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Country Music
the Navy would not
let Negroes be anything but steward
mates: they served as messboys in the officers'
wardroom, or worked in the ship's laundry.
All of that has changed. Many are now in
engineering divisions—or gunnery, or fire
control. There is only one black sailor aboard
the USS Halstead; his name is Littlejohn, and
he is striking for quartermaster.
During working hours Littlejohn mostly
chips paint with the deck force—for they are
short-handed—but as a quartermaster striker
he has been taught the points of the compass
and the difference between cirrus and cirrocumulus clouds. Tonight he is in the wheelhouse standing midwatch as messenger to
Mister Walker, officer-of-the-watch—allowed
to make coffee and wear a pair of earphones.
From time to time the forward lookout
reports a light on the horizon, and Littlejohn
relays the bearing to Mister Walker.
Midwatch is said to be the longest and
lonesomest watch there is. Sailors swap tales
to make the time pass: tales of girls they have
known; monumental drinking bouts they
have staged. These tales are known as "sea
stories," and you can believe them or not.
A sailor's yarn—no matter how exaggerated
or far-fetched—makes the monotonous hours
of a long watch pass. Littlejohn listens closely
to every tale they have to tell, but he has
never told one of his own. He is new to the
ship, and not long in the Navy; if he told a
sea story he might tell about the time a white
woman drove him all around Copper Basin
County, in a red car, and made him sit in the
front seat, and bought a pistol from him for
twenty-five dollars—which is just as unlikely
as most of the tales he has heard. But there is
no point to that story, nor any ending to it,
so he does not tell it.

F

OR A LONG TIME

"Hey Littlejohn," says the helmsman,
"play us some music, why don't you?"
Littlejohn keeps a harmonica down in the
flag bag, and plays sometimes.
"We are on radio silence," says Mister
Walker.
The ship is bound for Vieques, in Puerto
Rico; it is a simulated wartime operation, and
tonight the ship is on practice radio silence.
"He's not going to go on the radio," says
Bailey, QM 1, Littlejohn's division P.O.
"You'd be surprised how sound travels
across water," says Mister Walker, who is
fresh out of Annapolis.
All his life Littlejohn has found himself
between whites wanting him to do something
different.
"He'll play soft," says the helmsman,
"Sir."
The helmsman is from South Carolina, and
favours country music. There are a good
many southern boys aboard the Halstead,
and Littlejohn knows how to play the kind of
music they like. With his harmonica he can
mimic everything from a yodel to a death
rattle—Nashville style, West Texas or what
have you. Littlejohn knows a lot more music
than the southern boys suspect, but on board
the Halstead he plays country music.
"Permission granted," says Mister Walker,
who is a stickler for terminology—and has
learned at Annapolis not to alienate your
enlisted man.
Littlejohn gives his headset to the relief
helmsman and goes out to the signal bridge
to get his harmonica out of theflagbag.
As soon as he is back the helmsman asks
for Who Was That Dude I Saw You With
Last Night?, but Bailey wants him to play
The Sincerest Story Ever Told.
When you cannot please everybody, a
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white man named Trace once told him (he
was a drinking man, and took a drink whenever he felt like it), you might as well please
yourself. All his life Littlejohn has been at
the beck and call of whites, and they are
always calling out opposite orders. Littlejohn
has just learned that there are 32 points on
the mariner's compass, divided into 360
degrees, and he believes he has travelled
every one of those directions trying to do
what whites want. Only just lately was he
getting to where he wanted to go his own way
for a change.
What he would do, he would play them,
some music that wasn't one tune or the other,
a song of his own he made up himself. They
will not know the difference. The song is
called Nigger Don't Let the Sun Set on Your
Head in Copper Basin County—but naturally
he does not give out the name of the piece he
is about to play. It is all country music to
them.
around town
recognised him. Negroes are rare in
N
this part of Tennessee, but a black boy
OT THAT MANY PEOPLE

growing up here goes mostly unnoticed: the
white sailor suit was what caught people's
attention.
But just about every face was a familiar
one to Franklin—even if he could not put a
name to it—and he stepped off the Smoky
Mountain Trailways bus with a fearful heart
to see this same street again, with the same
people walking it. He was perspiring under
his white Navy hat, but too scared to take it
off and cool himself. The hat represented the
government. It was a charm to ward off
those farmers leaning out of pickup trucks,
with faces fierce as turkeys, and big strapping
country boys lounging around town. The hat
showed Franklin belonged to the Navy now—
was government property, in fact—and
Watershed had best leave him be.
Franklin carried a set of leave papers in his
canvas bag and a harmonica in the front
pocket of his jumper, where sailors generally
carry their cigarettes. He touched the harmonica out of nervousness and started down
Depot Street to the part of town known as
Summit. He gritted his teeth and fastened his
eyes straight ahead; he had made up his mind
not to step off the sidewalk into the gutter as
he used to do when he was little—and folks

did seem to make a path for him.
Then, when he heard somebody behind
him say, "I swear if that ain't the Tolliver
nigger," it felt like a shotgun aimed at the
back of his neck. But he walked on, and the
only outright threat made was a spotted
hound that ran out of the barbershop to bark
at him—but in a foolish way, and more at the
uniform than at Franklin.
Passing the Baptist Church Franklin's
hands and feet went cold, hot as it was. He
was thinking about Billie Jean Ellis who
played piano for the church choir—did she
still?
Franklin had worked part time at the
church too—doing odd jobs for pocket
money. He remembered sitting on the
parsonage steps once, playing his harmonica.
The preacher came out and saw him and said,
"That's right, son, make a joyful noise unto
the Lord." Nobody had ever called him "son"
before. He tried to like the preacher after that
—though he had never been allowed to
attend a church service, or step inside the
church of a Sunday—only weekdays, to do
the floors and polish pews and carry last
Sunday's dead flowers off the altar. The
preacher's wife once gave him a cold leftover
waffle she said "would only go to waste," and
stood by to watch him eat it.
Another time he came within an inch of
getting bit by a black widow spider, pulling
up a rotted-out stump in the churchyard.
Here he was thinking about Billie Jean Ellis
and a black widow spider at the same time,
feeling cold all over.
on the side
of a hill and every street lengthwise,
W
from city limit to cemetery, was higher than
ATERSHED WAS BUILT

