Rock Muddle

One hot Sunday morning in June of 1927, Beulah Bazemore rumbled over the railroad tracks going across town to her Weeping Mary Baptist Church driving the fine old Ford Mary Cavett had given her, to park 'side a very few cars in the side yard under the oak trees by the church near the graveyard. Most walked there or rode on wagons. On the other side of the church, long narrow picnic tables were being set up for a dinner on the grounds to be held after the two-hour-long service which would last from eleven o'clock 'til one unless Preacher Spotswood got even more wound up than usual on the intoxicating sound of his own voice. With this larger than usual crowd today, that might indeed happen. To have a packed congregation looking up at him, nodding in agreement, calling out "Amen" upon his every opinion or statement was as heady an elixir as any drink or drug the gods ever concocted to make an earthling feel lifted up, resurrected as it were, to become, if only for a while, one of the gods himself. 
Even if most of the worshippers were here truly for the big spread being prepared out under the oak trees, many of them invited from other churches to celebrate annually the founding of this church, Preacher Spotswood did not want to miss this golden opportunity to enlighten them all of the true word of God in heaven. He hoped to convince them that he had a strong straight telegraph line. All he had to do, he'd have you to know, was to tap in, "We're here, Lord, we're listening. Just tell me what to say. And this, dear friends, is what he tol' me to say. Right straight off the line. So listen up."
"Amen!" the two hundred people shouted, their minds prepared to listen and not even think about the collards, sweet potato pudding, caramel pies, and coconut cakes being unpacked outside as they spoke. Occasional1y, however, a stomach would growl. The owner would place his hand on his chest and glance around to see if anybody was giggling.
After church, Beulah moved on out into the churchyard trying not to stumble in her high heels over the large roots at the bottom of every oak tree. The yard had no grass but clean white sand packed hard over a clay base with just a few patches of weeds and sandspurs here and there. She spread out her barbecued chicken, potato salad, deviled eggs and chocolate cheese pie on a flowery tablecloth with brother Ben-Olive and his wife Biddy. Together, they had invited at least seven neighbors to join them. Some of their company would go to their own church first then hightail it across town to have dinner. This spread was not called "lunch." In fact, these good people never had "lunch." They enjoyed breakfast, dinner and supper in that order, except sometimes they might also have "breakfast for supper," especially if it was old country ham. A gift of a country ham for Christmas or for a birthday was a, or rather the most welcome present in Martin County next to a hunting dog, among both colored and White alike. 
Beulah moved slowly, rather grandly across the yard as so many people of all ages came up to hug her, shake her hand, give her a peck. Most of them owed her favors of one sort or another. If a woman could be the backbone of a church, Beulah was.  Some might say she ran the church.  She would deny that.  Absolutely.  She would remind them quickly, "I ain't never been chairman of nothing.  No sir.  I ain't got time." However, those who were chairmen never made a move without checking with "Miz Boo" first. Nobody was even nominated to a station or an office without her approval.  When she did have to make an announcement or address the congregation, she called them "Dear hearts." They knew she meant it. She might say, 'Now, 'Dear hearts', we're goona pass the collection plate one more time tonight because the Widow Jones has been burned outta her house with three children…Doc Haughton and Miz Serena have made a big donation, Miz Mary Cavett and Big Dan have turned in as well as the Kiwanis Club and the 'pistopal church. Also the white Baptists, Methodists and Presbyterians. But Sudie Jones is a member of our church and we've got to do our part. You hear? So Dear hearts, go home tonight after you've made a money donation and bring out clothes and canned goods, soap and hairbrushes. She's staying with her sister 'til we can work something out. Lord love you." Money would come from nowhere on that last passing of the plate, just like the loaves and fishes. Yes, Miz Boo carried right much weight at the Weeping Mary Baptist Church on the corner of Crowder and Hampton Avenue, Somewhat to the chagrin of Preacher Spotswood from Virginia. Naturally he rather resented having to check with Miz Boo even in a subtle sort of way before he pursued a project of any sort, because if he didn't, he had discovered, it would never move forward. Who could blame a fella for that?
