimony in fine
fashion, sir, very fine.”
“Thank you,” John Hurston accepted the compliment and East himself with a hearty, welcoming
handshake. Zora frowned at her father and defensively planted herself at Sarah’s side. Sarah shot her
little sister a curious glance.
Sarah, their father’s favorite, and Zora, their
father’s hated, had never been friends. Lucy’s condition, largely playing out in their father’s absence, had
changed that. Viewing each other through the love of
their mother, Zora and Sarah had become allies.
“Did you come very far for the wedding, Mr.
Wheeler?” Lucy Hurston asked.
“No,” East answered proudly. “I moved to Lake
Catherine just over a month ago. I’ve started a coach
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service in these parts. Right now, I’m carrying folks
in a horse and buggy, mostly to and from the train
station in Maitland. Before long, I reckon, I’ll have
enough saved to purchase a horseless like Rudolph’s.”
Ambition for the material things in life further
lubricated John Hurston’s favorable impression of the
young man. The successful striver placed an approving hand on East’s athletic shoulder but played the
part of minister. “It takes more than money to build
something,” he said. “It takes faith, too.”
“I was planning on attending service again next
week,” East answered eagerly. He gave Sarah a quick
sweet glance. “I’d like to join your flock.”
Mr. Hurston said kindly, “Well, fine!”
East stepped toward Sarah, took her hand, and
kissed it. “It was an honor making your acquaintance
on this very special day, Miss Sarah.”
Sarah nodded, blushing to the roots of her hair.
“Yours, too,” she managed.
Mrs. Hurston flashed the guarded grin of a white lie
to East. “Don’t make a stranger of yourself,” she said.
The afternoon after Fanny got married, Zora and I
met as we always did on Sundays at the Loving Pine.
As our sacred place, it was fitting that the Loving
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Pine was also Zora’s study. She worked there atop a
crate lid, her white paper glowing like treasure against
the backdrop of the cool green forest. For as long as I
could remember, Zora told stories. When she started
writing them down, it seemed the most natural thing
in the world.
It was a strange thing, but Zora and I never spoke
about writing and she didn’t talk about it.
I most hated to interrupt Zora when she stared up
through the tree’s canopy daydreaming. I understood
innately that it was in daydreams that stories searched
for spirits they considered safe harbor and, finding
one, docked. Zora was one such spirit. Zora had been
called to speak in this world with her pen. Her genius
also required her to listen.
Zora read Rudyard Kipling’s Kim aloud while I
combed, greased, and plaited her hair. Doing something besides making lye or stirring and scrubbing
laundry was sweet relief for my raw hands. Previously,
we had fallen in love with the talking snake in The
Jungle Book and had been excited to give another Kipling
novel a try. We were disappointed that this one didn’t
have any sharp-witted animals in it, but we rooted for
the Irish orphan alone in India just the same.
We were at the part in the story when Kim,
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recently appointed a monk’s apprentice, began learning of the Wheel of Things. One of the phenomena
on the wheel, everlasting life, came at the heavy cost
of dying again and again and again. I couldn’t fathom
the idea, not in any reasonable way, which was why it
captivated and frightened me.
I made a zigzag part down the middle of Zora’s
head, dipped my fingers in the pomade, and oiled her
scalp. I started a five-stranded braid. The woven hair
reminded me of a crochet chain. Right then I wished I
had some red ribbon to pull through the plaits to give
them some color.
The singing drifter, Ivory, whose headless body
Mr. Cools had discovered at the railroad tracks five
years ago, had not entered my thoughts in a long time.
Recently, however, my daydreams would turn a corner
and trip over the wooden shards of his bashed guitar.
Or I’d be hanging sheets and, out of the corner of my
eye, think I glimpsed a tattered red ribbon like the one
Ivory used as a strap. Had the horrible fate of Terrace
Side conjured these fragments of my fears? Or had a
benevolent force planted these warning flags?
Just then, Zora thunder-clapped the book shut.
Apparently, the Wheel of Things had spun her
around, too.
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“Can you believe my father,” she cried, “thinking
that marrying off Fanny in a hurry would somehow
be medicine for the town? How can it? How can a girl
getting married cancel out a man getting hunted down
and lynched? It doesn’t make any sense.”
I hesitated, then said, “I doubt one thing can
really cancel out the other, but the wedding did make
my mother feel better. It was a distraction.”
“I’ll tell you about distractions,” Zora cried
angrily. “With just a few looks, that East fellow practically emptied Sarah’s head of everything that was in
it. As for Fanny, she deserves more from her life than
a husband more in love with his car than with her!
“I overheard Mr. Calhoun tell Fanny two or
three times that she should apply to a teacher’s college in Alabama. Now that Fanny’s married, it’s too
late. Soon we’ll hear that she’s having a baby. The
next time we see her, she’ll have four or five children
underfoot, the only pupils she’ll ever have now. It’s
not fair!” Zora blazed.
For girls, especially colored ones like us, little was
fair.
air. While we never questioned our inherent value,
air
the safety and dignity we experienced within the borders of Eatonville did not lead us to assume we should
expect equality beyond them.
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“I’m not getting married!” Zora declared. “Not
in three years, not in three hundred years! Marriage
scoops girls up and takes us out of the world. Not
me. I want to travel places as far away as Lahore.”
Zora held up the book. “Yes, Eatonville is my home,
always will be. But I don’t have to hang around here
and make sure Eatonville is all right. You and Teddy
will do that just fine.”
Her assertion floored me. “We will? How can we?
Without you?”
“You’ll have each other — that’s how.”
Until that very moment under the Loving Pine,
I had never considered that there was anything
about Zora that made taking up the mantle of wife
or mother impossible. Zora’s wheel would take her
places I couldn’t imagine, and provide her with experiences her books would one day testify to. I wish now
I had told her that a girl like Zora Neale Hurston gets
born ahead of her time so she can show folks what the
future looks like. But I didn’t know how to say that
then. I was young and born for the calendar years that
cradled my joys and suckled my sorrows.
I was lucky.

