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Behind the Woods

A

person’s color was more than color in the town
of Coffee. It was either a curse or a blessing.
For most folks with skin the color of sand, it
was a blessing, but for Lydia Brown it was a curse—a curse
because her skin was a different color from her daddy’s. He was
as black as dirt and she as light as sand. And because of this,
everybody said he wasn’t her daddy. The children at school
taunted her all the time. But he was her daddy, doggone it, in
every sense of the word. He protected her from their sharp
words, and from boys trying to make her go further than she
wanted to; he cooked for her every day—grits and eggs and fish
before school, and after school he cooked fish again in more
ways than most women knew how to do. And hush puppies.
And he talked to her and listened to her. He was her daddy!
She always wondered how come her daddy didn’t marry
after her momma died, in the mid 50s. Lydia was only nine.
He must have had girlfriends, but she never saw them, except

8

Miss Henrietta, who used to sew for them, make him nice suits
and her pretty dresses. But Miss Henrietta didn’t act like a girlfriend, a wife to be. She didn’t fuss over Ike Brown, cook for
him, and warm his bed like her mother had. And the woman
was scared of everything—a frog, a bug, like she hadn’t lived in
the country her whole life. Lucy Brown, on the other hand,
would pick up most insects and put them back outside. She
didn’t seem afraid of anything, except maybe that old white
lady on the other side of the woods.
One day about a year before her mother died, Lydia and
her mom wandered farther than usual into the woods. They
went across the creek and came out to another area where Lydia
had never been. They took a winding path and came to an
opening in the trees. From there, she could see a path, which
led to a huge house.
“Wait for me here,” her mother said, pointing to a massive
oak tree. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
Lydia nodded, but as soon as her mom took off, she left the
tree and followed at a distance. She’d done it many times before
on the other side of the woods and watched as her mom killed
a snake or something. This time when her mother came out to
a huge yard that led to a plantation house, Lydia stayed at the
edge of the woods behind another tree, fixated. She had never
before been this close to one of the big houses she had seen
from the roads or heard her friends talk about. Their moms
cleaned at those places. She’d had no idea one was just across
the woods.
Lydia could make out a figure sitting in a rocking chair on
the porch, looking into the wide-open yard. As her mother
moved closer to the porch, the figure stood. It was an aging
white lady, her hair the color of oak moss. The girl hated the
feeling that rose in her. She hugged the tree and watched. The
lady rushed into the big plantation house and soon came back
out with a rifle. She aimed it at Lydia’s momma, who just kept
on walking towards her. Lydia heard herself screaming, but her
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sound must have been lost with the firing of the rifle. Her
mother stopped but didn’t fall. As the shot rang out, Lydia’s
heart felt like it was going to come out of her chest.
She tore out and ran to her momma. Suddenly, the white
lady, still gripping the rifle, fixed her gazed on them. Then
a little boy, not as tall as her, with a crew cut, came running out
of the house and clutched at the woman’s legs. While trying to
free herself from the boy, the lady somehow managed to set the
gun off again. It blasted in the air. A stocky black lady ran out
of the house then, and the white lady gave her the gun, yanked
the crying boy by the hand, and stomped into the house.
Lydia’s momma caught hold of the hem of her long dress and
fiddled with it.
“Where my momma and daddy,” she asked.
“They ain’t here no more,” the black woman said. “Go on
back where you came from now and don’t come again.”
“I got rights to come here, Hattie,” she said. “This my home
as much as it is yours.”
Hattie looked over her shoulder, cradling the gun. She shot
Lucy a heated stare. “It ain’t safe for you to come here, Lucy
Bell,” she said. “Now go on, I say.”
Suddenly, Lydia’s mom took a step forward. But before she
could take another one, Hattie stopped her, aiming the gun at
her. Lucy then backed down, grabbed her child’s hand and fled
to the woods. Though her grip was painful, Lydia endured it
and questioned her momma all the way to the creek. “What’s
the matter, Momma? Why did that lady have a gun? Why did
the black lady say not to come there anymore? Why did she act
like she was going to shoot you?”