the one before. The connecting streets ran up
and down hill at a steep angle. Franklin
climbed one of these, called Grandview
Drive, to get to Summit by a back way.
Grandview Drive, Franklin recalled, was
the way he had followed Laudermilk home,
that time. One evening Franklin took it in
his head to follow the crippled beggar home.
(This made him think he might have been
followed himself, right now, and he glanced
backwards over the town along the tar roofs
going downhill like steps, but the only soul
in sight was harmless old Mr Culpepper, out
sprinkling his lawn.)
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"Howdy, sailor," said Mr Culpepper, who
was Commander of the American Legion
Post in Watershed, and took an interest in
things military.
"How do, Mister Culpepper."
Mr Culpepper was startled to hear himself
called by name by a black sailor he did not
know from Adam. He almost sprinkled his
shoetops squinting and trying to figure- out
who Franklin could be.
When Franklin followed Laudermilk home
that time he went slow about it, for the
beggar's legs were cut off at the hip, and he
had to navigate the streets on a wooden platform with roller-skate wheels nailed to it,
pushing himself along with railroad gloves.
Laudermilk used to play a mouth organ on
Saturdays in front of the Five & Dime downtown. He kept his cap laid out upside down
on the street curb beside him, where people
dropped money. It was said that Laudermilk
slept in that old cracked open mausoleum in
the cemetery with MOWBERRY carved into
the marble. There was even talk of evicting
him, if he really did sleep there, but nobody
ever got around to investigating; anyway,
there were no living descendants of the
Mowberrys left to complain.
Franklin had been half afraid of the beggar
—there was something fierce in the set of
Laudermilk's mouth—but he dearly wanted
to hear that harmonica up close. Sometimes
at night you could hear mouth-organ music
coming out of the cemetery. In town, Franklin
knew better than to linger too long in front
of the Five & Dime where Laudermilk played.
White people would not tolerate a black boy
hanging around a place where they congregated. So he decided to follow Laudermilk
home, and listen to him from somewhere out
of sight in the cemetery.
Franklin was only nine then, and Grandview Drive was steeper than it is now. The
way Laudermilk dealt with it was to crisscross
all the way up, like a spider working a web.
He used his arms as a kind of catapult so as
to hop right over patches of gravel that were
too loose and slippery to roll over with a
roller-skate platform. He was a young fellow,
for a beggar, with a big chest and thick arms
from pushing himself along on a platform all
his life. Franklin followed from a considerable distance, but crisscrossed Grandview the
very same way Laudermilk did.

Now, as Franklin came to the path that
ran between the new cemetery and the old,
he saw himself the way he was back then,
scrambling up the hillside drive to try and
sneak up on a crippled harmonica player, to
hear him play.
From this side of Summit Franklin could
see the courthouse, with a flag flying from the
dome. It was made out of Tennessee marble
from a quarry not ten miles away. In fact,
marble was so plentiful around the county
that folks used it for porch steps instead of
wood or cement, and even little cabins out in
the hills—with weatherbeaten shingles blown
apart in places like a deck of cards—had
marble porch steps.
Behind the courthouse was the jail, with a
marble front but cinder block in back. That
was where Trace had set up his dental office,
with all his equipment, and where you had to
go to get your teeth fixed. At first it was a
joke, but folks around town finally got used
to it and by now thought nothing of it.
People will get used to anything. Look at
how Franklin had come back after two years
and was something to stare at in his Navy
suit, but in two days' time they would be
used to him again and put him out of their
minds. However, Franklin did not intend to
stay around as long as that.
rr-iHE WAY TRACE had come to have his office
j_ at the jail was on account of being arrested
for drunkenness all the time—Copper Basin
County is dry. (For years Trace got his bootleg whiskey from the garbage man, who
would empty the garbage can on to his truck,
then discreetly slip a pint bottle into the
empty can before he put the lid back on.)
So it was that Trace ended up in a jail cell,
time and time again, the morning after. They
have to keep a drunk a full twenty-four hours
after an arrest, even if his name is Tolliver.
Mrs Stiles, the jailer's wife, swore by him.
Trace had done extensive root canal work on
her, and she claimed he was rough, but
skilful, and she could chew like a beaver
when he finished with her. It was she who
thought up letting Trace operate out of a
jail cell, though a privileged one—with no
bars, and his own sink, for the name Tolliver
still meant something in Tennessee (even if
one of the brothers was a drunk and the
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other one peculiar)—so the Lions Club voted
on it, and approved. At first it was something
of a joke to say, "I am on my way to the jail
to get my teeth fixed," but by and by it was
no more thought of than if Trace still kept
his office downtown over the barbershop.
Franklin's spine stiffened when he remembered how he had to inch by those jail cells,
flattened against the far wall, to keep out of
reach of drunken country boys, mean ones,
locked up. If Mrs Stiles was around it was
all right: she was noted for being hard as
nails (she carried a blackjack in her apron
pocket), but more often than not she was in
her kitchen making dinner for the prisoners.
Franklin had to run down to the jail
whenever there was a telephone message for
Trace—all his calls came through the home
phone at the Tolliver place. Franklin ran
back and forth relaying messages. When he
came to the jail he had to try and slide by the
cells without somebody catching him by the
sleeve or the back of his britches. If they
caught him they could squeeze him up against
the bars and hurt him.
"Was you looking cross-eyed at me,
penned up in here?"
"If you don't run get me a pack of cigarettes right quick I'll cut your ears off when I
get out of here!"
Just good old boys, everybody said, but
wild. To Franklin they were devils, pure and
simple. He had dreams about what they
would do to him if they caught him.
Then Franklin's big trouble came along
when he was fifteen, and went over to the
jail one time to take Trace's mail to him.
Without thinking to knock, he walked
straight into the little office-cell. There was
Billie Jean Ellis sitting in the dentist chair,
rolling her silk stockings down. She had
already peeled her clothes off to the waist,
like a banana peeled halfway down—her
smooth bare skin just as white as the inside
of a banana, too. Trace was circling Billie
Jean like a honeybee, his white dentist jacket
off and his suspenders down. When he saw
Franklin he pulled them back up. Everybody
froze dead still for a second. Billie Jean Ellis
made no move to cover herself with the
blouse lying in her lap, her big wide mouth
open in a silly smile—but Trace gave Franklin a
hard look he'd not likely forget. Franklin dropped letters all over the floor backing out of there.

