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[Hightower] still kept the cook, a negro woman. He had had her all the time. But they told
Byron how as soon as his wife was dead, the people seemed to realise all at once that the
negro was a woman, that he had that negro woman in the house alone with him all day. And
how the wife was hardly cold in the shameful grave before the whispering began. About
how he had made his wife go bad and commit suicide because he was not a natural husband,
a natural man, and that the negro woman was the reason. And that’s all it took; all that was
lacking. Byron listened quietly, thinking to himself how people everywhere are about the
same, but that it did seem that in a small town where evil is harder to accomplish, where
opportunities for privacy are scarcer, that people can invent more of it in other people’s
names. Because that was all it required: that idea, that single idle word blown from mind to
mind. One day the cook quit. They heard how one night a party of carelessly masked men
went to the minister’s [Hightower’s] house and ordered him to fire her. Then they heard
how the next day the woman told that she quit herself because her employer asked her to do
something which she said was against God and nature. And it was said that some masked
men had scared her into quitting because she was what is known as a high brown and it was
known that there were two or three men in the town who would object to her doing
whatever it was which she considered contrary to God and nature, since, as some of the
younger men said, if a nigger woman considered it against God and nature, it must be pretty
bad. Anyway, the minister couldn’t—or didn’t—get another woman cook. Possibly the men
scared all the other negro women in town that same night. So he did his own cooking for a
while, until they heard one day that he had a negro man to cook for him. And that finished
him, sure enough. Because that evening some men, not masked either, took the negro man
out and whipped him. And when Hightower waked the next morning his study window was
broken and on the floor lay a brick with a note tied to it, commanding him to get out of
town by sunset and signed K.K.K. (450-51)
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The town had just let the contracts for paving the sidewalks, and in the summer after her
[Emily’s] father’s death they began the work. The construction company came with niggers
and mules and machinery, and a foreman named Homer Barron, a Yankee, a big, dark, ready
man, with a big voice and eyes lighter than his face. The little boys would follow in groups
to hear him cuss the niggers, and the niggers singing in time to the rise and fall of picks.

Pretty soon he knew everybody in town. (124)
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