What Happened to Tommy?

Annie slowed the green ’52 Chevy at the stop sign and sat for a minute under the streetlight, looking for any car she might recognize She shook her head, giving her shoulder length pageboy a flip.  Wonder where everyone is?  It was eight o’clock.  By this time on a Saturday night, the old, souped-up Fords, Mercs and Chevys were usually dragging Main and shooting the courthouse square.  Some contained three or four girls, some were manned by a couple of hotshots with brushy crew cuts and leather-sleeved lettermen’s jackets.  Occasionally one held a couple - the girl had his huge class ring on her left finger, taped on the back with a wad of adhesive tape painted with bright fingernail polish.  They were “going steady.”

No one was “shooting the square” – a slow automotive dance of flirtation with the girls eyeing the boys and the boys eyeing the girls.  The parking lot of the A & W down at the end of Main was empty.  Annie slipped the old Chevy into gear and headed down Broadway toward the high school.  That must be where everyone was.  As she got a few blocks from the high school, she saw a red glow and smoke rising above the treetops.  Had she had missed hearing about a bonfire and pep rally.  But wait, last night was the first big football game.  We don’t have bonfires the night after a football game.  Ohmigosh, those idiots must have decided to set the school on fire!  She gunned the little Chevy’s engine.

The start of school this year had been exciting for many reasons.  It was her first year in the Senior High School.  Last year in Junior High the freshmen had been the top dogs, lording it over the seventh and eighth graders.  This year they were the sophomores, once again on the bottom rung – but it didn’t matter, they were finally in High School!  Even more exciting, this was the first year their high school was integrated.  A large group of white students, most of who walked from the large, comfortable houses on the blocks near the school, stood around in front of the school.  They watched as a big yellow school bus, usually reserved for the kids who came in from the farms, pulled up in front.  Surprisingly, the town’s police chief and the county sheriff stepped off the bus.  Each one took a position on either side of the door, grim expressions on their faces.

Annie couldn’t help wondering.  She had watched the news on television when the schools in Alabama and Arkansas were integrated.  They had soldiers protecting those kids, and there was violent reaction from the waiting white students.  Are our kids going to be ugly like that?  She hoped not.   Annie was no longer sure where she stood on the issue of integrating schools.  She had made the mistake of saying at the dinner table that the black kids deserved a good education just as much as the white kids.  She touched her cheek where the memory of Daddy’s slap still stung.  She still believed it was the right thing to happen, but she was more careful about saying so out loud.

Slowly, four black girls and four black boys came down the bus steps to the sidewalk.  They bunched up closely in the small space between the sheriff and the chief.  Those two stepped out quickly, and the chief snapped, “Come on.”  The little group quickly made its way to the front door of the school without incident.  As they passed there were murmurs and rumblings, but nothing loud enough to discern what was actually said.  As several students started to speak to each other the bell rang.  Annie glanced at her watch – hmm, seven minutes early.

The plan devised by the town fathers and the school board to implement the new federal law was to integrate in increments.  Annie’s class would get the first group of eight black students chosen from the brightest students at the Lincoln colored school.  These 148 white sophomores and eight black sophomores would be the graduating class of 1960.  When this group became juniors, the class entering below them would have sixteen black students.  Annie wondered how many students there were at Lincoln and how many years it would take.  She shook her head and entered the classroom where she would take Biology.  She found that, instead of having individual desks, they would be seated in groups of three or four at long wooden, tables.  Her seatmates were three boys, two of whom she knew.  One was Donnie Joe, her next-door neighbor, and one was Mason Smith, the captain of the football team.  The other boy she had never met.

Annie stuck out her hand, and said, “Hi, I’m Annie Green.  Welcome to Barton High School.”  The young black student had a momentary look of panic, glanced at the two white boys, then rose to his feet and touched Annie’s hand in a brief shake.  Very softly he said, “Thank you, miss.”  Annie laughed and said, “Miss?  I’m not the teacher.  Please, call me Annie.  What’s your name?”  Annie could swear he blushed as he said, “Carroll Davis.”   Every now and then Annie couldn’t help sneaking a peek at Carroll.  His liquid brown eyes were shaded with the longest, curliest lashes she had ever seen on a boy.  She stuck her nose in the Biology book.  Wouldn’t do to say something like that where Donnie Joe and Mason could hear it.

At lunch, Annie was sitting at a table with Donnie Joe and several others.  They all snuck furtive glances at the one table which had eight black students seated together.  They were concentrating on their plates, not looking at each other or the white students.  Annie nudged Donnie Joe, “Why don’t you go ask Carroll to come sit with us?”  

Donnie Joe stared at her.  “Are you nuts?  You want to start a riot?  You just mind your business and let them mind theirs.”  

Annie glared at him.  “Their business is getting an education.  Our business is getting an education.  It’s the same business.”

Donnie Joe sighed.  “Annie, we’ve got to take things slow or the lid could blow off this whole town.”  

Annie sighed an even bigger sigh.  Donnie Joe was probably right, but it didn’t seem fair.  Part of going to school was being friends with everyone.  Wonder what they’d do if I went over and sat with them?  She stood up, but Donnie Joe grabbed the back of her blouse and made her sit down hard.  She frowned at him.

