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Chapter |Twelve

}

® On a scorching blue Sunday afternoon in July Mrs.
McBee lay on her bed and thought of death. Her own.
There was no particular reason for this. The day was
bright, and outside her window the holly tree was
noisy with the sound of blue jays. For days she had
watched the mother jay trying to teach the young to
Gl e nia dile x c i tod the s theWbirthilofl thei il ittle

ones, and now they were loud with life.
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What she had been thinking about earlier was her
mother-in-law. Varina McBee, dead now these eight years.
She had come into her thoughts like a vision, that dour
pinched-mouthéﬂﬂPresbyterian woman who had done her best
GloMreriinihie pRmarria el andiain i thielipro cels staliiliba catd i ey
her son. She was thinking how much there was of the
woman in Mary Hughes, how alike they were in some respects.

It was the Scoﬁg; in them. ' Onece the old" ladythad
called Mrs. McBee "extravagant" just because she had
thrown out an empty matc@rﬁox. Penny-pinching, closeq\
mouthed, cheerless, Bible;reading, Varina McBee had one
eye on God and the other, the good one, on the cash box.
She ruled and died hungry, as her dictates called for.

Mrs. McBee had not got along with her mother-in=
law, not until her last days when 1t turned out 1t was
she who sat up with her night after night through the
finaiiilinelsi s Rt hyll ih e rlllownl danighter, ‘couldalt Hind
the time to leave her home in Rocky Mount, North Carolina.
Her husband Morris was too ill for her to leave, she
said. Morris Heppinstall to this day was roaring away
in the North Carolina legislature, as well as anybody
eomilidib el

the ailing

"You'!ve turned out to be a good woman,

.
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Varina had told Mrs. McBee before she died, and those
were the kindest words she had ever spoken to her. In
so many ways Mary Hughes was like her grandmother.

There wasn't much from her side in the girl. The Hughes
and the Grahams were all high&fpirited pelep el o

loved it fe,reveilled in 1§.

PX

Vi V7 |M¥es, they just reveled too much," Varins MeBes

had said once. "If they hadn't reveled so much you'd
still have the land they reveled away."

Which was nothing in the world but just plain
downright Highland meanness. The family had lost the
land because the South was poer, and she had told' the

olld lady thati¥in neol uncertain terms. ' She had not allowed

-/ﬁk‘“uu{f’1(~ be. Wt Hed ort ¥

her to walk—ower—her. (Still, Mrs. McBee had to admit
the woman did have her good peoints. They all did,

the McBees. They were intelligent, thrifty, hard;”
working, honest. Jusitiimetiimuech 'fun. Boring., actualilys
John Bedford, Senior had been the most interesting of
the lot (when you could get him to talk&){ But even he
had been so dominated by his mother he didn't have much
"getﬁaﬁ That was why she had started the greenhouse in

the first place, because John Bedford, Senior didn't

have any "get"if His students at the high school walked
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all over him. He had no idea what the word "discipline"
meant.
She wished Mary Hughes had had more of the Hugheses

3 and the Grahams in her. John Bedford, Junior got some
of it, the devil-may-care part, whiech was net geod. If
only things had been reversed. It didn't matcter if a
girl was charming and irresponsible. Women like that
always got on. But to have the boy irresponsibile and
the girl a dour dictator was an unhappy twist of things
at best.

Mrs. McBee had not heard from Mary Hughes since
sheiniad reoare/dioffantheltc arswith tTHoraee o “She ‘had
written her, of course. Many times. She never mentioned
thedrh it 1l et mitsunderstanding lin her Tetters. | Instead,
she wrote about how well the nursery was doing, how she
was planning to have the house painted, bits and pieces
of Ashton gossip. All harmless, innocent letters, which
wais ithelintentl. W With each letter shei felt further and
further removed from the top of Horace'!s garage.