Beulah moved over to her cousin, Easter Howard.
"Cud'n Easter, I've got a nursing job for you ... in about January. But you can't tell anybody because she ain't telling anybody yet, not even her husband or her own mother. "
Easter's eyes lit up with dollar marks. She lived-in with new mothers for two or three weeks, sometimes a month until she got them breast-feeding successfully and the baby to somewhat sleeping through the night. She nursed the mama, the baby and even the poor left-out daddy until they adjusted to the little new creature in their midst. She taught the older brothers and sisters to treasure the new baby instead of feeling jealous and to feel proud to try to help mama by answering the door, drying dishes, cleaning off the table, hanging diapers out on the line, hanging up their own clothes, and talking low so as not to wake the baby. Everybody tried to get Easter to stay on forever if they could afford it. She never would. She liked new challenges, she said. Actually, the work was very hard, tho' she made it seem easy, and she needed a rest after a few weeks, to get some sleep for herself.
So she said to Cud'n Boo "Who in the world is it? I ain't heard of nobody. It cain't be Miz Mary Cavett, could it?" 
"That's the one," Beulah whispered, winking. "You hit it right on the button."
"Did she tell you first, before her own mama?"
"Oh, no, I just know. I can tell it by they eyes, just like you can, Cuz. You an't the only one with that gift, see."
"Well, I don't just spot it by that self-satisfied look in their eyes, I can tell it also by the way they walks, even before they start showing, don't you know?" said Easter secretively. She didn't say, "Don't you know?" as a question but as a statement of fact like, "You'd best believe."
"She'll be callin' you in a coupla months I 'spect and don' you let on you already know. Just act surprised,.,but save that month open, all right?"
"Sure, baby. Thank you for the tip. We girls gatta' look after one another, ain't we," said the pleased Easter.
"Right," said Miz Boo moving toward a big oak tree over at the side. During the last conversation a little action had caught her eye and she'd followed it with only half a mind but was curious, nevertheless. She had semi-observed a young, slim fifteen-year-old girl pulling gently at the sleeve of the Reverend Spotswood but he pulled gently away back to his long conversation with one of the heavier donors of his flock. The nervous-looking girl's name was Felicia Adams, and her parents were trying their darndest to raise her right after her older sisters had gone astray. You'd think they would just give up.
Felicia had waited a moment, then tugged at the minister's sleeve again but he pulled away quite firmly, and the third time she tried it, he almost slapped her hand away and moved on off. The girl moved sadly over behind the big oak tree where Miz Beulah was headed casually to check on her. She found her crying and sitting on one of the moss-covered roots of the largest oak tree in the midday heat. She put her arms around her.
"Baby, can I go get you some cold ice tea and some of my chocolate chess pie?"
"Nome. Thank you, ma'am," she stammered, her tears subsiding a bit. Beulah placed her hands on her shoulders and looked into her beautiful brown eyes.
"Felicia, do you want to tell Miz Beulah about it? You're too pretty to go roun' crying. Red eyes just don't become you. The boys might not go for blury red eyes. 
Felicia cut her a sidewise look that could have sliced a turkey.
"Well, hey there now, girl. What's going on? Boy trouble?"
Felicia sniffed again and admitted, "Well, maybe man trouble, Miz Boo. I've tried to talk to Preacher Spotswood about it, but he won't listen to me. He's always saying in his sermons to come to the Lord with any troubles we got and He'll take our burden off us and that he himself will pray with us and all that but he don't seem interested in helping me none."
"How 'bout your mama and daddy?" asked Beulah.
Felicia's eyes grew wide with fear. "Oh, Lord, they'd kill me, flat out."
"Can you tell me about it and we'll see what we can do about it, if anything can be done, hear?" Beulah suggested quietly.