Lucy Brown didn’t answer until they reached the creek.
“They making like Momma and Daddy stole from them,” her
mother said and nearly stepped into the water without gauging
it, though she had told Lydia about the dangers of the waters
many times. Aside from the turtles and eels that might snap at
or entangle you, you could easily wade too deep and lose your
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balance. Sometimes Lucy would stoop and see how far she
could reach down. If her arm went under, she would keep trying until she could touch the bottom.
Not today. This time Lydia yanked her back, tested the
water, and found a shallow crossing where even the little boy at
the plantation house could have passed. Still, she held her
mother’s hand, scared she might lose her balance to the rocks
and weeds. On the way there, Lucy Brown, though petite, had
hoisted her leggy daughter onto her back and carried her over.
But now she trembled and looked disoriented. When they got
to the other side, Lucy headed straight for the old hut instead
of the new house that Ike had built with his own hands.
“Come over here,” she told her daughter.
Lydia moved slowly towards her. Lucy stared so hard that
Lydia felt heat sweep over her face.
“Stop asking your daddy where you come from,” Lucy said
in that broken English of hers. The girl hated the way her
words sang sadness. “Everybody comes from somewhere. You
came from me. Be proud of that.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Lydia mumbled and gazed at her.
“What counts with a daddy is what he does, not who he is.
And no matter what, stay away from the other side of the
woods, you hear me?”
The girl would never forget those words, nor would she
forget how raw her mom’s eyes seemed then. Her skin looked
vulnerable, like it would burst if you touched it. About a year
later, Lucy Bell Adams Brown did burst, so to speak, and shrivel up. Lydia and her daddy buried her mother in the cemetery
up the hill from the church. And Lydia never put her arm
beside her daddy’s again to compare their skin. He’d never
have to tense up and look away sadly. The older she got, the
more she understood that who she was wasn’t about her color
as much as it was about her experience. But she was curious
about who she was biologically. She didn’t want to hurt her
daddy, so she didn’t tell him when she decided to go back to
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that plantation house where her grandparents once worked.
She remembered what her mom had said—not to ever go
there—but she felt old enough the summer she turned seventeen to handle any danger.
It wasn’t hard to sneak over there, because that summer she
was in the woods every day with her daddy’s blessings. He
helped her fix up the old hut, clearing away grass, hoeing,
sweeping, washing, and wiping. He put in a cement floor for
her and added new pine beams to support the frame. He nailed
a piece of plywood over the door to keep the animals out, so
she entered through a window. Some days she read and others
she studied plants and protozoa, all in preparation for college.
She had big plans to become a horticulturist, even though her
daddy wanted her to be a teacher. She didn’t want to be a
teacher unless it was a horticulture teacher.
She knew a lot about the swamps. There was more to it
than just hoeing and weeding. She knew how to stop some
plants from taking over others. Her momma said some plants
were like some people—greedy. They took over everything
around them if they didn’t have rules. Lydia had one rule
for them: They could only have so many in their family. That
didn’t apply to the springing blueberries and roaming swamp
grass, though. They grew any and everywhere and brought no
harm to others, just joy.
The day she decided to make the journey, she felt so
restless in the hut, the air so hot she could hardly breathe.
She didn’t worry about her daddy because he didn’t even know
she knew there were houses on the other side of the woods. She
set out right after lunchtime. At the creek, she rolled up the legs
of her trousers and took her sandals in her hands. That day the
water was high, so she hopped from stone to stone until she
was on the other side. Immediately, the world changed.
The woods were more like a pruned forest, tall pine trees lined
up as far as she could see. All kinds of colors jumped out at
her, but they were not bold and splashy like the purples
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and yellows on the other side. They were like arranged flowers
in a vase.
She hadn’t remembered this from when she was a child.
Anyhow, she asked herself, what kind of woods were these?
Weren’t woods supposed to ramble a bit? It was fine to
interfere to keep peace and harmony in the woods. It was like
raising children, insisting that they didn’t trample on one
another. But to make all the children wear the same uniform
seemed wrong. For some reason, this broke her heart.
