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Judith

Huddled in the darkened living room, Judith stared 
at the blazing cross in front of her house. Its flames flickered 
through the window, flowed red across the walls. She hadn’t 
heard them come. She’d been in the baby’s room, feeding her, 
settling her down for the night, then she’d gone to the kitchen 
to put candy in a basket for Trick-or-Treaters. Only when 
she’d come back into the living room had she seen the white-
hooded figures pouring fluid over a tall wooden cross in front 
of her house. As she stared, a lighted match was tossed and 
with a roar, flames leaped across the entire surface of the cross. 
Terrified, she’d called the police.

“The Klan. They’re burning a cross in my yard. I’m 
alone with a baby.” 

“Sorry, Mrs. Everybody’s out just now. I’ll put you on 
the list. What’s your name and phone number?” The operator 
grunted as Judith gave her the information, then clicked off.

She needed help. She needed Bart. But his Lakeville 
apartment didn’t have a phone, the hospital switchboard shut 
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down at five. She called Fletcher. When he answered, music and 
voices filled the background. Of course. Ursula’s party. With a 
pang, she wished she were there. 

“Fletcher, it’s Judith. They’ve lighted a cross in my front 
yard. I called the police but they’re all out. I can’t get hold of Bart.” 
Her voice was tight and shrill. “I didn’t know who else to call.” 

“Christ,” he muttered. “Is anyone outside?”

“No, I don’t think so. Not now”

“Keep trying the police. Turn off the lights and be sure 
the doors are locked. I’ll be right there.”

He’d hung up with a sharp click. 

That seemed a long time ago. As the flames gradually 
died down, smoke pulsed from the charred cross. Judith could 
hear the whisper of still-smoldering patches of wood and the 
clunk of spent embers dropping to the ground. None of the 
neighbors had appeared to watch or to comfort. Afraid? Or just 
away for the evening?

Her fear gave way to anger. The rock through the window. 
The cross burning. They wanted to stop her puny efforts. She 
thought of  Jefferson Davis’s excitement when he held his book; 
of Glenmora’s tears when she read a sentence. She thought of 
the others, smart, motivated students; they could be reading the 
newspaper by summer. And the Halloween party that morning 
with doughnuts and cider and children’s games these adults had 
never played. 

She knew her students weren’t children, they weren’t 
naive. Some of the men had served jail time, prison time, 
were on parole. Some of the women were prostitutes, pushers, 
alcoholics. They were barely hanging on, just trying to get 
by. Still, in the classroom, they were eager, motivated. They 
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wanted to learn. They wanted better lives. Judith felt a surge 
of pride. She’d not be scared off. As long as the students 
came, she’d teach.

More time passed. The blackened cross was buried 
in darkness. Curled up on the couch, Judith dozed, then was 
wakened by a wave of distant sound. Indistinct. Unfamiliar. 
She got up, looked out the window. Nothing. But the sound 
was closer, louder. It began to break into pieces. The rumble 
of engines. Men yelling. Dogs barking. She peered through the 
darkness. Nothing. She went to the phone, called the police 
again. A busy signal. After two more tries, the phone rang. An 
operator answered. 

“Police Department.”

Judith recognized the voice. “I called some time ago 
about a cross-burning at my home. No one’s responded. Now 
something else is going on—shouting, dogs barking. I need the 
police.“

“No units available, Mrs. They’ll get to you soon as they 
can. Meanwhile, just sit tight.” The operator clicked off. 

Where were they? Where was Fletcher? Why wasn’t Bart 
here? Judith checked Anne Marie and went out onto the porch. 
On the top of the levee, half-a-block away, she saw a pinpoint 
of light—a flashlight? A small yellow star. As she stared, the 
light wavered, enlarged, then burst into an incandescence that 
hurtled upward, a great ball of fire tossing flaming fragments 
like shrapnel in all directions. At each new site, buds of light 
quickly began to grow, to flower into flickering red and orange 
flames that climbed high into the night. The levee was on fire.

Judith gasped, ran inside to dial the fire department.