Tfaas  wasiin the ' letters. ' In 1ife the garage
welcomed her in the morning and went to bed with her
at night. It was the same o0ld worries: John Bedford

and the Flemmings. John Bedford was not teaching his
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one class during the summer months, and she never knew
where he was. In the mornings he pecked away on his
typewriter or stared; after that he was gone like a
shadow.

And yet it was peaceful. There were no disruptions
in routine. And for that she partially credited John
Bedford.

After Mary Hughes had left that day Mrs. McBee
spied him over by the rose garden, just standing there
staring at the roses. She went over to him.

"They'!'re beautiful this year. Aren't they?" she
il - alicllayis

ﬁ"Yes," he s aial g iiViels R Bl oiviliiaite iy

x|

|
1

'

accustomed to each other and were relieved that an

And they were like two people who had long grown

alien element had now gone. It was as if, in their

way, they were celebrating Mary Hughes; departure.

Yes, that was what they were doing. Celebrating.
"

And the thought brought/ momentary guilt.

' she said,

"Mary Hughes is also a child of mine,’
and there was a tint of defiance in her voice. "And

Horace is a good provider. He's bullt two rooms over

his garage."
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John Bedford just looked at her, puzzled.

But that night they had a fine conversatiom about
Henry Langston in Ashton. Mrs. McBee had just heard
about it that afternoon. Henry Langston had been
arrested for drunken driving, and Mrs. McBee told John
Bedford all about it, adding that there had never been
a McBee or a Hughes or a Graham who had ever been put
alyny gkl

John Bedford listened just as nice as could be,
and afterward it occurred to Mrs. McBee that John
Bedford had never suggested putting her away in a
garage or any place like that. You could say what
you wanted to about him. But he had never suggested
anything like that.

Actually it was the Flemmings who had occupied
most of her thoughts during the summer. They were as
busy as a bed of ants. Mrs. Flemming wasn't working
regularly at the greenhouse because of the slack season,
so Mrs. McBee hadn't seen as much of her as usual. But
the woman had made herself felt all right enough, and
if not felt, heard. All day she was outside giving
out orders, singing her hymns and raging at one thing
or another. All of it floated over the privet hedge

and followed Mrs. McBee from dawn to eventide.
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The gas pump was now standing out front on the
highway. And behind it they had built a small shed
fronted by Buster, Junior's garden statuary. St. Francis
of Agsigsi was the hottest thing going. Mrs. McBee saw
one after another being placed in the trunks of cars.
Sixteen dollars %fsiece. Almost any time of day she
could glance over the hedge and cars were parked there.

pr ;One day a big truck backed up to the shed, and

two Negroes began hauling out old pileces of furniture,
beds, rolled up mattresses, brokeqbdown bureau drawers,
an iron gate, lamps, bGables, plates, gilt ehina
figurines, an iron pot. And the next day Mrs. McBee saw
Buster, Junior on top of the shed nailing down a sign.

"Trash and Treasures," read the sign, and after
that, almost everjﬁay, the place was filled with cars
and people rummagi;g Ehirlotighi el bhiatiime's el il & Hlo cletinreod

to Mrs. McBee people would buy anything. Just put up a

sign and people would buy. By mid-July the sign was

\
/

changed to simply "Antiqueﬁdz,
The Flemmings were on their way, and Mrs. McBee

watched it all, smoldering. She checked and ré}ghecked

her own books. Sitting at her father's roll-top desk,

she added, subtracted, erased, figured and refigured

—
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and at the end she always came up with the same answer.
Eight thousand four hundred and seventy-two dollars and
1113 ninety-two cents.

Five acres of land. That was how much the Flemmings
owned. If she could buy that land for a couple of
thousand, she would still have enough left over to
enlarge the greenhouse and expand the gardens. She
needed at least another acre or so for evergreens and
another acre for cedars.

She had decided to sell Christmas trees. All she
would have to do was get on the phone and call her
regular customers. It would save them all the fuss of
having to go downtown and buy a tree. John Bedford
could deliver them in the station wagon. The exercise
and air would do him good, take him out of himself,
build him up. And who knows? He might just take to
it, become a gentleman farmer, marry, and carry on
after she was gone.