“Look, Annie.  I want to be friends with those kids and make them at least a small part of our world just as much as you do, but now isn’t the time.  Everybody is just getting used to this.  One wrong move, one wrong word, and it’ll be Little Rock all over with the National Guard in here.  Then how long will it be before we can be friends with them?  Take it easy.  Didn’t you see how scared that black kid was when you forced him to shake your hand?”

“His name is Carroll.  Why should he be scared of me?”

“Jeezus, Annie – sometimes you can be dense!  He wasn’t scared of you.  He was scared me and Mason might punch him if he touched you.”

“That’s crazy.”

“Maybe, but it’s the world we live in.  When we smiled at him, then he shook your hand – for about a second.”

“You mean to tell me that you and I can dance to music by Chuck Berry and Fats Domino without a problem, but I can’t shake hands with Carroll?  What kind of a messed up world is this?”


“You are such a damn Methodist!  Why don’t you come to the Church of Christ with me Sunday and listen to Brother Foreman preach against ‘the Devil’s music from the heart of darkest Africa?’  And don’t you dare let anyone know I danced with you!”  Annie stuck her tongue out at him, and went to dump her mainly uneaten lunch into the trashcan.  

She didn’t see Donnie Joe or Carroll for the rest of the day.  They had Chorus and Band, while she had Speech and Drama, followed by American History.  That was an interesting class.  The football coach who taught it had been a soldier in World War II, and he brought pictures taken when his unit liberated Auschwitz.  The emaciated skeletons with haunted eyes, standing in front of a pile of bodies even more emaciated than the living ones, transfixed Annie.  She had heard a little about the concentration camps, but she had never seen anything like this.  How could one set of human beings do this to another?  Were all Germans awful?  Her grandparents were German, and they didn’t seem awful.  She wanted to ask her daddy about it, but she was afraid to.  He was a soldier in that war, too, but his jaw got stony, and his eyes got cold when anyone referred to it.

That afternoon after school she flung her dress on the floor and slipped into a pair of jeans with relief.  She went running out the back door and saw Donnie Joe’s mom chatting with Annie’s mom at the fence.  “Hey, Miz Carter!  Where’s Donnie Joe?”

“In his room, Annie – supposed to be studyin’ – hah!”

Annie grinned and waved, heading for Donnie Joe’s window, which had been without a screen for as long as Annie could remember.  Donnie Joe stuck his hand out the window, grabbed Annie’s outstretched arm, and hauled her through the open window.  Annie didn’t have to see the look on her mother’s face.  She could feel it boring through her back.  Mother only cared about what would look improper to the neighbors, but Donnie Joe was the closest thing to a brother Annie would ever have, so Mom might as well lighten up.  “So, how did the rest of your day go?”

Donnie laughed and clapped his hands together.  “Oh, wow, I wish you had just a drop of musical talent.  We had so much fun in chorus and band!  Carroll has the voice of an angel, and Jerry can make music on his trumpet that sounds like souls are dying!”

“Who’s Jerry?”

“Jerry is Carroll’s friend, one of the other black boys.  They are both so talented!  Just wait until Spring Follies.  We are going to surprise the whole damn town!”

“Ahmmm,” she waggled her finger at him.  “I’m going to tell Brother Foreman you said ‘damn’ twice today!”

He pushed her off the chair where she was perched, arms wrapped around knees.  She jumped to her feet, but Donnie Joe had already skinned out the window.  By the time she caught up with him, he was hiding behind her mother.  That was a sight.  Donnie Joe was easily six foot three, and Mom was maybe five foot one.  “Please, Mrs. Green.  Don’t let her hurt me!”  They all laughed, and Mrs. Carter headed in to fix supper, while Donnie Joe and Annie followed Mrs. Green, hoping for some fresh baked cookies. 

As soon as Mrs. Green was occupied in the kitchen making dinner, Annie and Donnie Joe went to Annie’s room and got out her secret pack of cigarettes.  Annie grinned as she struck a match, “What does Brother Foreman call this?”

Donnie Joe grinned, “The Devil’s noxious weed, of course!”

“Does it occur to you, Donnie Joe Carter, that if you don’t stop hangin’ out with me, you’re going right straight down the path to hell?”

“I’m sure that’s what Brother Foreman thinks – not to mention your mother!  You should have seen the look you got when you crawled in my window.”

“I crawled in?  Why, Mother dear, your poor daughter was dragged in by that fiendish wretch, helpless and protesting!”  She swooned onto the bed.

“Okay, drama queen.  Quit the hamming, and let’s talk about the Spring Follies.”

“No, tell me more about the black kids.”

“Not much to tell.  Three of the boys are in chorus and band.  But the fourth one is as musically challenged as you are.  He’s going to play football – did you see the size of that guy?  He looks like a big, brown boxcar!  I’d hate to get in front of him on a football field.”

“Uh-huh.  The only thing you like to do on a football field is prance around in your fancy drum major’s outfit.  I can’t believe you get to be drum major your sophomore year!  Who’d you bribe?”

“Nobody.  We get new uniforms this year, and they want somebody who can wear it for three years.  Just wait until you see what I learned at band camp this summer, miss smarty pants!”

“What about the black girls?  I didn’t have any of them in my classes.”

“Two of them are in band.  I think they’re sisters.  I haven’t seen the other two.”

