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Zora Neale Hurston (January 7, 1891-January 28, 1960) grew
up in Eatonville, Florida. Eatonville was founded by ex-slaves
and their families in August of 1887 and is recognized as the
oldest incorporated black town in the United States. The
town was rich in black folk culture and became, as the poet
June Jordan writes, “‘a supportive, nourishing environment”
for Hurston. As Hurston wrote in Mules and Men, **1 hurried
back to Eatonville because | knew that the town was full of
material and that I could get it without hurt, harm or danger.”

Hurston was a bold and outspoken woman who was one
of the first women to wear trousers in public. She collected
folklore, wrote novels, plays, and short stories, and staged
dramatic readings. She completed high school at Morgan
Academy (now Morgan State University) and studied at
Howard University. With the aid of a scholarship Hurston
studied along with Margaret Mead under the respected Franz
Boas at Barnard College where she graduated in 1928. She
became a well-known figure among the intellectuals of the
Harlem Renaissance. After devoting five years to field re-
search in Florida, Alabama, Louisiana, and the Bahamas
she published her classic Mules and Men (1935).

Hurston published four novels—/onah's Gourd Vine (1934),
Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937), Moses, Man of the
Mountain (1939), and Seraph on the Sewanee (1948). Dust
‘Tracks on a Road, her au phy, was published in
1948. Between the 1920s and 1 she was one of Ameri-
ca’s most prolific black women writers. Hurston believed in
the ‘bmutyofbhckexpmonmdmdmonsandm the
psy’ wholeness of black.”

Atthctlmeofherdnﬂi 'mthallherbooksout-of-pnnt

DRENCHED IN LIGHT 167

DRENCHED IN LIGHT
by Zora Neale Hurston

CC\/ ou Isie Watts! Git ‘own offen dat gate post an’
rake up dis yahd!”

The small brown girl perched upon the gate post looked
yearningly up the gleaming shell road that lead to Orlando.
After awhile, she shrugged her thin shoulders, This only
seemed to heap still more kindling on Grandma Potts’ al-

ready burning ire.
- “Lawd a-mussy!” she screamed, e “Heah Joel,

e dat wash stick. Ah’ll show dat limb of Satan she
cain’t shake herself at me. If she ain’t down by the time Ah
gets dere, Ah’ll break huh down in de lines.”

“Aw Gran'ma, Ah see Mist’ George and Jim Robinson
comin’ and Ah wanted to wave at 'em,” the child said
impatiently.

“You jes' wave dat rake at dis heah yahd, madame, else
Ah’ll take you down a button hole lower. Yonuwo’oammssh

f 'upinevurmsheedat
h?ﬁ:' sorcty for nothin pleased her so

much as to sit atop of the gate post and hail the passing
wvehicles on their way South to Orlando, or North to San-
ford. That white shell road was her great attraction. She
up and down the stretch of it that lay before her gate
like a round-eyed puppy hailing gleefully all travelers. Ev-
uybodyinﬂwcoumy white and colored, knew little Isis
‘Watts, Isis the Joyful. The Robinson brothers, white cattle-
men, were fondofhermdalwaysextendeda
- stirrup for her to climb up behind one of them for a short
ride, or let her try to crack the long bull whips and yee whoo
attheeows.
Grandma Potts went inside and Isis literally waved the
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rake at the ‘chaws' of ribbon cane that lay so bountifully
about the yard in company with the knots and peelings, with
a thick sprinkling of peanut hulls.

The herd of cattle in their envelope of gray dust came
alongside and Isis dashed out to the nearest stirrup and was
lifted up. ~

“Hello theah Snidlits, 1 was wonderin’ wheah you was,
said Jim Robinson as she snuggled down behind him in the
saddle. They were almost out of the danger zone when
Grandma emerged. “You Isie,” she bawled.

The child slid down on the opposite side of the house and
executed a flank movement through the corn patch that
brought her into the yard from behind the privy.