same path Franklin followed Laudermilk down, cemH
eteries on two sides. The path, when you got
ERE WAS THE VERY

past the cemetery, used to be a popular
lover's lane with the young people—but that
was before everybody took to courting in
automobiles.
The biggest stone in the "new" cemetery
was the Tolliver monument, and beside it the
two plots: Martin B. and Clara M. Clara M.
was old Mrs Tolliver who halfway brought
Franklin up, before she died. She took the
trouble to teach him to read—for the nearest
Coloured school was over thirty miles away—
and when Mrs Tolliver died, Lionel took up
Franklin's lessons where she left off. People
who knew the family said the Tolliver nigger
would likely turn out to be the best-educated
darky in Tennessee, for the Tollivers were all
smart people.
One time Mrs Tolliver said to him, "The
name Franklin means 'free man'—please
think upon that when you feel oppressed,
that it may prove your heart's balm." Franklin had thought of it several times since, but
it had never proved his heart's balm in the
least.
Mrs Tolliver had cared more for books
than people. She would read out in her
hammock on the verandah till the light got
too poor to see by and it got too cool to sit
out. Then she would take up her cane (she
had heart trouble, and dizzy spells) and come
in, and Franklin would lay a fire for her and
take her bottle down from the kitchen cabinet.
She always had a toddy of Southern Comfort,
with a sugar cube in it, before supper. She
was kindly, but not close. She was not even
close to her own two boys. When she died
Lionel took all her books to a back room at
the courthouse, where they made a library
out of them, known as the Clara M. Tolliver
Memorial Library to this day.
The two plots left beside the Tolliver stone
were for Lionel and Trace.
On the other side of the path, in the "old"
cemetery, was that same mausoleum marked
MOWBERRY—about to cave in, all grown
over with cudzew—where Laudermilk was
said to sleep. Franklin never saw him again
after the day he followed him home.
That time, the minute Laudermilk got to
the cemetery gate, he spun around on his
little platform and fixed his eye on Franklin.
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"Where you going, boy?"
"Nowheres."
"You following me?"
Franklin did not answer.
Laudermilk took the harmonica out of his
shirt pocket, the same place where Franklin
carried his now. There was a crafty smile on
Laudermilk's face.
"You wished you could play one, don't
you?"
"I just like to hear it played."
"You wished you could play one, too."
"Yes sir," said Franklin.
This made Laudermilk smile all the more.
"Well you never in your life will get to. A
nigger's got too thick a lip to play one."
in Copper Basin County
is said to drain off and flow either to the
east or to the southwest, depending on which
side of Watershed gets the rain. A geologist
who did a survey claimed the actual point of
divide ran right through the Tolliver house,
in Summit. Rain falling on one side of thenroof will roll off heading for the Atlantic
Ocean. On the other side it will end up in
the Gulf of Mexico. Whatever the truth
of this was—geological survey or not—the
Tolliver place was a house divided.
Mrs Tolliver had her stroke in 1954, and
was found by Franklin in her hammock, dead.
She left the house and property to the two
boys, grown men by then. Having the Tolliver
brothers to answer to was like having two
daddies, stern or kindly whichever way the
wind blew—but no kin: each one pulling on
you from a different direction. They could be
straw-bosses both, and keep Franklin hopping. But they were thoughtful at times, too.
Lionel took pains over Franklin's studies and
Trace paid to have the boy's tonsils taken
out at a Coloured clinic in Chattanooga.
They had ambitions for him. Trace wanted
Franklin to turn out a soldier, but Lionel was
determined he would go to Tuskegee Institute
come hell or high water. Both brothers had
sentimental natures, all told, and must have
loved him, at least in the way a white will love
something that is his, that he has always had,
and is black.
When Franklin turned twelve Lionel saw
fit to show him where his momma was
buried, and took him to the very spot. It was