“Shhh!  Quick, give me your cigarette!  Mother’s coming.”  Annie dropped the lit cigarettes into a large pink perfume bottle and pushed the stopper closed.  She quickly fanned the smoke from the air.  She didn’t know if Mom couldn’t tell she smoked because Daddy did, or just pretended she didn’t to avoid a confrontation.  Either way, Annie wasn’t going to tempt fate.

Donnie Joe sat straight up, looking guilty as sin.  “You are going to give it away with that stupid expression on your face.  Be cool.”

Donnie Joe tried to look “cool,” but only managed to look even more guilty.  Mom popped her head in the door.  “Donnie Joe, your mother probably has supper ready, and I just heard Mr. Green pull in the drive.”

“Thanks, Miz Green.  I’d better get going.  See ya tomorrow, Annie.”

The next day when Annie walked up to the front of the high school, Donnie Joe and Mason were standing and talking with the four black boys.  Annie didn’t see the four black girls anywhere.  The boys were making some rhythmic motions with their hands, and then Jerry smacked Donnie Joe’s outstretched hand with his, and spun around on one heel as they all laughed.  “Hey, guys!  Whatcha doin’?”

“Nothing, Annie.  Why don’t you go on?  Hang out with the girls for a change.”

“Don’t be such a snoot, Mason.  Hi, Carroll.  Isn’t somebody going to introduce me to the others?”  All four black boys were looking at the ground.  Mason was trying to glare Annie down, but she ignored him.  

Finally, Donnie Joe coughed and said, “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude.  Annie Green, I’d like to introduce Jerry Romero, Tommy Jackson, and . . .” The two nodded shyly at her when their names were spoken, but Donnie Joe had turned to the tall, square shouldered boy.  “I’m sorry, Duffy.  I don’t know your full name.  Is Duffy your last name or first name?”  

Duffy looked at the ground and mumbled softly, “It’s juss Duffy.”  Donnie Joe’s face turned bright red and he reached out and pretend punched Duffy on one of his huge arms.

“Well, Annie.  This is Duffy, the great football player I told you about.”  A very large smile appeared on Duffy’s face.  Apparently he liked football.

“Hi Jerry, Tommy, Duffy.  I’m pleased to meet you.  I hope you like Barton High.”

Jerry and Tommy managed to say, “Pleased to meet you, Miss,” pretty much in unison, but they didn’t offer to shake hands.

“Oh, hey.  I told Carroll yesterday, and I’ll tell you today.  Cut out the ‘miss’ crap.  I’m just Annie.”

The boys all looked shocked, and Donnie Joe took her by one arm while Mason grabbed the other.  “Time to go to class, Annie.”

“Like hell!  The bell hasn’t rung yet.”  Just then the bell rang, and the four black boys hustled for the front door.   Annie glanced at her watch.  Six minutes early this time.  She looked up just in time to see the school secretary at the office window near where Annie knew the electric control board for the class bells was located.  She looked at Mason and Donnie Joe with fire in her eyes.  “Let go of me.”

“Okay, but you need to learn to watch your mouth.”

“What the hell did I say wrong?”

Mason shook his head and went in the door.  Donnie Joe bent close and shook his finger in her face.  “Annie, you’ve got a mouth like a sailor, and you’re too friendly.  You can’t go giving those black boys the wrong impression.  You could get them hurt.”

Annie looked at him, astonished.  “I didn’t say anything you haven’t said a hundred times.  Just how can you be too friendly to someone?  How can being friendly get anyone hurt?”

Donnie Joe straightened to his full height and smiled at her, “You know, I’m glad you’re so open and friendly and straight forward.  I’m glad you’re my best friend.  But you know what?  Sometimes you can be dumber than a box of rocks.  If those boys get the idea that, because you use cuss words and want to socialize with them, that you’re easy and it’s okay to touch you or something, the white boys around here might just beat the shit out of them.  Now do you get it?”

“No, I certainly do not ‘get it,’ but I will take your word for it for now.  Let’s go to class.”  She stopped dead in her tracks.  “Hey, what was that crap about Duffy’s name?”

“Later.”

 Annie thought “later” would never come.  Donnie Joe avoided her at lunch, and he had special marching band practice after school.  By the time he got home from that it was suppertime, and they both had a lot of homework that evening.  The week got busier and busier as school activities increased.  They only saw each other to wave to as they came and went.  Annie sometimes had a few minutes to chat with Donnie Joe or Carroll before Biology class, but not enough to really start any conversations.  When Saturday finally came they both slept late, but Donnie Joe was at her house by ten, asking if she wanted to take their bikes out in the country and have a picnic. 

It didn’t take her ten minutes to wash her face and throw on some jeans.  They often rode out the irrigation ditch that ran behind their houses, following it out beyond town to a grove of Cottonwood and Locust trees that was quiet and private.  Some time in the distant past the trees had gotten a foothold in the barren prairie and the farmer who grew cotton and wheat there just didn’t have the heart to cut them down.  They grew and grew through the years and had sheltered children at play, lovers’ trysts, and just good friends having a picnic in the mild Indian summer days before the first cold chill swept down from the north.

“Oh, yum!  Your mom makes the best fried chicken, Donnie Joe.  Give me another leg, please.”

“Shows how much you know.  That’s the same fried chicken you had last night.  Your mother made it.  But my mom did make the potato salad for supper last night.  I think it tastes even better the second day.  You want some?”