“You li’l hasion you! Wheah you been?”

“Qut in de back yahd,” Isis lied and did a cart wheel and
a few fancy steps on her way to the front again.

“If you doan git in dat yahd, Ah make a mommuk of
you!" Isis observed that Grandma was cutting a fancy as-
sortment of switches from peach, guana and cherry trees.

She finished the yard by raking everything under the edge
of the porch and began a romp with the dogs, those lean,

py-eared hounds that all country folks keep. But Grandma
vetoed this also. )

“Isie, you set on dat porch! Uh great big leben yeah ole
gal racin’ an’ rompin’ lak dat—set ‘own!”

Isis flung herself upon the steps. .

“Git up offa dem steps, you aggravatin’ limb, "fore Ah git
dem hick'ries tuh you, an’ set yo' seff on a cheah.”

Isis arose, and then sat down as violently as possible in
the chair. She slid down, and down, until she all but sat on

“Now look atcher,” Grandma screamed, “Put yo’ knees
m. an’ git up offen yo' backbone! Lawd, you know dis

1elli is.memake me stomp huh insides out.”

Isis sat bold upright as if she wore a ramrod down her
back and began to whistle. Now there are certain things tha
Grandma Potts felt no one of this female ion should
do—one was to sit with the knees separated, ‘settin’ brazen’
she called it; another was whistling, another playing with
my,nl" ‘must never cross her legs.

i jumped up from her seat to get the switches.

“So youse whistlin’ in mah face, huh!" Shegla.red till her
eyes were beady and Isis bolted for safety. But the noon
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hour brought John Watts the widowed father, and this ex-
cused the child from sitting for criticism.

Being the only girl in the family, of course she must wash
the dishes, which she did in intervals between frolics with
the dogs. She even gave Jake, the puppy, a swim in the
dishpan by holding him suspended above the water that
reeked of ‘pot likker'—just high enough so that his feet
would be immersed. The deluded puppy swam and swam
without ever crossing the pan, much to his annoyance. Hear-
ing Grandma she hurriedly dropped him on the floor, which
he tracked-up with feet wet with dishwater.

- Grandma took her dpatch‘mg and settled down in the front
room to sew. She did this every afternoon, and invariably
slept in the big red rocker with her head lolled back over the
- back, the sewing falling from her hand.
- Isis had crawled under the center table with its red plush
cover with little round balls for fringe. She was lying on her
back imagining herself various personages. She wore trailing
robes, golden slippers with blue bottoms. She rode white
horses with flaring pink nostrils to the horizon, for she still
believed that to be land’s end. She was picturing herself
- gazing over the edge of the world into the abyss when the
spool of cotton fell from Grandma’s lap and rolled away
under the whatnot. Isis drew back from her contemplation
of the nothingness at the horizon and glanced at the
sleeping woman. Her head had fallen far back. She thed
- with a regular ‘mark’ intake and ‘poosah’ exhaust. But Isis
was a visual-minded child. She heard the snores only sub-
, tembiling s Ditle with .Sbﬂﬁﬁmﬁs
, trembling a li every ' " and ‘poosah’.
longpayhairscuﬂadeveryhemmdmemagaimthz

: on Isie, les’ we all go fishin’. The Perch is bitin’
e in Blue Sink.” - C e
- “Sh-sh—"" cautioned his sister, *Ah got to shave Gran’ma.”
“Who say sa?” Joel asked, ised. ,

~“Nobody doan hafta tell me. Look at her chin. No ladies
"t weah whiskers if they kin help it. But Gran-ma gittin
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The conference adjourned to the back porch lest Grandma

ke. ' o
wa“zw, Isie, you doan know nothin’ "bout shavin’ a-tall—
but a man lak me—"