"Well, Miz Beulah, there's this man in our church who sings in the choir wi' me and he asked me to wait for him in the choir room some time ago, that he had something to tell me. So I did, and we've been meeting back there for a while now and, uh, I uh ... "
"What did he tell you?"
"Well, he just tol' me I was the prettiest thing he had ever seen and he wanted to give such a pretty little creature, he said, something nice, to make me happy 'cause I looked sad sometimes."
"And what did he give you, Felicia?" asked Beulah.
"Well, lots of things. It seemed to give him pleasure to give me things."
"What sort of things?"
"Well, he brought me candy, chocolate raisins, hard peach candy, chocolate covered marshmallows... chocolate silver bells, you know, chocolate kisses."
"Any other kind of kisses?"
"Well, yes, some real sweet, soft, slow kisses ... oh, and some scuppernong wine he said his mother had made. Wasn't that nice, to bring me some wine his own mama had made?" 
"Why, yes," said Beulah dully, "that sounds very nice, I do say. What else did he give you?"
"Oh, just little things, sweet, romantic things, like a cigar wrapper ring he placed on my third finger, left hand, and said he wished he'd met me years ago as I'm his dream girl and he would have married me."
"Just a few years ago, Felicia, you were in diapers, baby. What kind of talk is that?
"Well, nobody in my life had talked to me like that before. He said he dreamed about me every night. "
Ignoring that last statement, Beulah asked, "How old is his wife and children?"
"Miz Boo, how did you know he had a wife and children?"
"Simple as that nose on your face...or that brain in your po' head. All the signs. And you don't even need to tell me who it is. It's Bransom Jenkins, our fine undertaker and one of the biggest givers to the church coffers, tryin' to buy his way out of hell."
"I still don’t know how you guessed, Miz Beulah.  I didn’t give no clues as to his name."
"Felecia, all I had to do was think of the men in the choir and who had a key to the church to the choir room because he's a deacon and who Preacher Spotswood ain't gon' get involved about because he's a big buddy of his. He
helped bring ol' Spotty down here from Virginia...but, I think you haven't tol' Aunt Boo everything, because nothing you've tol' me would make you go behind this tree crying and carrying on like you did. What else did he give you, like I don't know."
"You mean, you know that, too? Miz Beu1ah, how did you know that?" Felicia's eyes were big as Orphan Annie's.
"Little girl, do you think I fell off the back of a turnip truck? Besides ol' Mama Boo here can tell when girls is pregnant by looking in they eyes... and other ways."
"Do you think my mama can tell too, like you?"
Beulah looked at her a while and whispered, "No, and she ain't gonna know either. You're still in school, you're halfway smart...not all the way. Howsomever, you're too young to have babies...this man has babies all over
Martin County not to mention the three by his wife that use his name. I've had enough of his mess. Listen, you meet me down at Booker's Store Tuesday night at seven o'clock. You and I are going on short little trip and you're gonna play sick Wednesday and Thursday and miss school, but get your homework anyway, you hear? Tell nobody nothin'. Just tell your mama you're going to my house to help me with some cooking I asked you to assist me with. Hear?
And qwitcher crying. Go home and try to pass for normal. Hear me now? Go on." And she whapped her gently on her bottom as she turned to start away.
Beulah went into the church and selected the oldest beat up hymn book she could find, got a short stubby pencil off the piano, tore a page from the hymnal and wrote a note in the margin, folded it carefully, went back down the worn, wooden, unpainted steps, strolled over to Preacher Spotswood, stuck the note into his breast pocket, patted it a bit, smiled at him and walked over to Biddy's table to eat her collards and cornbread.
The hymn she had chosen was page eighty-two, written by Fannie Cowper in 1882.
I'll tell the world.
I'll tell the world,
Tell all the sinners in the world.
I'll tell the world,
Tell all the world,
About the love of Jesus.