38

CHAPTER SIX



T

he world is covered in dull and sharp points
alike. That’s just nature’s way. And there are
few, if any, perfectly straight lines in nature,
except maybe the horizon and the occasional thread in
a spiderweb. There’s a curve in every stream. Branches
bend and lean. Thorns stand guard at an angle.
Straight lines are man-made, and from the moment
I started doing folks’ laundry, I cursed men for their
invention.
Before I carried my first basket of her linens
down the road, Mrs. Hopson of Woodhouse Lane
let me know she had fired her last girl for using too
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little soap and that she wouldn’t pay me, “not by
the pound, not on my pride,” if her sheets weren’t
folded edge to edge, straight line on straight line,
just so. I nodded, said “Yes, ma’am,” and toted the
basket away, wondering how that woman could look
straight ahead with eyes so deeply set she resembled
a flounder. Just the same, about a half dozen baskets
of Mrs. Hopson’s laundry later, I stood on my porch
one afternoon a week before school started alongside
Mama, stacking that lady’s lines and boiling in my
skin. Then Teddy strolled up. The sight of him blew
into my front yard like an ocean breeze. He made
everything flutter, especially my heart.
“What you two doing?” Teddy asked. “Nobody
has any business working that hard in August.”
“Well,” Mama said, her voice dancing a little.
“We ain’t nobodies. We’re somebodies. So we honor
the promises we made to folks to get their things
clean, August or not.”
“You’re the one who’s hardly breaking a sweat,”
I said, giggling, then stepped away from my work,
leaned against the porch post, and drank Teddy in.
“I do most of my chores early,” Teddy said. “Pop
insists. On the farm, we have to. Plus, tomorrow I’m
apprenticing to Doc Brazzle.”
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“You being so busy reminds me,” Mama said,
“think you and Micah can make time soon to come
by and remove the well cap? We’re running out faster
than usual with all the washing we’re doing.”
Teddy nodded, as though adding the chore to his
mental list. “You two women don’t have no business
with that heavy limestone cover. On a day like this
one, the only business anyone should have is with
a swim hole. It’s too hot for anything else. Let’s go
swimming,” Teddy said.
“Look around here.” I gestured. “Do we look
finished?”
“You will be if I help,” Teddy said, stepping
up on the porch and lifting a sheet from the ironing board. I grabbed the other end and the cotton
stretched between us like the blank slate of a shared
future. Alone, the orderliness and predictability of
work often numbed me. With Mama and Teddy, I
might as well have been dancing around a maypole.
Feigning ignorance and looking away, I brushed my
cheek with Teddy’s when we matched corners. Each
time the sheet became a more perfect, smaller square,
Teddy gave my ear a quick nuzzle perfectly timed to
avoid my mother’s glance. It didn’t hurt that Mrs.
Baker had done just as good a job teaching her boys
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how to do housework as my Mama had me. In a
delighted flash, we were finished.
“Where shall it be,” Teddy asked, “Blue Sink?”
“Yep,” I said, pulling off my scarf and untucking
the braid at the nape of my neck. For Mama, it was
undoing her apron and hanging it on the back of the
white folks’ pantry door that signaled the official end
of her workday. For me, it was taking off my scarf.
“I like your single braid,” Teddy said. “You look
womanish.”
“Flattery won’t get you more than my hand,” I
said, holding it out to him. Mama frowned playfully
at the thought of him having that much.
“That’s enough,” Teddy said, and kissed my wrist.
Mama smiled, pleased with how lightheartedly
and tenderly Teddy treated me.
“Have fun, now,” she said.
We did. We walked closely together through the
coppice of runty cedars on the sandbank beyond my
house, smiling and laughing at nothing at all. The
sandbank overlooked a clearing of pale-pink bearberry. Teddy picked a few blossoms and set them in
my hair. Then he knelt; I got on his back and he carried me, as if I weighed little more than his clothes,
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across the clearing, through the cool woods, and
nearly to Blue Sink’s bank.
We spied Zora swinging her feet over the edge.
Teddy let me down and called after her: “What
you doing sitting instead of swimming?”
Zora stood, hand on hip; she turned to face us.
“I’ve been waiting on you two.”
Teddy stripped down to a light pair of knickers,
his clothes a denim puddle at his feet. While Teddy
politely focused on how the wind parted the rows of
Spanish moss draped on the old willow, Zora and I
quickly stripped down to bloomers and chemises. I
felt prickly and pointed in a body that had rounded
out and softened. I swallowed hard. Zora counted,
“One, two, three!”
We jumped. We swam. We climbed up the mossy
rocks and stepped to the edge, where we jumped and
swam again and again. Finally, exhausted, we returned
to our clothes and walked off from Blue Sink just like
that, the way we always did, like it was nothing at all.
If we had known that was the last time ever that the
three of us would swim there together, we might have
lingered long into the evening. Thunder and lightning
would have had trouble driving us away. But endings
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in life don’t often do us the courtesy of declaring
themselves, the way they do in books with the last
words on the last page.
Stories are similar to man-made straight lines.
Life is not.
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