*“Ah do so know.” N

“You don’t not. Ah’m goin’ shave her mahseff. ,

“Naw, you won't neither, Smarty. Ah saw her first an
thought it all up first,” Isis declared, and ran to the m]_loo-
covered box on the wall above the wash basin and seized
her father’s razor. Joel was quick and seized the mug and
brush. -

“Now!" Isis cried defiantly, “Ah got the razor. :

“Goody, goody, goody, pussy cat, Ah got tl'1 brush an’
you can’t shave ’thout lather—see! Ah know mo’ than you,
Joel retorted. :

“Aw, who don’t know dat?” Isis pretended to scorn.
But seeing her progress blocked from lack of lather she

ised.

wTKII;OTnB:w' Les’ we all shave her. You lather an’ Ah
ol ble to Joel. He made mountains of lather

This was agreeable to ; I
and anointed his own chin, and the chin of Isis and the dogs,
splashed the wall and at last was persuaded to lather Grand-
ma’s chin. Not that he was m—;]h but he wanted his new

ything to last as long as possible.

pla!sis slgod on one sidE of the chair with the razor clutched
cleaver fashion. The niceties of razor-handling had passed
over her head. The thing with her was to hold the razor—
sufficient in itself.

Joel splashed on the lather in great gobs and Grandma

ke. - -

a?munebewﬂdnredmomeﬂahesﬁredatthegnnmng
boy with the brush and mug but sensing another presence,
she turned to behold the business face of Isis and the razor-
‘clutching hand. Her jaw drﬂed and Grandma, forgetting
mmd rheumatism, bolted from the chair and fled the

“She's to tell papa, Isie. You didn’t have no busi-
ness wid his razor and b::dgmhck yo' hide,” Joel cried,
running to replace . .

“You t?ao, chuw:ud, you too,” retorted Isis. “You
was playin’ wid his bnmhandgt it all over the dogs—AD
seen you put in on Ned an’ Beulah.” Isis shaved and re-
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placed it in the box. Joel took his bait and pole and hurried
to Blue Sink. Isis crawled under the house to brood over the
whipping she knew would come. She had meant well.

But sounding brass and tinkling cymbal drew her forth.
The local lodge of the Grand United Order of Odd Fellows,
led by a braying, thudding band, was marching in full rega-
lia down the road. She had forgotten the barbecue and
log-rolling to be held today for the benefit of the new hall.

Music to Isis meant motion. In a minute razor and whip-
ping forgotten, she was doing a fair imitation of a Spanish
dancer she had seen in a medicine show some time before.
Isis’ feet were gifted—she could dance most anything she
saw.

Up, up, went her spirits, her small feet doing all sorts of
intricate things and her body in rhythm, hand curving above
her head. But the music was growing faint. Grandma was
nowhere in sight. Isis stole out of the gate, running and
dancing after the band.

Not far down the road, Isis stopped. She realized she
couldn’t dance at the carnival. Her dress was torn and dirty.
She picked a long-stemmed daisy, and placed it behind her
ear, but her dress remained torn and dirty just the same.
- Then Isis had an idea. Her thoughts returned to the bat-
tered, round-topped trunk back in the bedroom. She raced
back to the house; then, happier, she raced down the white
dusty road to the picnic grove, gorgeously ciad. People
laughed good-naturedly at her, the band played and Isis
- danced because she couldn’t help it. A crowd of children
Eg:lcmd admiringly about her as she wheeled lightly about,
i on hip, flower between her teeth with the red and
te fringe of the tablecloth—Grandma’s new red table-
th that she wore in lieu of a Spanish shawl—trailing in
dust. It was too ample for her meager form, but she
e it like a gypsy. Her brown feet twinkled in and out of
fringe. Some grown people joined the children about
The Grand Exalted Ruler rose to speak; the band was

d, but Isis danced on, the crowd clapping their hands
or her. No one listened to the Exalted one, for little by
ittle the multitude had surrounded the small brown dancer.
~white men and a lady got out and pushed into the crowd,
- suppressing mirth discretely behind gloved hands. Isis looked
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up and waved them a magnificent hail and went on dancing
until—

Grandma had returned to the house, and missed Isis. She
straightaway sought her at the festivities, expecting to find
her in her soiled dress, shoeless, standing at the far edge of
the crowd. What she saw now drove her frantic. Here was
her granddaughter dancing before a gaping crowd in her
brand new red tablecloth, and reeking of lemon extract. Isis
had added the final touch to her costume. Of course she
must also have perfume.