She put her sandals back on and headed up the lengthy
path, which, if she remembered correctly, would bring her to
the grounds of the plantation house. The walk seemed longer
than she remembered, but after about ten minutes she came to
a narrow road with big oak trees planted across from each
other. She could see the house at the far end. She stopped and
hid behind what might have been the same tree she hid behind
until the rifle incident all those years ago. Now she realized she
was tense with fear of being caught, her head swimming with
dread. What was she worried about? She had come this far, and
all she wanted was to find out what became of her maternal
grandparents. Without that information, she might never know
her true roots. Still, what if she came into contact with the
woman who had accused them of theft? Would she remember
Lydia? How could she? Lydia had been a child. Anyhow, Lydia
didn’t believe they’d been thieves, not as hardworking as her
mother had described them. But even if they had been, she
didn’t care. They were her grandparents. Suddenly, she felt
weakness in her knees, as if her own naïveté lodged there. Then
it hit her. She was worried about her color. That was it.
Though she had not had any racial encounters, she knew
many girls who had. They said it was because she could pass
for white that folks didn’t bother her. She thought it was
because she lived in the woods and only went to town for
school and for groceries on Saturday. Then she was with her
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dad. Otherwise, she didn’t see white folks. She knew of the terrible business of the KKK and the race riots, some as close as
Riverview, about twenty-four miles north. It was the 1960s,
after all. But in Coffee, racial lines were so clearly drawn—in
the schools, churches, swimming pools, movie theaters, for
example—that she hardly ever saw white people. It was as if
whites and blacks had a pact. Don’t bother me, and I won’t
bother you. But she sensed the impatience of the black families
around Coffee and couldn’t blame them. They were tired of
living in the worst houses, working for peanuts, and sending
their children to run-down schools. Amen to that one. No child
of hers would read books so tattered and washed out that
sometimes they couldn’t even read a whole paragraph. And sit
in classrooms that a cloud of dust hung over all the time, no
matter what her daddy said.
It wasn’t that he didn’t want civil rights. She could tell he
did by the way he scrunched his face and swallowed hard when
he heard of an injustice against his people. But he didn’t like
trouble. And he told her more times than she cared to hear that
he didn’t want her near white men. It could only mean trouble,
reducing her to a white man’s whore. The first time he said it,
they were eating supper. He just slid the words in between
mouthfuls, and when she didn’t say anything, he coughed as if
he was going to choke.
He cleared his throat. “What I mean, Lydia, is I want you
to have a peaceful life. You got to marry a black man for this,”
he said. “That’s why I’m sending you to Riverview to college.”
“I’ll have my pick, won’t I,” she said.
“Yes, ma’am,” he said. “You will.” He pushed his chair back
from the table.
Lydia was lucky. She only knew one other girl who was
going to college. Most girls would be staying at home, starting
families and cleaning the plantation houses. But not her, thanks
to her daddy. She planned to finish college and come back and
take care of him and the land. Her husband could come, too.
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Still behind the tree, Lydia stilled her nerves, took the
rubber band off her hair, and let it drop to her back, just in case
she ran into trouble. She let the hypocrisy slide down her
throat. She had to do what she had to do. No matter what
anyone said, she knew she was black in every sense of the
word. Her mother was black and of black parents—at least, one
of them was black, had to be. The voices of southern white
males drifted through the air now. She couldn’t make out what
they were saying, but it had to do with the woods, leveling the
woods, the other side of the woods. Their thick drawls were
followed by lighthearted laughter. As they neared the tree, her
heart rate increased, it seemed, with every step they took. She
squatted, hoping not to be spotted but peeping out to see them
as they passed.
One of them stood real tall, as tall as her daddy, and the
other was average height. They wore fedora hats and dark suits
made of fabric thicker than her daddy’s Sunday suits that Miss
Henrietta sewed for him out of the most expensive fabrics that
she could get her hands on. Suddenly, the men stopped as if
they had spotted something. She ducked and stayed as quiet as
she could. Finally, their voices sounded again.