T

HE RAINFALL

not a mound, but a little sunken place in the
lawn at the far end of the Tolliver property—
for she could not be buried in the white
cemetery, and there was no other. What she
died of, or how she came to work for the
Tollivers, Franklin never knew.
He now came on to the Tolliver place by
the back way, through the boxwood hedge
where one boxwood was missing, right there
where his momma was buried. One reason
Franklin came through the back was in case
Billie Jean Ellis might be on the premises.
That way, if he had to see her he would see
her before she saw him.
He came in behind the house, past the
little outhouse that nobody had ever got
around to pulling down, and Franklin always
used. He was never forbidden the toilet
facilities of the main house—plumbing had
been put in in 1935—and Franklin bathed in
the same claw-footed tub Trace and Lionel
used, but he had never used the inside commode. For a black boy who must not shout
or cry or sing or laugh in front of anybody, a
private place, no matter how it smelled, was
a sanctuary not easily surrendered.
The main house was a twelve-room twostorey pine structure with a steep shingled
roof and no special embellishment except for
four square-shaped wooden pillars across the
front gallery. As Franklin came around by
the side of the house he was relieved to see
no car parked out front, which meant Billie
Jean Ellis was nowhere in sight—for she did
not go ten feet without her car. Through the
vines that grew up on that side of the gallery
Franklin could make out the two brothers
sitting there, each on his own side of the
porch. Neither one noticed Franklin's approach. Lionel was lying in his momma's
hammock, with a newspaper; Trace sat tilted
back in a rocking chair, with a drink in his
hand.
They both went on living in that same
house: two brothers, as different as night and
day. Trace had a belly already, but Lionel at
forty-four was as slender as he had been at
sixteen. Lionel still had a thick head of hair,
though it was naturally going grey; while
Trace was getting bald fast, and trimmed what
little hair he had left in short-clipped G.I.
fashion.
The Tolliver brothers did not "get along."
Folks said they did not get along when
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younger, and that is probably where it started.
But the house had been left to both of them,
and they both decided to live there—though
each on his own side of it.
"My Lord, lookit who's come," said
Lionel, beckoning to Franklin from the
hammock. He snapped his reading glasses off
to be certain he was seeing right.
Franklin was suddenly short of breath; he
climbed the porch steps as if walking on eggs.
He did not take his sailor hat off. He felt
better with it on, just as he had when getting
off the bus downtown, but for a different
reason.
"I'm pleased to see you again, Mister
Lionel and Mister Trace."
Trace put his feet down on the floor, hard;
his face was redder than usual. Lionel tried
to smile, but looked uncertain about it. The
two brothers were plainly glad to see the
black sailor appear before their eyes, though
they looked upon him with confusion. It was
as if an unexpected wind was blowing across
the gallery setting everything astir; or a high
piercing note was played on a musical
instrument, and stuck there.
"Grown up," said Trace foolishly. "A
grown-up man."
"And in the Service. Is this a leave you're
on, or what?"
"You are a sight for sore eyes."
Franklin's voice came near to failing him
as he said, "I just came by to say hello."
"How much leave you got?" asked Trace.
"Nine days, before my ship sails."
"Stay here, stay here," said Lionel. Trace
nodded his head yes, in agreement with his
brother for once.
"Thank you kindly, but I just came by to
say hello. And tell what happened. With me
and Miss Ellis. And why I left and what
became of Mister Trace's pistol he gave me."

B

ILLIE

JEAN

ELLIS

SWORE

UP

and

down she was going to marry Lionel
Tolliver or know the reason why. That was
before Trace got out of the Army and came
home to stay. Billie Jean was in her twenties,
and had not got a husband yet. She never
would, folks used to say, if she kept on the
way she was going. She had been known to
check into hotels in Chattanooga by herself,
but you could bet she did not stay by herself

long. She came within an inch of being put
out of the Baptist Church, but what saved
her was being piano player for the choir.
Where she got the idea to marry Lionel
Tolliver nobody could say. He was twice her
age, and the tale went around about him that
he had once lived with some fellow in Cincinnati, the same as man and wife. Another
tale was that Lionel dressed up in his dead
momma's clothes, and went to bed in her
nightdress. Lionel may have been peculiar,
but he was not that peculiar. Franklin had
lived with the Tolliver brothers too long to
believe every tale that went around about
them.
The truth was that Lionel went to Cincinnati to study music at the conservatory up
there. He studied piano, and later he played
piano accompaniments for concert singers
all over the country. But he had a rheumatic
heart, and had to quit his career at thirtyeight. He still played piano two or three
hours every day, rain or shine, and gave
piano lessons to people around town. Lionel
taught Billie Jean Ellis to play.
"He reminds me of that piano player on
television with candles," said Billie Jean,
referring to Lionel. "Gray hair on a man is
romantic, and I want a husband that's been
around."
Then Trace came home, for good.
Trace was more the rough-and-ready type.
He did go to Meharry Medical in Nashville
for a spell, wanted to be a doctor to start, but
changed his mind and settled for dentist when
he saw how long an MD took. Then he
joined the Army in time for the tail end of
World War II, and stayed on for Korea. He
was an officer, and practiced dentistry
instead of carrying a rifle. When his twenty
years were up he took his Discharge and
came out with a good pension. He would
never have to work another day of his life,
but he got restless and went back to dentistry
—only with civilians now, instead of soldiers.
"You know something? I always said you
would turn up again one of these days,"
Trace said to Franklin.
"Tell Trace he never said any such thing,"
said Lionel. The brothers sometimes talked
in a childish way, talking through Franklin,
when they did not agree.
"Whatever made you go and join an outfit
like the Navy?" asked Trace, who did not
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bother to hide his disappointment that Franklin was not in an Army uniform.
"I just did," said Franklin.
Lionel made no comment one way or the
other. His idea had always been to make a
musician out of Franklin, and put him
through Fisk or Tuskegee.
"Hell's bells, take a seat," said Trace.
Lionel said, "Yes, sit down, sit down."
There was another rocking chair on the
veranda, but Franklin felt easier standing up.
who gave Franklin that harmonica, on his 14th birthday.
"It is a Hohner I bought in Cincinnati,"
said Lionel, "and not just some 2-octave toy."
Trace was on hand when Lionel gave it to
him, and snorted in belittlement.
At Christmas, to go Lionel one better,
Trace presented Franklin with a .45 pistol he
had brought back from the Army.
"Now there's a little item that a man can
get on in the world with," said Trace.
At first Franklin was too frightened of the
thing to pick it up. This was as close as he
had ever been to a weapon of any kind. He
finally murmured his thanks, and took the
pistol in both hands, pointed to the floor, and
carried it off—trying to think where to hide
it.
As he went out he heard Lionel rage: "Are
you out of your mind or drunk or what? To
give a fourteen-year-old Coloured boy a
firearm in this county."
"That's the goddamn point. Give him confidence, that's what I gave him. Listen, when
the going gets rough he'll go a lot further in
this world with a pistol than a mouth organ."
"You are a drunken idiot for sure."
"And you are a piano-thumping ninny.
When he gets older I'm going to get him
some cartridges and show him how to shoot
the thing."
"Are you out of your mind?"