“Is the Pope Catholic?  So, I haven’t seen you all week!  Tell me everything, ok?”

“What everything?”

“Don’t be coy.  It’s not your style.  Tell me about Carroll and Jerry and Tommy and Duffy.  What are they like?  Do they like us?  Are they over being scared of us?  Are they going to be friends with us?  Are they smart?”

“Uhhh . . . nice, yes, maybe, I think so, and everyone but Duffy.  Would you like a chocolate cupcake?”

“No, chocolate gives me pimples, and that is not enough of an answer.  I want all the groovy details.  Spill ‘em!”

“Lemme eat,” Donnie Joe managed to spit out around a mouthful of cupcake.

“Hurry up.  You can be so annoying.”

Donnie Joe swallowed and took a swig of Coke.  “Good, I wouldn’t want you to be the only one.”  He ducked as Annie took a swing at him, and Coke sprayed all over both of them.  Annie pulled an orange out of her rucksack and fixed him with the evil eye as she began to peel it.

“Take it easy, champ.  Now that my tummy is full, I will fill your greedy little ears with all the gossip.”  He leaned back against a sturdy Cottonwood.  “Carroll is pretty much what you see in Biology class.  He’s quiet and shy.  Actually, they all are, but there’s a good reason for it.”

“What reason?  What could possibly make eight people from one whole area of town so shy?”

“Annie, you’re not stupid.  You saw in the papers and on TV what happened in Little Rock.  You don’t want that to happen here.  Well, neither do they.  And their parents and teachers, the ones at Lincoln, really don’t.  Those kids are the vanguard of a movement that is rocking our parents’ world.  They can’t goof off and be crazy teenagers while they’re at the white school.  They have to represent the whole black community in the best possible light.”

“That’s no fun.  They should be allowed to just be kids.”

“Yeah, but they can’t.  If they get this right, then maybe their kids and your kids and my kids can just goof off and be crazy teenagers together.  There won’t be a “colored” school and a “white” school.  There’ll just be a school.”

“Why can’t it be that way now?”

“I don’t know – hundreds of years of history.  Our folks owned their folks.  That’s pretty disgusting.”

Annie stared at her toes as she gouged them in the loose dirt, “Yeah, I know.  My dad brags about it.  Says his great-granddaddy owned a hundred mules and a hundred slaves, but I don’t really believe that.  My grandparents were dirt poor.  He thinks it still ought to be that way.  You know what he said the other day?”  She looked up at Donnie Joe.  “I said something about Mr. Rutherford being such a nice policeman.  He said, ‘Jim, Annie.  You call him Jim.  Yes, Jim is as good a nigger as I ever met, but he’s not a real policeman.  He’s just a door rattler.  They don’t even give him bullets for his gun.’  Isn’t that awful?”

“Yeah.  My folks are just as bad, and the preacher’s worse.  It’ll take us a long time, Annie – a long, long time to undo so many years of prejudice and injustice.  My dad hates Martin Luther King with a passion, but I think he’s a good man.  Just don’t tell my dad I said that.”

Annie touched her cheek, remembering.  “Don’t worry, I won’t.  I think I understand what you meant the other day.  I’ll quit being so pushy and just be nice without expecting them to be like us.  They have a terrible burden, don’t they?  They can’t be kids, because they have to be symbols.”

“When we can get them away from the grownups and the other kids – you know the ones I mean – they are really cool.  Mrs. Pixley is letting me and Mason and Carroll and Jerry form a boys’ quartet in Chorus.”  He laughed and shook his head.  “She has us rehearsing barbershop numbers like Sweet Adeline in class, but we went out in the smoking area the other day and started working on a rendition of Little Darlin’ . . . you know, the one by The Diamonds.  We’re really good, if I do say so myself.  We’re going to sing it for her Monday and see if she’ll let us sing it at the first assembly on Friday.”

“Cool!  I can’t wait.  Okay, what about Tommy and Duffy?”


Donnie Joe said, “Tommy is okay – he’s kind of, oh, I don’t know.  It just seems he has a chip on his shoulder.  I don’t blame him.  He’s kind of like you.  He thinks all this ‘taking it slow’ is bullcrap.  From his point of view it’s been bullcrap for several hundred years, and their time has come.”


“See!  I knew I was right.”


“Chill out, Annie.  You’re right.  Tommy’s right.  Our parents are wrong, but if this gets crammed down everyone’s throat too fast it will set them back another hundred years.”


“Damn!”


“Yeah, damn.”  They both stared off into space for several minutes, thinking about both the past and the future, yet just quietly being totally in the present.


“So tell me more.”


“Umm, let me think.  You know I told you Jerry could play the trumpet in such a way it will make a grown man weep?”  Annie nodded.  “Well, that’s not all.  That guy is so smart.  He can work circles around Mason in Chemistry and Physics.  The girls are all brains, too.  You see, the school board and the Principal over at Lincoln have been preparing for this for a long time.  Mr. Meyers and the teachers at Lincoln for a lot longer than the school board, I think.  When the time came to pick the eight kids who would graduate with us, Mr. Meyer put forth the eight brightest pupils in the sophomore class at Lincoln.  They’ve been coached and pushed to learn harder than the other kids at Lincoln for a long time.  One of the teachers told my dad that there is a slush fund being collected in colored town to send these kids to college.”