When Isis saw her Grandma, she bolted. She heard her
Grandma cry—"“Mah Gawd, mah brand new tablecloth Ah
just bought fum O’landah!"—as Isis fled through the crowd
and on into the woods.

Isis followed the little creek until she came to the ford in a
rutty wagon road that led to Apopka and laid down on the
cool grass at the roadside. The April sun was quite warm.

Misery, misery and woe settled down upon her. The child

wept. She knew another whipping was in store.
. “Oh, Ah wish Ah could die, then Gran'ma an’ papa
would be sorry they beat me so much. Ah b’leeve Ah'll run
away and never go home no mo’. Ah’m goin’ drown mahseff
in th’ creek!”

Isis got up and waded into the water. She routed out a
tiny 'gator and a huge bullfrog. She splashed and sang. Soon
she was enjoying herself immensely. The purr of a motor
struck her ear and she saw a large, powerful car jolting
along the rutty road toward her. It stopped at the water’s

“Well, I declare, it's our little gypsy,” exclaimed the man
at the wheel. ‘“What are You doing here, now?”
- “Ah’'m killin’ mahseff,” Isis declared dramatically, “Causc
Gran'ma beats me too much.” -

There was a hearty burst of laughter from the machine.

“You'll last some time the way you are going about it. I+
this the way to Maitland? We want to go to the Park
Isis saw no longer a'rgeremn to die. She came up out of

the water, holding e dripping fringe of the tablecloth.
“Naw, indeedy. You aomm' y the shell road—it
goes by mah house—an’turn off at Lake Sebelia to the clay
road that takes you right to the do’."”
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“Well,” went on the driver, smiling furtively, “Could you

quit dying long enough to go with us?”
" “Yessuh,” she said thoughtfully, “Ah wanta go wid you.”
! The door of the car swung open. She was invited to a seat
 beside the driver. She had often dreamed of ridin g in one of
these heavenly chariots but never thought she would, actually.

“Jump in then, Madame Tragedy, and show us. We lost
ourselves after we left your barbecue.”

During the drive Isis explained to the kind lady who smelt
faintly of violets and to the indifferent men that she was
really a princess. She told them about her trips to the
horizon, about the trailing gowns, the gold shoes with blue
bottoms—she insisted on the blue bottoms—the white char-
ger, the time when she was Hercules and had slain numer-
ous dragons and sundry giants. At last the car approached
her gate over which stood the umbrella chinaberry tree. The
Ea:a[\:&as abrqa.zt l?f the gate and had all but passed when

ma spied her glorious ta i i
the \t}phuistgy of the gP!m:kard. M e A

“You Isie-e!” she bawled, “Y i’ !

R el ou Ii'l wretch you! Come

“That’s me,” the child confessed, mortified, to the lady
on ‘8:: rSc:r slriat.
sl well, stop the car. This is whe ild li

hate to give her up though.” gl

ng ylr,-u ‘wanta keep me?" Isis brightened.
ﬂn;betin;cmh I could. Wait, I'll try to save you a whipping
- dismounted with the gaudy lemon-flavored culprit
~and advanced to the ( 1 hg
E “t;hes’ e gate where Grandma stood glowering,

ou’re gointuh ketchit fum yo’ hai & i

..' e gonton | yo’ haid to yo' heels m’lady.
‘Whyl,‘ d afternoon,” she accosted the furious grand-
'puu,a't ou're not going to whip this poor little thing, are
‘you?” the lady asked in conciliatory tones. :
~ “Yes, Ma'am. She’s de waustest Ii’l limb dat ever drawed
- bref. Jes’ look at mah new tablecloth, dat ain’t never been

washed. S*?Wﬂ‘m‘-’“f"”w* uh dancin® an’
uh pr. in it. ' il i
"_I_..awdl?mndnknow Bt took a razor to me t'day an
£ms clung to the stranger’s hand fearfully.