L

IONEL WAS THE ONE

do with that
W pistol then?" Trace was asking.
"I sold it."
Trace did not say anything for a minute.
He reached down into the umbrella stand
beside the rocking chair where he kept his
bottle, and brought the bottle out. He poured
" T T THATEVER DID YOU

himself another drink, and was about to put
the bottle back when he thought to offer a
drink to Franklin.
"No thank you, sir."
"Sold it," Trace repeated to himself. "Live
and learn," he said, but he was smiling.
Trace took a drink, with the smile still on his
face, a trick of his.
"I sold it to Miss Ellis. She gave me twentyfive dollars for it and asked me where it was
hid so she could go and get it, only I told her
the wrong place."
"Miss Ellis?" said Lionel.
"Billie Jean?" repeated Trace. The brothers
looked across the porch at one another,
something they seldom did if they could help
it.
Franklin saw it was high time to tell the
whole story.
coming
around the Tolliver place more and
more. Franklin could not stand the sight of
her. She claimed she was studying counterpoint and harmony with Lionel, but that was
not all she was studying. Also, she was having
her teethfixedby Trace. So between the house
and the jail—and sometimes at church,
when Franklin worked there and Billie Jean
was at choir practice—he was forever crossing
her path. He reckoned she was what passed
for pretty, with whites. She had an upturned
little nose just barely sprinkled with freckles
that people call cute. She wore sweaters and
high heels like a movie star, but there were
always dark patches under her eyes as if they
had been blacked by somebody, or she
didn't sleep nights. She almost always wore
a bandanna on her head for her dishwater
hair was nothing to brag about.
She acted like the new Mrs Tolliver already,
and sent Franklin on fool errands or ordered
him around as if he was hers to tell what to
do. Half the time she sent him to fetch something she could as soon do herself, with less
trouble.
Franklin had never prayed before, and was
not certain how to go about it, but he prayed
against Billie Jean Ellis the same as he would
against the devil. He did not believe either
Trace or Lionel would take it in his head to
marry such trash, but Billie Jean was so
devious—and white people were liable to

B
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such foolishness. (Look how she already had
Trace wrapped around her little finger.)
Franklin prayed that she would go off to
Chattanooga one of these days and never
come back, but his prayer was not answered;
and it seemed like, even in his sleep, he could
hear her saying, "Hey Franklin, come over
here."
come over here." It
X J . w a s Billie Jean Ellis in her red
Chevrolet, parked in front of the house.
It was warm for October, and Franklin
was barefoot, raking leaves.
"Come over here, I said."
This was right after Franklin had seen her
in Trace's office at the jail with her clothes
half off. He had a mortal fear of her now,
and did not know how to look her in the face.
But he put his rake down, and walked
slowly down the flagstone path to where she
was sitting in the car.
"Get in the car," said Billie Jean.
"I got to rake up these leaves, Miss Ellis."
"Get in. Trace wants you to go to Pierpont
with me and help me load up some dental
stuff he ordered."
"I better first tell Mister Lionel."
"You get in this car. I just told you what
Trace said, and I haven't got all day."
Franklin did not try to hide how miserable
he was as he started to get in the back seat.
"Not back there, up front. Where I can
talk to you."
"I better not sit in the front, ma'am."
"You better do what I tell you."
Franklin's first thought was to turn tail and
run to Lionel, but she had the car door open
already, and Franklin did not know how to
stop himself from doing what a white person
told him to.
He got in, with his stomach churning. She
stepped on the gas and the car started so fast
the door slammed shut of itself—almost
catching Franklin's fingers in it.
They drove right through the heart of
Watershed like that, Billie Jean Ellis smiling
to beat the band and Franklin sitting up
front with her. She even turned the radio on,
which somehow made it worse.
Franklin squeezed over against the door
to be away from her, pressed against the
window looking dead ahead, with a frown.
A lot of people saw them in spite of Billie
" T J E Y FRANKLIN,

