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You fall in step behind Mother.  Vines slither around your bare feet and give you the creepy crawlies.  You wish you had put your shoes on.  

As a distraction, you pretend you are having an adventure.   Like your hero, Charles Lindbergh in the Spirit of St Louis, you are defying uncharted darkness.  


The moonlight is fighting its way through a scraggly clump of old swamp maples.  You watch as your small shadow mimics Mother’s large one moving down the path.   The air is thick and menacing.  Your nose is almost used to the dank, fetid smell that permeates this place.  Now another smell wafts across your upper lip.  It is acrid, it reminds you of camping. 


There is a sound in the distance.  A low, intermittent, crackling hiss.  Then silence.  You’re not sure at first if you heard it, but Mother has stopped, waiting, squinting into the moonlight, listening hard.  You hold your breath.   There is no sound but the tomtom noise of your heartbeat in your ears.  Mother walks on more quickly now.  


Over Mother’s shoulder, you can see inky sky.  Stars twinkle.  There is a clearing ahead, where a power pole stands.  The pole is so tall you believe the wires must run clear into Little Rock.  Now you can hear voices, hushed and angry, and that crackling again - louder this time.   Suddenly, Mother is running.


“Vernon!”  she is calling out.  Vernon is your father.  Vernon P. Doswell Jr.  That’s Skipper’s real name, too, only he’s Vernon P. Doswell the third.  Everybody calls him Skipper, though, just the same.   “Vernon!”   You reach the clearing, and your eyes are slow to adjust to the changing light.  

You recognize John Carter.  He is that Negro that always has a big smile for you and says hello and tips his hat to the ladies in the street when he’s wearing one.   He is standing on top of Sheriff Granger’s pretty Hudson Model O – right on its roof!  You look around for the Sheriff because you can’t believe he won’t be mad that John is standing on his nifty car.

You freeze.  All around you there are ghosts.  Billowy white, huge, many of them, around a campfire, standing stock still, looking at Mother.  You bury your head in Mother’s skirt, just for a second.  When you look up again, everyone is in motion, and you realize these are not ghosts, just men dressed up to look that way.

People are scrambling this way and that.   In the group, you see Dad and Skipper.  Dad points his finger, frowns, wags it slowly, and you and Mother do not move.  The bonfire glows bright orange.  In its light your eyes meet the Negro man’s.  He is smoking a cigarette.  His lips are moving so its tip bobs frantically.  He is praying, but you can’t hear.   You hope God can.

“We’re going to lynch this nigger!” one man yells, wrapping a noose around John Carter’s neck.  

The Model O jolts away.  His body pitches forward.  The rope gets very tight, jerks.  Then the night explodes in a hail of buckshot.  Your hands fly to your ears but you can still hear it and you can hear Mother screaming and screaming.  