Ah wuzn't gointer hurt Gran’ma, miss—Ah wuz just
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gointer shave her whiskers fuh huh ’cause she’s old an’
can't.” ]

The white hand closed tightly over the little brown one
that was quite soiled. She could understand a voluntary act
of love even though it miscarried. ‘

“Now, Mrs. er-er-I didn’t get the name—how much did
your tablecloth cost?” e

“One whole big silvah dollar down at O’landah—ain’t had
it a week yit."”

“Now here’s five dollars to get another one. I want her to
go to the hotel and dance for me. I could stand a little light
today—" _ e

“gh, yessum, yessum,” Grandma cut in, “Everything’s
alright, sho’ she kin go, yessum.” :

F%l:'.ling that Grandma had been somewhat squelched did
not detract from Isis’ spirit at all. She pranced over to the
waiting motor-car and this time seated herself on the rear
seat between the sweet-smiling lady and the rather aloof
man in gray. ] L Pl

“Ah’'m gointer stay wid you all,” she said with a great
deal of warmth, and snuggled up to her benefactress. “Want
me tuh sing a song fuh you?"” / )

“'I‘he::.’s Helen, you've been adopted,” said the man with
a short, harsh laugh.

“Oh, 1 hope so, Harry.” She put her arm about the
red-draped figure at her side and drew it close until she felt
the warm of the child’s brfiath against her side. tihe
looked hungrily ahead of her and spoke into space rather
than to anyone in the car. “I would like just a tﬂe‘ofher
sunshine to soak into my soul. T would like that alot.”

—_— e ee—

William Faunlkner (September 25, 1897-July 6, 1962) was
born in New Albany, Mississippi. When he was five years
old his family moved to Oxford, Mississippi, where he lived
most of his life except for brief periods spent in Hollywood
and Charlottesville, Virginia. Faulkner's education was spo-
radic. Dropping out of high school in his senior year, he
attended the University of Mississippi as a special student
for only one year (1919-20). He was a voracious reader and,
through his friend and earliest critic, Phil Stone, was intro-
duced to modern writers, including the French Symbolist
poets. Their influence, along with the influence of Thomas
Hardy and William Butler Yeats, can be seen in Faulkner’s
first book, a collection of poetry, The Marble Faun.

Influenced by Sherwood Anderson, Faulkner wrote his
first novel, Soldier’s Pay, which appeared in 1926. Its publi-
cation began an extraordinarily prolific career. The next
decade produced eight novels, including many of the finest
he would write: The Sound and the Fury (1929), As I Lay
Dying (1930), Light in August (1932), and Absalom, Absalom!
(1936). However, his creative output was not matched by
financial returns, so, in 1932, Faulkner went to Hollywood
- as a screen writer, a position he kept, under financial du-

-ress, until 1948, when the commercial success of Intruder in
the Dust and its subsequent sale to the movies enabled him
to return to Mississippi. With the exception of tours for the
‘State Department and time spent as a writer-in-residence at
‘the University of Virginia, he remained in Oxford the rest
of his life. Faulkner won numerous awards for his fiction,
including the 1949 Nobel Prize and two Pulitzer Prizes, one
for A Fable (1954) and another for The Reivers (19628.. His
‘accomplished short fiction appears in Collected Stories (1950)
‘and Uncollected Stories (1979). Faulkner, who admitted that
he had learned to write “from other writers,” advised hope-
ful poets and novelists to “read all you can.”
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