Jean's fast driving—or maybe because of it.
The barber stopped cutting somebody's hair
to look, and some ladies were looking out of
the drugstore window. One old man, in the
centre of a bunch of tobacco chewers on the
post office steps, pointed his cane at the car.
Pierpont, where they were headed, was the
home of the Consolidated Copper Mines, Inc.
You used to come across signs saying,
"Nigger Don't Let the Sun Set on Your Head
in Copper Basin County" around Pierpont,
to scare blacks off, and keep them from
trying for jobs at the mines.
In no time they were through Watershed
and out travelling the dead region around
Low Point where nothing ever grew, nor
ever would. Hillsides all around were cut
across by ugly gullies where the rain had
washed all the topsoil away. Not a tree or a
blade of grass or a speck of greenery anywhere
in sight: fumes from the copper company
ate away all the plant life except for a little
stretch of experimental vine Consolidated
was planting alongside the highway to
keep the road-bed from being washed out
altogether.
At the copper works it was worse.
Streamers of black and yellow smoke flowed
together into one big blistering cloud hanging over the land like a judgment. One main
pipe burned a constant hellish smoky flame
against the sky; it looked like it would be
burning there till doomsday. Rusted L&N
gondolas were pulled up beside the plant on
the dead-end railroad tracks, a siding between
slag heaps. But the gondolas stood empty: the
only thing pouring out of the plant right then
was a mudbank of sludge moving steadily
forward, piling up a blue-grey spill on two
sides of the tracks. The liquid part of it was
some kind of festering sulphur-coloured
slime that oozed into a ditch beside the road
they were driving on. It was like some awful
unholy sore had broken open in the earth and
was spilling out a whole river of pus from
being so poisoned inside.
The radio in the red Chevrolet was going
full blast, and Franklin wanted to cover his
ears and squeeze his eyes shut. He felt as
scared and low-down as he had ever felt in
his life, for it dawned on him that Billie Jean
had just made up this errand to Pierpont.
Trace had said no such thing. The way she
dreamed it up was to waltz Franklin all the
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way through town, and now out here in the
Copper Basin, where people would see
him sitting up front with her in her car. He
wondered if she was drunk—he had one time
seen her drink right out of the bottle, like a
man. No, she was just downright calculating,
and up to some meanness. There was nothing
you would put past her: she was driving
Franklin into the worst trouble a black boy
could have.
"What do you do with yourself nights,
Franklin? I don't see any black gal around
Watershed for you to sneak off and be with."
Franklin mumbled something.
"Cat got your tongue?"
"No ma'am."
She had a foolish giggle for being twenty'some years of age. Franklin could mimic
that giggle on his harmonica to sound just
like her. (He touched the harmonica in his
pocket for luck—seeing as how prayer had
failed him.)
"What'd you think when you saw me that
time in my birthday suit?"
"Nothing."
"I bet. I bet you didn't think nothing. I bet
you thought plenty."
Franklin tried to scrunch down lower in
his seat.
"Did you ever see a shape like mine on
somebody before? Did you dream about me,
after you saw me like that? Say."
Franklin kept still.
She started switching radio stations because none of the songs that came on suited
her.
"Listen here—you going to tell anybody
what you saw?"
"No ma'am."
"I wouldn't care if you did—everybody
knows me. Or they think they know. I don't
give a hoot in hell what they think, except
Lionel. I don't want Lionel to know."
"I wouldn't tell him. I swear."
She narrowed her eyes, thinking something
over: the dark patches took a funny cast when
she did that. She took out a cigarette and put
it in her mouth, driving one-handed. Then
she showed Franklin where the car lighter
was, and had him light her cigarette for her.
"I fell in love with Lionel Tolliver when I
was little, and never got over it," she said,
and smoked.
The radio played You Always Said Let's
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Just Be Friends, so she switched it off.
"Anyway, I got me an idea I want to talk
to you about."
what her idea
was, they came to a little fairground,
B
with a carnival. It was a strange sight to come
EFORE SHE COULD SAY

across, driving that barren territory. All that
gaudy out in the midst of this desolation:
tents and banners and neon lights flickering
in broad daylight. The ferris wheel was
spinning around with nobody on it; you could
hear pinball machine buzzers all the way out
to the road, and country music coming out of
loudspeakers.
Billie Jean pulled into the parking lot, still
smoking her cigarette.
"You said we were going to Pierpont,"
said Franklin.
"We're going to Pierpont when I get good
and ready."
It was late. The freakish red sun hung low
in the smoke haze from the copper works:
nothing seemed to cast an actual shadow, not
even the ferris wheel, and made you think the
whole carnival and everybody in it might
disappear as soon as the sun went down.
"Come on. Get out of there."
Franklin made no move to leave the car.
Billie Jean smiled her wide smile again, and
her eyes were bright: "I will just have to call
on one of these old boys over here to find out
what's ailing you."
When he finally got out his legs felt too
weak to walk on. There were mine workers
and country people all around: pinch-lip
wives and frail grandmas and heavyset
mountain boys in overalls with their shirtsleeves rolled up. The ladies looked coolly at
Billie Jean's high heels, and cigarette—the
menfolk looked her over too, but then they
shifted their eyes to Franklin.
Billie Jean spotted a shooting gallery next
to the merry-go-round, and said, "Hey
Franklin, come over here."
Franklin was afraid to stay too far from
her and afraid to stay too close. Everybody
on the place was white, of course. She finally
took hold of his arm and pulled him over to
the shooting gallery. The shooting gallery
man had an arrow through his head—it was
a trick, to attract attention—and tried to talk
Billie Jean into shooting at balloons. You
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could win a French doll or a glass ashtray or
a big 3-D plexiglass picture of Christ in the
Garden of Gethsemane.
"Not me, sport," said Billie Jean. "Let this
boy here take a try." She meant Franklin.
"He owns his own gun back home, and is a
first-class shot."
Franklin's mouth fell open, and stayed that
way. Where did she ever find that out? How
did she know about the pistol Trace gave
him? Trace must've told her himself, bragging
—it was like him.
"I don't know, Miss," said the shooting
gallery man. He talked out of the side of his
mouth. He did not know about handing over
a rifle to a Coloured boy, even a shooting
gallery rifle. "Why don't you try, yourself.
Only 25 cents,fiveshots."
But Billie Jean had picked up one of the
rifles and held it out to Franklin, as far as the
chain would go.
People were starting to gather around.
When Billie Jean said, "Show these folks what
a good shot you are," a bunch of whiteheaded kids heard her, and spilled off the
merry-go-round before it could even come to
a stop, then stood around watching to see if
a black boy was really going to shoot a rifle.
A hillbilly lament was coming out of the
merry-go-round loudspeaker, but all of a
sudden it faded out and the merry-go-round
came to a dead stop. Out of the corner of his
eye Franklin saw a man step down off the
merry-go-round platform: he was wearing a
Gene Autry cowboy shirt and was the living
image of Laudermilk, only he had legs. His
arms were big like Laudermilk's, and he
came up and stood nearby with his big arms
crossed across his chest, waiting.
The shooting gallery man did not want any
trouble, and kept saying, "I don't know,
Miss," to Billie Jean. The arrow through his
head would swing one way and then another
as he watched how the crowd was building
up. "Tell you what," he said, with a worried
smile, "How about you yourself taking a few
pot shots, on the house, no charge."
Then the merry-go-round man spoke up:
"That nigger work for you, little lady?"
"What's it to you?" Billie Jean snapped
back. She would sass the devil himself if she
met up with him.
The merry-go-round man did not even
uncross his arms. He just switched the chew