“Wow.  What else?”


Donnie Joe rearranged his lanky frame to get more comfortable.  “Well, it’s amazing that Jerry is so smart.  His mom is black, but his dad is Mexican.  You can hardly understand him when he talks.”  Annie nodded.  All the blacks she knew spoke with a soft southern patois, not all that different from her relatives in Louisiana and Georgia.  Add Spanish to that and it might get hard to understand.  “Also, he’s the oldest of fourteen kids.  He spends a lot of his spare time just helping his mom with those little kids.  With that and band and studying, I don’t know when the guy sleeps.”


“No wonder he’s so skinny.  Hey, what about Duffy?”


“What about Duffy?”


“Don’t be smart.  Remember, you promised to tell me later why you got so red in the face when he wouldn’t tell you his other name?”


“That’s because he doesn’t have another name, Annie.  He’s a woods colt.”


“A woods colt?  What’s that?”


Donnie Joe rolled his eyes.  “He’s a bastard.  No one knows who his father is.”


“Oh.  Oh, that’s awful!  So what is Duffy smart in?”



“Duffy isn’t smart in anything.”


“Then how did he get picked?”


“The school board picked Duffy.  Mr. Meyers had another kid as smart as Jerry and Carroll and Tommy ready to go, but the school board picked Duffy to play football.”


Annie nodded.  The only thing bigger than football around here was God, and she wasn’t sure but what it was the other way around sometimes.  The start of football season was only two weeks away.  Guess we’ll see how smart Duffy is then.  Annie gathered up their wax paper and empty Coke bottles, stuffing them into her rucksack.  They were going to stop at the reservoir on the way home, and she could get rid of them there.  They weren’t supposed to swim in the town’s drinking water supply, but kids had been doing it for years.  As long as no one chased them off, they would probably keep doing it for years.  Annie and Donnie Joe had swimsuits on under their clothes.  Annie had heard that some of the seniors went skinny dipping there at night, but she wasn’t about to try that.  They picked up their bikes and pushed off.


The next week hummed by quickly, but quietly.  The football team practiced every afternoon after school.  The first game was going to be a home game against one of their biggest rivals – a team from across the river in Texas that had no compunctions about playing dirty.  They usually won, because they didn’t hesitate to sneak in a punch during a pileup on a downed ball.  Annie liked the noise and the excitement and the cheering with all her friends, but she wasn’t particularly crazy about the game itself, a fact she pretty much kept to herself.  After all, admitting to not liking football was the next thing to heresy in Barton.

             The pep assembly on Friday was great.  Mrs. Pixley let the four boys sing Little Darlin’  and the assembled crowd went wild.  They loved it, even with Mrs. Pixley’s somewhat stilted piano accompaniment.  Mrs. Pixley just didn’t rock.  Annie decided she’d have to pull a band together to accompany the guys.  Annie liked the name the boys had chosen for their group – Coffee and Cream.  

             The excitement grew throughout the day as kids congratulated the boys on their performance.  Some of the white kids only spoke to Mason and Donnie Joe, but many of them did say something like, “Cool, man!” to Carroll and Jerry.  Annie thought: Maybe there’s hope for us yet!  The football boys went straight home after school to rest.  For some reason, Donnie Joe was so excited he couldn’t eat his lunch.  Annie didn’t think it was the success of Coffee and Cream, but she couldn’t put her finger on just what it was.  She didn’t see him for the rest of the day.

              That night the weather was crisp enough for sweaters, and the crowd was all abuzz.  Excitement reached a fever pitch.  When the second half ended the two archrivals were tied seven to seven.  The team ran off the field to the locker room and suddenly the stadium went pitch black.  Murmurs rose and fell through the stands as people asked their neighbors what the heck was going on.  No one knew, and the rumble subsided to a hushed whisper.  In the pitch dark, a deep bass voice came over the speaker system,  “Ladies and gentlemen, I present to you . . . The Pride of Barton!!”  

              The stadium lights came to full beam in a split second, and the crowd was stunned to silence by the band in their new gray and blue uniforms with lots of silver cording.  The crowd was even more stunned when Donnie Joe swept out onto the field in a sparkling white uniform.  The white shako on his head was so huge it brought his full height to over seven feet.  As he strutted, he swung and twirled the silver baton with its dangling cords and tassels.  The most amazing thing was that as he scampered across the field from sideline to sideline, he leaned back so far the top of the shako almost touched the ground.  Annie had no idea how he kept his balance.  

She finally came to her senses enough to jump to her feet and begin cheering and clapping.  The crowd immediately followed her lead and the band performed several numbers as Donnie Joe continued to prance and strut to the cheering, stamping, screaming crowd.  Even the rival supporters from Texas were on their feet, cheering and clapping.  So that’s what he learned at summer camp!  How did he keep it a secret from me?  The crowd cheered on.

The buzz over that spectacular half-time show didn’t settle down until well into the third quarter.  The game stayed tied until the end of the third quarter.  That was when the Barton coach brought out his new secret weapon.  There were shocked rumblings on both sides of the stadium as Duffy slogged out on to the field, looking like a small house in his blue and white uniform, lining up beside the other boys.  Annie and the rest of the crowd watched in amazement.  