%%f{/ Mrs. McBee rehearsed it all in her mind. T. J.
Flemming was a fool but a shrewd one. Still, he was
like all crackers. Money in the pocket was all they
cared about. Offer him a couple of thousand and he'd

probably jump at it.

&
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' She set up a date with him through Mrs. Flemming.
As casually as she knew how she told the woman she would
like to have a little conference with Mr. Flemming "at
his convenience." She thought it was best to meet him
in her own setting. In the house.

He had never been in her house before, and the
advantage in this was that it would give stature to
herself and tend to diminish him. Besides, it was
private, and she didn't want Mrs. Flemming putting in
her two cents. Mrs. Flemming was by far the brighter
of the two, and Mr. Flemming never moved without a prod
from her. Mrs. McBee wanted the contract signed and
sealed before he left the house.

He knocked on the back screen door that very
afternoon, and right off Mrs. McBee saw the "Drink Coca=
Goliai siiicnfonilit el ont Lo fihils Tjghirt. It made his
caved-in chest look slightly tubercular, and standing
in the doorway looking down at him as he stood on the
bottom step, brown hat in hand, Mrs. McBee had the odd
sense she was manipulating a puppet, so much taller and
granderiidiidiishelifioe 1
wa, {"You want me, Mizz Tisha?" He seemed preoccupied,

as if her request had been an interruption. He had
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never appeared that way before.

She asked him to come in, noting how his brown eyes
took in everything in the kitchen, the stove, the
refrigerator, the old-fashion sink with its heavy dull
water spouts. Comparing, she thought, feeling superior
because he had a stove that fit in the wall and a
refrigerator that made ice all day long.

' said Mrs. McBee. "You

"You were good to come,'
seem to be quite busy at your place this summer."
"They keepin me hoppin all right enough."
Mrs. MecBee 1led him ‘inte the hall. « Shel dildn"t
matsisN sl llanceitalciaimse 1l f ¥in thel pilieir milrror, ftheway
he smoothed his hair down with his hand. In 1ts way
the gesture was an indication that her scheme was working.
He was impressed.
Insithetliivi ngiiroom Mrsiii MecBeellisal | lon itheMse treel
He remained standing in the middle of the room, hat in
hand. All at once he began tapping his hat on the side
LYl
el ile e ERITI Tuist donft gﬁ% digailltiel saiidl, ) shialking
his head. "I wouldna believed it if I'da seen it with
my own eyes."

"Yeg? What is that, Mr. Flemming?"

_J’ﬁé looked about the room, at the portraits, the



1113

i

turn-top table, the silver bowl filled with Queen
Elizabeth roses. Almost bashfully he toed the oriental
rug. "Somehow tuther I'd never thought you wgﬁ the kind
thﬁt took up with niggers."

The remark was so unexpected Mrs. McBee felt the

palms of her hands instantly moisten. She sat taller.
"That was business," she said. "My son's. He teaches,
you know, and the college is so integrated now. I

suppose we'll have to get used to that sort of thing."
_~ "I first heared it in town," he said as if he
were announcing some happy surprise.

Mrs. McBee looked away. If he heard it, it was

from his own mouth. The whole town was probably
talking.
A | He cocked his head. "Ate here, too. Didn't she?"

kMrs. McBee touched her throat with her hand. iDe
sit down, Mr. Flemming." She indicated the chailr
nearest the piano, as far away from her as possible.
He sat forward in ?he charimiii i piltine | hi s h aidiin
his hands. "I hedaprgd Zﬁém niggers at the college aint
satisfied bein with just whites; they wanta be by
theyselves. I coulda told&%m t%ﬁt. Knowed it all
the time. Forcin folks to mix up aint gone do nothin

{

but make a m%@s."

RS IR

.

Vo
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"Well, times are changing. Aren't they?"

"Some thangs aint gone never change."