of tobacco in his mouth from one side to the
other, and said, "That boy ain't going to
shoot no rifles around here. Now I am giving
you five minutes to get your nigger out of
this here carnival before we take and string
him up from a telephone pole."
Franklin's legs just about buckled: he
could have keeled over, then and there. (
What was only murmured before now grew
loud as thunder: the crowd backed the merrygo-round man up.
It was lucky then that Billie Jean had sense
enough to know she had gone too far. She
stamped her cigarette out under a spike heel,
mad, and stalked off through a place in the
crowd—Franklin stumbling after her. Nobody laid a hand on him, or tried to. He goi
to the car safe and sound.
He thought the automobile never would
get started, and kept touching his harmonica
next to his heart over and over till the car
motor and the carnival music started up at
the same time.
of dangerous damnfool
J stunt that female would pull," said
Lionel, aroused, sitting up straight as a
poker. His newspaper had come apart all
over the hammock.
Trace just sat looking sheepish.
"She drove me right on to Pierpont after
that," said Franklin. "On the way over she
said, 'Well, you see the fix you are in. I
reckon you better hightail it out of this
county, if you know what is good for you.'
I think I started to cry. She had got me so
mixed up I didn't know where I was at. But
I sure enough knew I had to go off. She said,
'I tell you what, I'll buy that pistol off of you.'
She was smiling when she said it. 'I never got
no place playing piano,' she said, 'maybe a
pistol is what I need.' Then she laughed and
said, 'I'll give you twenty-five dollars for it,
which will buy you a bus ticket to a place
where there's more niggers than you can
shake a stick at, where you'll feel right at
home.' As soon as we got to Pierpont she
drove me straight to the bus station. She
asked me where the pistol was hid and I said
upstairs under my straw tick where I slept.
Then she counted out twenty-five dollars in
fives in my hand, and bought me a bus ticket
to Washington, D.C."
Trace went on looking sheepish, but
" T U S T THE KIND
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Lionel was as mad as if it happened yesterday:
"You mean she sent you off to Washington
without any shoes on your feet?" What he
could not get over was that Franklin went on
the bus barefoot.
"A lady at Traveller's Aid in Washington
got me a pair when I got there, and a room at
the YMCA."
"You sure you don't want a drink?" asked
Trace, who was having another himself. He
had his bottls all the way out of the umbrella
stand, and kept it wedged between his knees,
handy.
"No sir, thank you kindly."
"He thinks everything in life is smoothed
over with a drink of whiskey. Whiskey and
guns."
Trace merely sipped his whiskey, looking
out through the vines into nowhere.
"You hear me?" Lionel directed himself to
his brother. "You like to got this boy killed."
"Keep it up, keep it up," said Trace, tilted
back.
Lionel glared at him, then lapsed into
silence. Trace began rocking slowly in the
rocking chair; Lionel was putting the paper
back together.
"For unadulterated evil, that woman
takes the cake."
"She was a wild one, all right," said Trace.
There was another silence while Franklin
wondered what had become of her.
Then Trace spoke up and said, "Well, anyway, she took off,"—without Franklin's
asking.
"I hope she's in hell," said Lionel.
"Wherever she is, she's making hell for
somebody. She finally took up with a married
man, a piano-tuner from Low Point—and the
last anybody heard, the two of them run off
to Florida with every penny the man could
lay his hands on."
"The wife is now on Welfare," said Lionel,
"and two children."
"She really was a wild one," said Trace, as
if the world was full of Billie Jean Ellises, so
what you had to do was watch your step. "I
wonder if she has shot her piano-tuner yet,
with that pistol you sold her."
"No sir, not with that pistol. I told her it
was under my straw tick—but it never was."
They waited for Franklin to say where he
kept it.
"You know, Mister Trace, I was scared of
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that thing from the start. I never wanted to
touch it. A long time ago, not long after you
gave it to me, I threw that pistol down the
hole out in the privy where I used to go.
Nobody shoot anybody with that pistol."
Lionel was the first to smile, a look of pure
satisfaction on his face. Then Trace began to
chuckle low to himself—Franklin's tale beginning to sink in, thinking how things turn
out—but after that he got to laughing so hard
Franklin feared he would tilt too far in his
rocking chair and fall out. His face got all red
from laughing and he spilled whiskey on his
pants. Pretty soon he worked up a coughing
spell. Lionel looked disgusted with him, and
made no move to help him, but Franklin
went over and slapped him on the back the
way he used to do, to get him his breath back
before he strangled. He took the bottle from
between Trace's legs and put it back in the
umbrella stand where it wouldn't get broken.
There was no more talk of Franklin staying
at the Tolliver place with them for any time.
The brothers knew, as well as Franklin, the
long watch was up. Whatever else Billie Jean
Ellis had done, she had set Franklin apart
from Watershed for all time. He had only
come back, as he said, to say hello.
Trace tried to get up out of his rocking
chair when he shook Franklin's hand goodbye, but he was too drunk or too weak. There
was some kind of pain in Lionel's eyes when
he shook hands with Franklin, but he was
dignified about it. That was how Franklin
left them, each on his own side of the veranda;
and as he walked down theflagstonewalk he
could not help but notice how poorly the
lawn was kept.
At the bus station Franklin sat on a divan
made out of a car seat and practised how to
make a harmonica sound like a white man's
laugh.
is TAPPING the harmonica
against his hip, to clear the instrument
of spit. The song he hasfinishedis not what was
expected. There is a little time of silence, with
the music missing.
"What the hell song was that?" asks Bailey.
"Little piece of country music."
"Say what you like," says the helmsman,
"but Littlejohn sure knows how to play a
mouth-organ."