They were almost as stunned as they had been by Donnie Joe’s performance.  The team would line up, hike the ball, and the center would receive the ball from the quarterback and immediately pass it to Duffy on his right.  Duffy hugged the ball to his chest and stolidly chugged toward the goal line.  Texas boys who were big and tough hit him with a tackle that would jar an ordinary boy’s teeth loose.  They just bounced off.  Then a couple of their big linemen managed to grab hold of an arm or around his waist and hold on as Duffy dragged them down the field.  

He couldn’t run fast, but no one could bring him down or jar the ball loose from his grip.  Time and time again Duffy plowed down to the goal line, mowing down some of the Texas boys and dragging the rest along as they tried to stop the inevitable touchdown.  There was no more cheering from the Texas side of the stadium that night.  The Texans went home with their tails between their legs, after Duffy racked up an amazing seven touchdowns.  Annie figured they could have had ten or twelve touchdowns if it was possible for Duffy to move fast.


The entire town of Barton went wild.  Many parents and other adults in town joined the teenagers who had already decorated their cars with flying blue and white streamers.  Everyone “shot the square” and “dragged Main,” honking and screaming and waving pom poms.  God was good.  Their team was unbeatable.  The words State Championship hung in the crisp night air.


Saturday dawned bright and clear and beautiful for a fall day on the plains.  Annie’s dad was out of the house by six-thirty, as usual, to open up his store for the farmers who came into town every Saturday to do their shopping.  The town still buzzed about the exciting night before.  Annie slept on, exhausted.


“Annie, Annie.  Wake up!”


What the heck?  What was Donnie Joe doing in her bedroom, shaking her awake?  Annie rubbed the sleep out of her eyes, sat up and slowly opened her eyes.  No, she wasn’t dreaming.  That was Donnie Joe sitting on the edge of her bed poking her arm.  Suddenly she snapped completely awake, and threw her arms around his neck.  “Oh, my God!  You were just the most wonderful thing I’ve ever seen!  No one anywhere has ever had a drum major like you!  I’m so proud of you.”


Donnie Joe smiled.  “Thanks.”


“What the hell’s the matter with you?  You should be busting with pride!  No wonder you couldn’t eat your lunch yesterday.  I can’t believe you kept this a secret from me!”


“It was wonderful, and I am proud, and it wasn’t easy to keep it a secret from you, but we’ve got a serious problem.  Get dressed.  I’ll be waiting for you on the front porch.”


Annie staggered to the bathroom to do a cursory job of tooth brushing and face washing.  What on earth could be wrong? Why wasn’t Donnie Joe jumping up and down with joy?  She groaned as she struggled into her jeans.  She snagged an apple out of the kitchen and went out on the front porch.  Donnie Joe stood waiting with her bike and his.  He didn’t say a word, so she just pedaled off behind him, munching on the apple.  “Mind telling me where we’re going?”


He slowed and dropped back to ride beside her.  “We’re going downtown to find Jim Rutherford.”


Annie looked at him curiously.  “The black cop?  Why?”


They rolled to a stop and put their feet down to steady the bikes.  “Something bad happened last night, and we’ve got to see if we can stop something worse from happening.”


“You’re crazy.  Everything good happened last night.  You stunned the town.  Duffy stunned the town.  We’re headed for a state championship.  That’s not bad – not bad at all!”


“This was after the game – when everyone was celebrating.  Tommy Jackson asked Vera Simpkins for a date.”


Annie made a face.  “What was he thinking?  She’s the biggest skank in town, strutting around in tight sweaters, showing off her big ole boobies – if they’re really hers.”


Donnie Joe slapped his head in frustration, “Annie, it wouldn’t matter if she were the lowest whore in town –“


Annie spoke over Donnie Joe’s words, “She is.  Everybody knows that.”


“Okay, it doesn’t matter that she is the lowest whore in town.  She’s white.  Tommy is black.”


“That again.  I thought we were past that!”


“Annie, if we’re lucky, we’ll be past that in about fifty years.  But this isn’t going to make us lucky.  We’ve got to try and make sure no one hurts Tommy.”

“And you think Mr. Rutherford can help us do that?



“He’s got to.  He’s just got to.”


Annie and Donnie Joe stood beside their bikes.  Donnie Joe was eye to eye with the tall black officer.  Annie felt dwarfed by them.  Black doesn’t really describe Mr. Rutherford.  He looks like a nice warm cup of coffee with cream in it.  She snapped her attention back to the conversation.


“Thank you for your concern, Donnie Joe.  We’ve got a plan to get Tommy out of town safely after dark, but there’s no telling what will erupt down there if some of those rowdies – you know the crowd I mean – “ Donnie Joe nodded – “if they come down to Shack Town, we could have a real riot on our hands.”


“Can’t the cops come down there and keep things under control?”


“I am ‘the cops’ in Shack Town, Miss Annie.  I don’t think so.”


“Wait a minute.  This isn’t two towns.  It isn’t Barton and Shack Town.  It’s Barton, and they’re the Barton Police Department.”


Donnie Joe and Officer Rutherford both looked at her in amazement.  Rutherford spoke first, “Has she always been this naïve?”


Donnie Joe nodded, “Pretty much.”


“Well, take her home and keep her there before her mouth gets her in trouble.  Sorry, Miss Annie.”