“There’s a fire on the levee. It looks big. You need to 
send engines.” 
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The switchboard operator responded in a tired voice. 
“All the engines are out; we’ll respond when one’s available. 
What’s your name and address.”

My God, where was everybody? Judith recited the 
information and hung up. Even at this distance, she could hear 
the crackle of burning wood, smell the acridity of hot paint and 
plastic. She went back to the porch. The fire had enlarged, was 
spreading down the levee with bursts of yellow sparks. Judith 
thought of Nautica. Her students. The school. She moaned, 
peering toward the fire. 

Then she heard a cry, faint, faraway, across a chasm of 
space. A voice that she recognized. “Hep. Hep.”

She unlatched the screen door and ran out onto the 
sidewalk. The cries came from the levee path where she saw 
a figure. Harry. What was he doing up there? Where were his 
parents?  She started to run toward him but stopped. She couldn’t 
leave Anne Marie.

“Hep. Hep.” His cries were louder, more frantic.

“Harry,” she shouted. “Harry, come back. Come back!” 

The blackened cross gave off a rank burned smell and 
she could feel heat radiating off its charred wood. Suddenly, 
from nowhere, a voice roared at her. “Judith.” She whirled and 
was grabbed by strong hands. 

“Judith. Are you okay?” 

“Fletcher.” 

He pressed her against his chest. “God, what a nightmare. 
All the police in the city are out. They’re sweeping the whole 
damn levee. I couldn’t get through until this fire started. Christ 
Almighty.” 

 Judith pulled away in panic “Harry. He’s on the levee 
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path calling for help. We have to get him down.”

The light of the fire illuminated the side of the levee 
where Harry waved his arms up and down in the air. “Hep. Hep.”

She started forward. “Harry. Harry, come back! Come 
down!” She screamed repeatedly and waved. 

“I’ll get him.” Fletcher ran toward the levee.

Judith pressed a hand over her mouth. Now Harry was 
on top of the levee, his large body a small silhouette against the 
orange glare of the fire. 

“Harry! Harry, come back!” Judith cried.

Fletcher was already on the path. Above, Harry stood 
immobile, as if hypnotized. More tinder-dry shacks were catching 
fire. The blaze hop-scotched from one to another creating a 
firestorm of wind and heat. A pillar of  shuddering flames and 
roiling clouds of smoke  raced along the levee. Before Fletcher 
could reach him, Harry stepped toward the flames, stumbled, 
was suddenly engulfed. He cried “Hep” once, then disappeared 
in a flare-up of scarlet brilliance. 

Judith screamed. Siren shrieking, a fire engine roared 
down Camp Street and firemen raced to the levee. Ordering 
Fletcher down, they snaked hoses up the path; water spewed 
and  hissed. Judith watched, motionless, staring at the fire and 
smoke-shrouded levee, hoping for a miracle, hoping that Harry 
would reappear.

Fletcher staggered back rubbing his reddened, soot-
smeared face. He stopped in front of  Judith, gripped her 
shoulders. She smelled his singed hair, his clothes reeking of 
burn. 

“I couldn’t get him.”

Judith began to shiver. Fletcher put his arm around her, 
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walked her to the house. Inside, he wrapped her in a blanket.

“I’ll make tea.”

Judith sat on the couch, teeth chattering; even her bones 
felt cold. She pulled the blanket closer, buried her face in her 
hands and silently wept. Harry, Harry, Harry.

Fletcher returned with a teapot and two mugs. Shouts in 
the distance mingled with revving engines. Then, a soft tapping 
at the screen door.

“Sugah? You there?”

Judith gasped, staggered to her feet and out to the porch. 
On the steps a tiny figure crouched, barely visible in the darkness.

“Nautica. Oh, Nautica.” Judith unlatched the door, threw 
her arms around the small form, burst into tears. “I’ve been so 
worried. Come in, come in.”

She brought her inside, sat down beside her. Nautica 
looked at Fletcher without speaking.

“You know Dr Christian. He’s a good friend.”

Nautica stared at her hands, then looked up. “Honey, 
them bushes out there be full of folks. Got nowhere to go. If the 
police finding them, they be gone to Lordie knows where. They 
needing some place to stay.”