L

ITTLEJOHN
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"Is that what's called semi-classical?" asks
the relief helmsman, and the helmsman says,
"No, semi-classical is like White Christmas.
What Littlejohn played is more on the order
of what they call folk music."
Then Bailey asks, "How do the words go?"
"That song is a song I wrote myself. I never
wrote the words to it."
"Interesting," says Mister Walker. "But I
always thought you people specialised in the
blues." Mister Walker has never known
exactly what the blues are.
"Not always," says Littlejohn, "Sir."
It is 0325 hours, and the midwatch is
almost up. It is high time for Littlejohn to go
around the ship waking up the four-to-eight
relief. He tucks the harmonica into the
jumper pocket of his whites, and is about to
go below when the helmsman says, "What the
hell, take the wheel for a little while. Get some
steering practice. I'll wake the relief for you."
"Good idea," says Bailey, who is Littlejohn's division P.O. and has been thinking of
letting Littlejohn stand a wheel watch one of
these days.
"Permission granted," says Mister Walker,
whose permission has not been requested.
Bailey is obliged to complete the ship's log
before the watch is over, so it falls to the
relief helmsman—still wearing Littlejohn's
earphones—to stand at Littlejohn's shoulder
and instruct him as to the function of the
steering gear. Mister Walker tells Littlejohn
what course they are on, then walks out on
to the flying bridge to scan the horizon with
his binoculars in case the lookout might have
missed a last-minute light. Littlejohn's hand
trembles on the polished spoke of the ship's
great wheel, and the relief helmsman says,

"Don't worry, everybody is nervous at first."
Littlejohn's dark face, illuminated from
below by the shaded light from the gyrocompass, is set in concentration as he takes
in the words of the relief helmsman. At the
same time he is trying to forget several
ghostly faces that continue to bedevil him,
and shake the echo of music from another
place still lingering in the wheelhouse. The
relief helmsman puts one hand on the wheel
with Littlejohn's: one full swing to the right,
then a half turn back to correct the swing.
Littlejohn can feel the ship's vibration
through the soles of his feet as the Halstead
responds to the steering manoeuvre.
You may wonder what has become of a
woman who once led a black boy to the edge
of the valley of the shadow and might well
have watched him put to death: does her foot
wither the very earth she treads upon? Or
consider—as sailors do, during the long
watch, when sea stories have run out—the
predatory fish that feed in the deepest parts
below the hull of this vessel: these creatures
are said to be sightless, for the water at that
depth is forever dark. This very stream might
well be the mingling of sickly poisons that
have drained off from a copper-dusted land,
as well as the sweet rain-water of a distant
country town. Picture two brothers condemned to sit a lifetime at separate ends of a
front porch to contemplate the why and
wherefore of rain falling on one side of their
roof or the other.
In a little while the relief helmsman takes
his hand from the wheel and stands away.
The black sailor is alone, steering the USS
Halstead through the deep waters of a
southern sea.
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Amos Elon & Sana Hassan

Arab & Jew

A Dialogue between Enemies
"
the discovery of the reconciling formula is always left to future generations in which passions have cooled into curiosity and agonies of peoples have
become the exercise in the schools. The devil who builds bridges does not span
such chasms till much that is precious to mankind has vanished down them
for ever."
R. H. TAWNEY

: Isn't it amazing, Sana, that after
ELON
twenty-five years of bloodshed and terror, we

Hassan: Even now, probably, most Arabs would
be unprepared to talk. They still think of peace
more in negative terms, as a cessation of hostility
rather than as a positive thing, as interaction, as
sharing. They do not see that the establishment of
diplomatic relations, cultural exchanges, tourism,
commerce, and so forth, are bound to follow.
But this will inevitably come. This takes time and
we all have to be patient. We must first of all start
with a formal peace in order to be able to reach a
real peace later on.

find ourselves—an Arab and an Israeli—engaged
in a public dialogue? Even now we live in what
still seems only a temporary lull in the hostilities.
Here we are, and yet, isn't it odd that we have to
converse in English? That neither of us speaks
the other's language is really a shame, and sad.
Why have such dialogues been impossible so far?
Hassan: I think it was a terrible and tragic
mistake on the part of us Arabs not to talk to you
Israelis before. We need such dialogues. Without
them, any peace settlement will be just a piece of
paper. We have to break through the prejudices
and stereotypes which keep us apart, and peel
away at the layers of accumulated hatred which
are between us. I think that we Arabs never agreed
to talk to you before because we felt it would be
granting Israel a kind of moral legitimacy. This
we were unprepared to do.

Elon: But how?
Hassan: Above all, we must talk to each other.
Our hostility has been autistic. We have not even
reached the most basic level of human communication. We haven't even found a way to explain
to each other our aggravation, our rage. If we'd
only achieved that much communication, then
there would be some ground for hope rather than
despair.
It's incredible that our countries know absolutely nothing about each other. There have been
people before that fought protracted wars, like
the Germans and the French, for example, but at
least they spoke to each other, they travelled in
each other's countries, they read each other's
literature. We live in total ignorance of each other.
We are trapped in cliches and stereotypes. When
we see Israelis in the street, it is almost like
watching creatures from Mars. We are almost
surprised that they have eyes or noses or feet. We

Elon: And are you now?
AMOS ELON, a leading young Israeli journalist,
is the author of "Hie Israelis: Fathers and
Sons" (1971). SANA HASSAN is an Arab student
leader and the daughter of a former Egyptian
Ambassador to the United States. "Between
Enemies", their book-length conversations, is
published by Andri Deutsch (London) and
Random House (New York).
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