“Annie, it’s just Annie.”


“Be careful, Donnie Joe.  Don’t go out tonight, and don’t let her.  Listen to him, Miss Annie.”  The tall policeman strode off down the alley toward the southwest part of town.  Annie had mostly heard it called Nigger Town.  Never before today had she heard it called Shack Town.  Either way, it didn’t sound like a nice place.


She and Donnie Joe pedaled home in silence.  When they pulled up to the front door Donnie Joe grabbed her by the arm and squeezed hard.  “You remember what Jim Rutherford said.  Stay in the house.”  Annie glared at him and went in the house without a word.  She spent the day in her room, but that evening she put on a skirt and blouse and told her mother she was going to the drugstore where the other kids hung out after school and on weekends.  “Have fun, dear, but be in by eleven.”


Obviously Mom hadn’t heard about what happened last night, or Annie wouldn’t have gotten out the door.  Daddy hadn’t yet come home from locking up the store.  Annie closed the car door quietly, afraid Donnie Joe would hear her, but his bedroom window was dark.  She eased the little green Chevy into gear and headed for the A & W.  No one there.  She headed for the courthouse square, which was deserted.  Then she turned toward the high school.  She was three blocks away when she first noticed the red glow in the sky and smoke rising above the treetops.  I didn’t hear any sirens.  I wonder if anyone has called the fire department yet?  


Annie rolled to a stop at the end of the block.  There were three pickup trucks and two cars, and a small crowd of men and boys.  Most shocking of all, rising at least ten feet into the air on the high school lawn were three flaming crosses.  As she ran toward the scene she finally saw two of the meanest boys in school holding Tommy Jackson between them by his arms.  Tommy’s head lolled on his chest.  He looked unconscious.  Then Annie saw the third boy with a big hunting knife in his hand.  As he moved aside and Annie drew nearer, she saw that the crotch of Tommy’s jeans was cut and something bluish-gray, shaped like an egg dangled by a cord from the cut.  Something else too, blood was everywhere.  Tommy was covered in blood!  Annie screamed as she ran, “Stop it!  Stop!  Please stop!” 


Then someone hit her broadside and pushed her to the ground.  Mason yelled at her as he and Donnie Joe and Officer Rutherford ran past her, “Go home, Annie!  Get the hell out of here.”


Annie sat stunned as the three came to a halt.  Donnie Joe was carrying a single-shot .22 that his grandpa had used to hunt rabbits.  Mason had his dad’s shotgun, and Officer Rutherford had his handgun drawn.  He pointed it at the white boys and said, “Let him go and back away.”


The one with a knife spun around to face them.  “You don’t scare me, nigger.  They don’t even let you have bullets for that gun.”


Officer Rutherford fired one shot that whistled past the boy’s right ear.  The tough dropped his knife and stepped back.  The other two let go of Tommy’s arms, and Tommy slid to the ground with a deep moan.


Officer Rutherford kept his gun trained on the three while Mason and Donnie Joe picked up Tommy.  They carried him carefully to Mason’s car.  Officer Rutherford told Annie to get up and follow them.  “You’re safer with us than you will be here.”  Annie scrambled in the back seat with Donnie Joe and Tommy.  She cradled Tommy’s bleeding head in her lap, and tried not to look at the area where Donnie Joe was mopping up blood with an old shirt.  Officer Rutherford backed slowly to the car and got in the front seat, never taking the gun or his eye off the three boys.  The small crowd was so silent you could hear the flames crackling as the crosses burned.  When Officer Rutherford closed the door, Mason put the car in gear.


“Hold it, Mason.  Don’t take off yet.”  Officer Rutherford took careful aim and shot out one tire on each of the five vehicles.  Then Mason sped off.  In only a minute or two they reached the street that was officially named Walnut and unofficially called “The Deadline.”  Black people weren’t allowed to cross The Deadline after dark, except for Jim Rutherford, who patrolled the businesses downtown, rattling store doors to be sure they were locked.  White men crossed it whenever they wanted, to buy bootleg liquor and patronize black prostitutes.  White women and kids weren’t allowed to cross the Deadline at any time.


Mason sped across it, and pulled to a screeching halt in front of a low white building.  Several black men ran up to the car, and carefully took Tommy from Donnie Joe and Annie’s arms.  Annie watched them rush him into the white building and saw the sign over the top of the door, “Barton Health Department.”  Officer Rutherford got out of the front seat, holstered his now empty gun, and turned to the three young people.  “Get out of here.  Get home, and as long as you live in this town don’t speak a word to anyone about what you saw tonight.”


Mason drove away, crossing Walnut into another world.  He pulled a pair of his old jeans and a shirt from under the seat and tossed them to Annie.  “Put these on.  We’re going to throw your bloody clothes away.  You’ll have to make up some story to tell your mother.  Make it good.”  Mason and Donnie Joe turned to the front.  Annie never had to tell Mom anything.  Her parents were sound asleep when she got home, and since her dad owned a department store, she had enough clothes that one missing skirt and blouse weren’t noticed.