The message Beulah gave him burned a hole in Preacher Spotswood's pocket 'til he could get home, pull it out and read it. He took in the hymn first, wondering what it meant but feeling a lack of air in his chest even before he read the notation. He rubbed his narrow mustache a few times as he read the message. "Meet me at Booker's Store Monday night at seven o'clock back beside the pickle barrel. Bring to me thirty of the dollars that our fine undertaker and church deacon puts into your hands once a month after he puts half that amount into the plate for the church. We don't mind him giving you money you can keep. Politicians do that all the time. We just want to be sure that ain't hush money. Right, Spotty?"
Beulah had just placed two large dill pickles into a brown paper bag, then wrapped that in old newspapers to keep it from dripping, when her minister came up to her quietly on Monday night at seven o'clock.
'How nice to see you in here, Preacher. I didn't know you shopped at Booker's Store. Booker, your clientele is improving every day."
"Miz Beulah Bazemore, what can I do for you?" asked Preacher Spotswood. 
Boo didn't want to make him squirm. She just wanted to get this over. So all she said was, "Brother Spotswood, a winsome young beauty, another one, yes, has found herself in a family way by a deacon in your church and I'll bet your hat, ass, and overcoat that you know who it is. Why yes, I see the light in your eyes. The biggest giver in your church who also thinks he's God's gift to women, especially young pretty ones. You have two choices. Tell him to give me the money to have this fixed, or you give me the money yourself."
He opened and closed his mouth like a fish just pulled on the dock, but before he could say anything, she shushed him, "I know you're going to say he might not be the one. He'll of course deny it. But you and I both know he is. You know perfectly well what goes on in the choir room most every Wednesday night. I can tell you know. Another thing. You know that the local Klu Klux don't only burn crosses and carry on to scare colored folks. You do
know, don't you? That they also burn crosses in the yards of white men that are doing wrong by their wives and children to scare the hell out of them, too. Don't tell me how to talk. I'll curse you all I want till you come up with the money to fix up Felicia. And if you don't think I can't get the Klu Kluckers to burn a cross in front of your house as well as our fine undertaker...just give me a chance."
"Uh," he stammered, "Doc Haughton ain't no Klu Klucker. Neither is Big Dan Hardison. Who.."
"Do you think they're the only white mens I know? Who do you take me for?"
Somewhat watered down from his best preaching style, he tried to ask her quietly, without drawing attention from others in the store, "Why are you asking thirty dollars when that woman... "
"Mrs. Velma. She's a fine woman. A lady. And she helps out white girls, too. I 'spect your wife knows who she is even if you don't, just don't be so high and mighty with me. You're starting to say she only charges fifteen dollars and you're right. The other fifteen dollars is for Felicia for her agony and pain, to put aside for her high school graduation dress. Awright? And if you don't have it with you tonight like I told you to, I'm charging you forty dollars, you hear?" All this was said in a firm, strong whisper. "If either of you give me a hard time, I can get other mothers of his babies to step forward and demand some money for those children, too, without even going to court. Do you doubt it Preacher?" 
He had no answer. Then he managed to say, "Miz Bazemore, do you enjoy being self-righteous?"
"Bet your buttons, Preacher. Since I ain't never held myself out to be no saint in the first place I don't have to pretend to be. The Lord knows I've got a long way to go, but before I catch that train you're always preachin' about, that train to Gloryland, it may have to leave without me, 'cause I'm gonna get Felicia through high school first. Are we together on that, brother?"
He handed her, after looking around the store, a worn clean handkerchief tied up by the corners. She could tell it had both bills and change in it. She didn't embarrass him by opening it and counting out the money. She straight away thrust it into her right dress pocket then reached out and shook his rather lifeless hand."
"I've enjoyed doing business with you, Spotty." Beulah pumped his hand and said this loud enough for the customers in that part of the store to hear. She marched out smiling broadly and waving at everyone while carrying the thirty dollars planted deep in her pocket along with all the keys to her house, Ben Olive's house, Serena and Doc's house, Mary Cavett and Dan's house and to the Weeping Mary Baptist Church.
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