(HAPTER 8

“Qkay. So, it’s 16 to 13, in our favor—right Mom?” William
asked as the game heated up.

Along with Martha, they faced Papa Harris, Bobby, and Eve.
During these autumn Sundays when Bobby came home from
college, they would play games in the backyard. Today it was
horseshoes. The prize? The losers had to wash the winners’ feet as
they ate the losers” desserts—today’s being freshly-baked apple pie.

Bobby was next. He lined up his shot, reared back, and deftly
let loose the horseshoe, and it tumbled perfectly to the stake for a
five-point ringer to give his team the lead. But Bobby was unusually
subdued. His mind instead swam in the rapids of the reasons he
had come home without James.

“Nice throw, Bobby,” Eve said as she let her horseshoe fly. It
landed too short to garner any points.

“That’s okay, baby girl,” Papa Harris proclaimed as his toss
earned them one point. “That’s 19 for us and 16 for you all. I can’t
wait to eat your pie, William.”

“You will have to wait a long time, dear. Because we're ready to
close this out now. Remember, the game is to 25,” Mama Harris
replied, as her throw leaned on the stake for three points and the
tie. Martha and William jumped and hollered their approval as
Papa Harris uttered, “If you wasn’t so cute, that shot would have
bothered me.”

“Oh, no. Don’t you 7 so cute’me. As you wash my feet, you're
going to massage them, too. And you're going to clean between
my toes while you recite the “This Little Piggy’ song.”

Martha and William both earned a point, bringing the score
to 21 to 19 for Team Mama Harris. Smiles showered the scene.
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Laughter lit up the lawn. And the Harris family enjoyed themselves
as they regularly did in their backyard—with playful taunting and
good-natured teasing.

A good time was had by all—except one family member.
Trying to hide his torment, Bobby imagined what to say. How
to say it. When to say it. And what was going to happen after he
said it. Among the family’s celebratory moments, Bobby’s somber
demeanor began to show.

“What’s wrong with you, boy? You should be used to losing
by—" William began until he noticed the well of tears forming in
his brother’s eyes. One by one, the family took notice.

“What—what’s wrong, baby?” Mama Harris asked as she cau-
tiously approached her firstborn.

Eve and Martha looked quizzically at each other while Papa
Harris stood at a distance and stared. Bobby stared out at his fam-
ily but never looked at any of them. Mama Harris finally reached
him and gently took his hands into hers. Bobby looked into her
eyes and embraced her with his trembling arms. She stood with
him, gently rocking from side to side until her husband made it
to them with chairs.

“Baby. Let’s sit down,” she suggested as she slowly sat in
her chair.

“Mama,” his emotionally shattered spirit wailed as he crumpled
to the ground and laid his head in her lap.

Three minutes later, Bobby’s cries lessened to whimpers. He
looked up at his mom and apologized. He lifted his head up and
turned around, still leaning on the chair she was sitting in. He
looked at his family, their faces etched with questions and worry,
as he searched for his next words.

“I. Uh, uh, 'm sorry to—to act like this. I—I thought I could
handle it. But it’s hard. It’s so hard,” he said, and the cries returned.

“Take your time, son,” Papa Harris said. “Just, just take your—
uh, time.”
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Bobby drew his knees up to his chest, his arms wrapped around
them and his right hand gripping his left wrist. Then he started
to slowly rock.

“Mama, Daddy. Martha, William, Eve. Uh, James. He, he, he’s
a r-r-runaway. He a escaped slave.”

He braced himself for the emotional screams that were sure to
come. But except for the serene sounds of nature, there was only
silence. For a moment, he wondered if he had just thought to say
it, instead of actually saying it.

He looked up at his family, their faces frozen in shock. He saw
his father’s eyes filling with tears and knew the words had been
spoken. He prayed silently and then continued.

“He, he told me about a month ago. Maybe six weeks. I had
no idea what he was going to say. Kinda like I have no idea what
I’'m going to say next now. I'm just going to tell you what he told
me. He, James, he said he escaped from a plantation in Maryland.
About three years ago. He said that he was on the run for almost
four days. On the Underground Railroad with Moses. Yeah, Harriet
Tubman. She rescued him.

“He, he said when he got to Pennsylvania, some people Miss
Tubman knew, some White people, hid him in a wagon to
Philadelphia. Then they put him on a train to Newark, then a
ferry to New York City. That’s where he met Mrs. Howard, that
French lady I was telling you all about. He’s been there ever since.

“She got him a job. She got him to go to college. Th-that’s how
me and him met. But he, he’s still a runaway. He's still a fugitive.
He even said he’s still a criminal. He said, he say, he /ad to tell
me. Because he knew me being with him put me in danger. More
danger than I already was.

“He worried about how I was going to react. Would I want to
be his friend anymore? But, but even more than that, I think he
worry about how all y’all gonna, uh react. Would you want him to
be around me, knowing that he was putting me in danger? And,
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uh, I wondered about that, too. I don’t know what else to say. If
y’all have any questions, [—I—T’ll try to answer them.”

“Where? Where is his Mama and Daddy? Are they still in
Maryland?” asked Martha.

“Uh, he don’t know. The best he can tell, he was sold when he
was six . ..

Mama Harris gasped and cupped her hand over her mouth as
whimpers escaped.

“ .. He—he never saw them after that.”

“Did they—did they treat him bad?” Eve asked.

Bobby inhaled deeply and replied, “Yeah. They did. Real bad.
Real, uh, rea/ bad.” Then he turned around toward his mother
and put his head in her lap again. After several sobbing moments,
he continued.

“James, he, he—uh, [-—oh, my God. I—I wanted to, I wanted
to know, but I never wanted to know. You know? He, he was tell-
ing me about his life, and I was—1I started asking crazy questions
‘cause [—I wanted to know, but I didn’t want to know. But 7 had
to know. And finally, I just asked him. I asked the question. I said,
I asked, “You ever been whipped?”

Bobby began crying again. And tears were flowing from his
family as well.

Finally, Papa Harris said, “It’s okay Bobby. It’s okay, son. That’s
a question you chose to ask. And I—I understand why you asked it,
and, and when he told you how bad it hurt you. And how bad—"

“No. No, Dad. He didn’t tell me! He didn’t tell me, y’all!
He—he showed me!”

Mama Harris bent down and embraced her sobbing son.

Eve ran to and crashed into her father’s arms.

William walked over and embraced his dad and Eve.

Martha knelt on the ground and embraced her mother and
Bobby.

And the Harris family cried for the rest of the day.
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