Thirty years passed.  Annie married a young man she met in college.  They got divorced, but not before they had two beautiful children.  Not a day of those thirty years passed by that Annie didn’t wonder, What happened to Tommy?  She went back to Barton to visit her folks many times on holidays.  She never ran across Officer Jim Rutherford on those visits.  Her folks had not changed their views.  An African-American Major had bought the house across the street from them, and they had been mad about it for ten years.  The entire school system, students and faculty, was fully integrated within five years after Annie and Donnie Joe graduated from High School.  


Today Annie was back in Barton for her father’s funeral.  He was eighty-three when the last heart attack brought him down for good.  As she got into the limousine to go to the cemetery she spied Jim Rutherford.  He wasn’t wearing a police uniform.  He still stood a head above the crowd, but his neat afro was entirely gray.  “Just one minute, Arthur,” Jenny said to the funeral director.  She got back out of the limousine and went to Jim Rutherford.  “I’m glad to see you.  Would you go to coffee with me after the internment?”


“I’d be honored, Miss Annie.  Meet you at Tom’s Coffee Shop.”


“I’ll be there.”  She turned and went back to the limousine.


“What on earth did you have to say to that nigger, Annie?”


“Shut up, Mother.”


The internment was short and simple.  An ancient Legionaire handed the folded American flag to Mrs. Green, “with the thanks of a grateful nation.”  They got into the limousine and were driven to the old house where the Carters still lived next door.  Annie told her children to stay with their grandmother.  She got into her car and drove to Tom’s Coffee Shop.


Jim Rutherford was standing outside waiting for her.  His face broke into a big smile.  He escorted her inside, and a waitress seated them at a booth near the back.  “Thank you, Miss Louise.  Would you please bring us two cups of coffee, strong and black.”  He smiled at Annie, and reached across the table to pat her hand.  “I’ve waited thirty years for this day.  How have you been?”


“Oh, I’ve been fine, Mr. Rutherford, but . . .”


He held up his hand.  “Jim, Annie, just Jim.”  She realized he had just called her Annie for the first time in her life, and broke into a big smile.


“Why did you go to my father’s funeral?”


“Why, Annie, your father was my friend, and I had a lot of respect for him.”


She frowned.  “He was not your friend.  He called you a nigger behind your back.”


Jim Rutherford laughed a deep, rich laugh.  “Hell, honey, he called me a nigger to my face.”


Annie was amazed.  “And yet you considered him your friend?”


“We were as good friends as a white man and a black man could be in this town in those days.  I’ll bet you didn’t know that after you and Donnie Joe went off to college, they finally gave me some bullets and let me be a real policeman.  One night I was stopping a young felon from burglarizing your daddy’s store.  The son of a gun shot me right there.”  He pointed to his right side.  “I was in the hospital a week, and home in bed two more weeks.  I didn’t get paid for being off.  Your daddy saw to it that my kids had the clothes they needed to start school, and I know for a fact he’s the one told Mr. Puckett to send my family groceries.  I’ll never know if it was because he really liked me, or because he somehow found out about me pulling your young butt out of trouble that night.  He never said.”


Annie looked thoughtful.  “Well, I’m glad to find out he wasn’t quite as bad as I thought he was.  You know I kept in touch with some of the kids in that graduating class, especially Donnie Joe and Mason, but we never talked about that night.  I guess you really put the fear of God in us.


“Donnie Joe – he goes by Don now - and Mason kept up with Jerry and Carroll.  They made good lives for themselves.  I heard Carroll is an attorney in Dallas, and Jerry – this is just unbelievable – Jerry is the head administrator of a big hospital complex down in Texas.  I never knew what happened to the girls.  I could never get close to them.”


“The girls are all teachers, two of them – the Jones sisters – at the high school here.  Yes, I knew about the boys.  Carroll never comes back to visit, but Jerry still has a lot of family here.  You know what he told me?  He wouldn’t be where he is today if it weren’t for you.”


“Me?  I don’t understand.”  


“He was so ashamed of the way he spoke – that crazy half-Mexican, half-Negro accent – that he figures he would never have opened his mouth in college if you hadn’t taught him how to speak.”


“I didn’t teach him how to speak.   He was just too shy to give his valedictory speech, so Mrs. Sanders asked me to coach him on that.   He did fine.”


“He took that coaching and used it to change his speech patterns for life.  An educated man needs to sound like an educated man, Annie.”


“Well, I’m glad to hear that, but that’s not what I came here to find out.”


“Didn’t think it was.  Ask your question.”  She looked up at him in surprise.  He grinned.  “I told you - I’ve been waiting thirty years for this day.  Ask your question.”


“What happened to Tommy?”


“The doc got him patched up that night.  We didn’t have a black doctor, you now.  Doc Gibbons snuck into the back door of the Health Department Clinic.  He stuffed that testicle back in there and sewed it up fine.  The silly kid recovered well enough to father four kids.”


Annie leaned back in the leather booth and heaved a big sigh.  “That’s wonderful, but what happened to him?  We never saw him in this town again.  Was he able to finish high school at Lincoln?”


“No, he went to live with an aunt and uncle in another state and finished high school there.  He went on to college, too.  He has quite a nice job now.  Doesn’t make a whole lot of money, but he’s comfortable.”


“What’s he doing?”


Jim Rutherford leaned back and smiled.  “Well, we have a black doctor now.  He works at the local hospital and treats black and white folks.  But – you know what?”


Annie shook her head.


“None of the white boys come to him for their vasectomies.”