Mrs. McBee let the remark pass. You couldn't talk
sensibly to anybody like that anyway. Besides, she
wanted to get on with her proposal. She would think
about the gossip, if indeed there was any, later. '"May
I get you some tea? Or anything to drink?"

Mr. Flemming looked up at her and grinned. "You
aint takenlbo spiiritshiiteel, i st vou Mizz 11 shaz NS And
then with horror she saw the wink. It was his right
eye and a definite wink.

She immediately averted her eyes. But the image
of the wink remained. Idiot. She had to get all this
over with as soon as possible.

"Naw, I done already ate." He looked at her
questioningly.

"In that case theni?” She dampened her lips, and
she knew she was nervous. Of course she was used to
bargaining. She had stood up to every salesman in the
county at one time or another. Come out on top, too.
Most of the time. But she had never bargained with

the Flemmings before, and the wink had disturbed her.
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She rested her hands in her lap and looked beyond
the man, out the window to the pine trees red now with
the sun setting behind them. "I have been thinking for
some/time now, Mr. Flemming, about enlarging my operations
here." She shot a glance at him. His gaze was sober
as he stared straight in front of him. He was like a
man sleeping but with his eyes open.

”...The time has come to enlarge, you see. And
for that I'm going to need more land."

She was sure she would have got some reaction out
of that. There was none, not even a bat of an eye.

"...0f course I know you and Mrs. Flemming aren't
overly attached to the place you are now. It isn't as
if it were your real home, not like the place you used
to farm. That was your true home." She paused. "Isn't
slaitisio il

V2 ; He nodded once, still gazing straight ahead.

e tMrs. McBee took a deep breath. "I was thinking
abount yourland, Mr. Flemming. You don't seem to be

LS m o SR Al SRR T vl T nigd ol B a kel B o R B v our

|
hands -- for a reasonable price, of course."
'.\/\

{

Helldiidinot iToekat her. | "Out back, you btalkin

Vbout?"
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"Yes. I know you're paying taxes on it, and as I
always say what's the good of putting out when nothing
is coming in? That's what my father used to say." She
cleared her throat. "In other words I'm perfectly
willing to buy that do-nothing land, Mr. Flemming.

Perfectly willing."

I
ﬁff, He turned to her then. The brown eyes with the
curled-up eyelashes regarded her soberly; they were
not the smiling eyes that enraged her so when he was
trying to overcharge her for his fertilizer. "Aint

2
for gkli," was all he said, but there was such a ring

of finality in the words Mrs. McBee was completely put

)N

S dlonitie mean—%" she sputtered.
N
"Not a chince." He wagged his head sorrowfully

and began twirling his hat again. He was like some

impenetrable wall.

"And why not, may I ask? You're doing nothing

Wl i
N 2y
"Lady," he said, "now donlt be gAttin your dander

up with me here."

Mrs. McBee slowly closed her eyes, but her whole

body throbbed with rage. She wanted to tell him to get
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out of her house. He was out of place here.
"You gotta know your which from your what."
She opened her eyes and, maddeningly, saw he was
grinning at her.
| ., enls
1113 ‘"Th&t tdwemsks gone be Buster, Junior's house."
yx ;"Just what are you talking about, Mr. Flemming?"
i"Thg& land you gone take off my hands. Buster,
Junior, he's gone build hisself a house on it. All
i el
"I see." In her mind she saw the house already
Joerat Almepdt /N oneﬂtory brick nothing with a white shining
roof and Lojean inside with her hair done up in pink
curlers all day long. 0
"Gone plant so#ﬁ}eans back %ﬁéﬁéﬂ' All at once he
looked quite shy. "Thﬁt boy gotta head on hisself.
Goin;/to night school'ever night, puttinz/koney away
for his youngun's education." He shot his face out
like a dare. "Thx% boy's gone 5%3 somewhars. Just
iololcilllon bt
Roosevelt, Mrs. McBee was thinking. Franklin
Roosevelt had caused all this. If it hadn't been for%%'”
v "T suppose yog]iﬁow," she said, "that my grandfather "

used to own all this land; your land, my land and clear

R —
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across the highway into Piney Point. All of it."
”Th%% so? Well, like you say, times has changed

' He got up from the chair. "No ma'm,

a heapa thangs.'
Buster, Junior he got plans for thﬁt out yonder."