“He ain’t got no rights,” one of them said. “He’s a nigger.”
She craned her neck to see them. They were standing face
to face, the shorter one looking up at the tall one, with one hand
resting on his friend’s shoulder. In the other, he held a cigar.
“You tell him that.” The tall man let his voice drop to a
deeper tone.
“I’ll be glad to.”
“Anyhow, did Kay tell you that he made a deal with
Marshall almost twenty years ago that will be good for
a lifetime?”
“Whose lifetime? Marshall is dead now—God rest his
soul—and unless he got the deed to the land, it ain’t foolproof.
Those woods don’t belong to nobody except God, now that
Marshall’s gone.”
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The tall man looked into the air. Then he looked down at
his friend. “We don’t need to start raising sand with coloreds
now, or we’ll have the whole posse from Atlanta all over Coffee,
and no one wants that.”
“I ain’t worried about that. I want to do what my sister
asked, and she said to run that man away from here, whatever
I did. But I got to respect your feelings. You just lost your wife.
I loved Kay too, but I still got my wife. So I’m gonna back off
until you’re more comfortable talking about this.”
The tall man freed himself of his friend’s hand on his
shoulder and walked ahead. The shorter one stared at him
for a few seconds, his cigar between his lips, and then he
followed. Lydia waited until they were on the porch. They
lingered there for longer than she wanted them to, both taking
off their hats and looking out over the land. She moved back
further behind the tree, and held her breath; when she
thought they were inside, she shot back towards the woods. In
her haste to get out of there, she slammed into a white boy,
knocking him to the ground.
She tried to keep going, but he caught her leg, tripping her
to the ground, too.
“Hey,” he said, “who are you? Why are you trespassing on
my property?”
She was just trying to free herself, but she noticed that his
voice was distinctly southern and more refined than the other
two men’s. When she finally stopped struggling and looked
back, she was moved by his frightened green eyes in a way she
had not been expecting. She seemed to have the same effect on
him. He released her.
“You remind me of somebody,” he said.
“Yeah, right,” she said.
Still he gazed at her until she felt hot and uncomfortable.
She lowered her eyes and pushed herself up to her feet. He
stood, too, and brushed off his suit. Though he wasn’t even as
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tall as she was, he was quite handsome, with a head full of hair
the color of hers. It was parted to one side.
“Who are you?” she asked.
“That’s what I want to know about you.”
“I come from the other side of the woods,” she said.
“A colored preacher lives on the other side of the creek,”
he said, squinting.
This word “colored” stirred her violently, always did, even
when her daddy referred to himself as colored. Wasn’t everybody colored? She swung around and walked off.
He ran behind her. “Whoa!”
“Whoa is for mules,” she said.
“You are about as stubborn as one.” He jumped into her
path. “Why you mad?”
“If you don’t know, that’s your problem—not mine!”
“It ain’t safe for you to be hanging out in these woods,” he
said.
“And why is that?”
“I told you that you’re trespassing.” He scratched his head.
She knew what he was thinking, but he didn’t have the guts to
say it, so she said it for him.
“I am not afraid of the Ku Klux Klan.” She swung her
blondish brown hair around. “Why should I be?”
“You say your daddy is a colored man,” he said. “That
means, ah . . .”
“Jess,” a man called out. “Jess, Uncle Rodney is about to
head on back.”
The look in his eyes had tensed up again. “You better go
on,” he said.
She tore off running. She didn’t look back until she was on
the other side of the creek. Her shoes were now ruined
because she forgot to take them off at the creek. Her heart was
hammering. Jess—his name was Jess. Was that short for Jesse?
She turned thoughts of him over and over. She had never felt
so mesmerized in the presence of a boy. She wondered if she
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would ever see him again. Would she pluck up her nerve to go
back and seek him out? Suddenly she thought of her father.
She would have to settle for thinking about Jess, hold him in
her heart, for she could not go back to the other side of the
woods. Not ever.