Fletcher looked at Judith apprehensively. “The Klan 
burned a cross in front of this house tonight. It’s too dangerous, 
too dangerous for everyone.” 

Judith scarcely heard Fletcher as she held Nautica’s cold 
hands, gazed at her gray face. “Of course they can stay here. 
They’ll be picked up if they’re outside all night.”

“They be after us but us slipped behind a bus, plumb 
disappeared. Black skin do that at night.”
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“How many are you?” Fletcher worried.

“Don’t have no time to count. ’Spect ten, eleven besides 
Chatahoula, Delcombre, Ester Mae and Glenmora. They be at 
the school house with me trying to save the books. But that fire  
too big too fast. So us skedaddled.”

Fletcher stood beside Judith, shook his head. “Judith, 
you don’t have room for a crowd like that. And you’re probably 
being watched.”

Judith thought of Anne Marie, the possible danger, the 
people outside who were in danger. Ruefully, she smiled slightly. 
“We’ll manage. Have them come in, Nautica. One or two at a 
time, slip through the door quickly, go straight to the kitchen. 
There’s more room there.” 

She spoke with more resolution than she felt. What if the 
police answered her call, arrived at any moment. “Hurry.”

She helped Nautica to her feet, turned off the lights inside, 
and waited with Fletcher on the porch while Nautica vanished 
across the street. Quickly, two forms emerged from the shadows, 
ran toward the house. Judith let them in. Three more dashed from 
a slightly different direction, then two more. Fletcher opened 
the door, Judith pointed the new arrivals to the kitchen. Another 
two, another three, like a flock of birds returning to the nest, 
until finally Nautica reappeared with Chatahoula Jack.

“That’s all be coming with me. Maybe other folks out 
there but I don’t know no way to find ’em.”

“Are you thirsty? Hungry? Help yourselves to whatever 
is in the kitchen. You must be worn out. Sleep anywhere—here 
in the living room, the hall, kitchen. I’m sorry I don’t have much  
bedding, just a few blankets.”

“Honey, you a saint giving us room for tonight. I be 
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quieting them down. Get ’em settled for they sleep.” Nautica 
gave Judith a hug and wandered through the house, speaking in 
a low voice to the shocked, homeless people.

As Nautica’s group began to stretch out on the floor 
inside the house, Judith stood with Fletcher on the screened 
porch. She didn’t want him to leave. Her heart was torn in two. 
As long as he was there, she felt she could go on.

 “Thank you for being here.”  They sat together on the 
edge of the bed. “All these people, where can they go?” 

Fletcher took her hand in his. “I’ll find some place.” He 
shook his head. “The levee hasn’t been cleared for decades and 
no one’s cared. So why tonight? And why the fire? I hope to God 
no one else was up there.”

Harry. Judith’s throat tightened. She saw him crouching 
over an azalea bush, his pudgy fingers patting down the soil; she 
felt his hand helping her up the path to the school; she heard him 
laughing as he covered himself with Halloween decorations. 
She couldn’t tell Nautica tonight. She gripped Fletcher’s hand. 
He placed his other one over hers.

“I’ll have to find some place for you as well. It’s not safe 
for you here. Not after all that’s happened.”

Judith murmured, “I can’t deal with that now. I just keep 
seeing Harry.” She wiped her eyes, lay back against the pillows. 
“He should never have learned to say “help.”

“You can’t blame yourself for teaching Harry to speak. 
My God, that was a fantastic gift you gave him. He used it trying 
to save his friends.” 

Fletcher pulled a quilt over her. “I’m going to look for 
the Begues. Try to sleep. There’s nothing more you can do.” He 
ran a cool hand across her forehead, smoothed her hair. “I’ll call 
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in the morning.” Quietly he left the porch. 

Judith made herself get up and latch the screen door. 
Powdery columns of smoke rose from the levee; the harsh smell 
of fire hung in the air. She lay down, saw Harry’s eyes as light 
and clear as the morning sky. Harry who had become her second 
child was gone.

PART Iv: OCTOBeR