Mrs. McBee also stood. "Thank you for coming by,
Mr. Flemming."

%nglanced about the room once more. 'We got one

AN CAY
of em ;Ea; thangs," he said, pointing.

For a moment Mrs. McBee could not figure out what
he was talking about. And then she saw the clock in
the bookshelf. It was an old clock brought back from
Switzerland years ago by her grandmother. It had been
an expensive piece even then, as delicate and intrieate
as her grandmother herself. Mrs. McBee had grown up
with the clock; the chimes had marked her half-hours
every inch of the way.

"Nadine's nephew he was over crosst the water, in

the arm forces, and he sent Nadine one. But the bird

he donlt come out no more; got broke."
| | #
It had been a;/humiliating encounter, and Mrs. McBee
had not allowed her thoughts to dwell on it overly much

during the summer. Gradually she reconciled herself to
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the defeat. After all she would probably need the money
i Slae) @i SakElkds dbvatiaes Gletial fhal@lds AglalfEin GiE o

Perhaps it was the remembering that brought on the
thought of death. She was thinking of Buster, Junior
and his elaborate plans. And that naturally led to John
Bedford. She was wondering how much of a threat an
educated Buster, Junior could be.

Py Somehow while talking to Mr. Flemming she had the
distinct feeling he would have liked to have reversed
things. There was a decided air of "a man of property"
about him, and she wondered if in that cracker brain of
his he wasn't sitting there planning, planning to buy
her out.

Then, lying on her bed thinking through these things,
she had another one of her visions: 3he was dead, of
course. John Bedford was living in the house as usual.
Across the hedge was Buster, Junior, sitting in his new
brick house surrounded by sof/bean fields with a diploma
tacked up on the wall. Gradually as the years went on
the hedge would come down, then the fence, and on her
property were six tow;headed childrenzLPuster, Junior!'s
children, all speaking French. Inside her house was

not John Bedford but Lojean Flemming, dressed in summer

green waiting for guests to arrive.
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Mrs. McBee stared blackly at the wall before her.

It was as ugly a vision as her own death. Neither of

which she cared to dwell on at any length. Dying was

[

natural, of course —} for someone elgse. She could not
V'

imagine the world without her. Trillions and trillions
of years from now and no Letitia Graham McBee. In her
mind she had often tried to imagine heaven and hell,
tried to convince herself that there were such places.
She said she believed it, even argued the point:

"I believe every single word the Bible has to say,
every word."

'/ Tt twash atkcindd o whistling int thie ¥ daricitdshesdNd#nes
like to think of herself as a nothing, just lying out
in a hole somewhere beneath the stars, a nobody, her
hands not moeving, just a mnothing. "More and more these
days her mind was troubled by such thought%l She had
always been troubled by it, of course, but she was so
far removed from it when she was younger she could
even boast about death.

"I'm perfectly prepared. I fear nothing."
Now, however, she wanted to linger, postpone.

L

"T have to linger," she muttered, '"see it out, see

ALt el e it eldis
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She could not die the way things were now. "Just a

A
Y

nothing, lying in a--"

M\
It was all too unpleasant, black. She got up frem
the bed and went to the window. Outside the blue jays
were still squawking in the holly tree.

Iionwdile),  itioo,

she said angrily to the birds.
"Even you die."

But her thoughts were soon averted. Down below
she saw John Bedford get into the station wagon and
dirzatvio Mo TR

Where could he be going on a Sunday afternoon?
There was nowhere to drive to on Sunday.

Y¢ |Her gaze followed the car to the highway, and
she noticed he turned left instead of right as he

usually did. She was thinking, too, how parched

everything looked. Hot and parched.
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