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When I Read the Book

When I read the book, the biography famous
and is this then (said I) what the author calls a [woman’s] life?
And so will some one when I am dead and gone write my life?
(As if any one really knew aught of my life.
Why even I myself I often think know little or nothing of my real life,

I seek for my own use to trace out here.) 
- from Leaves of Grass, Walt Whitman

An autobiographical novel, I believe, is a better testament, a better ther-
mometer, than a memoir can be. Who, in presenting a “factual” account, 
is going to tell the absolute, the inclusive, the horrifying or exquisite, the 
“in credible Truth?” One wishes to spare others and one’s self. May not 
one add, multiply, subtract?—without wanting to. But an “autobiograph-
ical novel” is nuanceful, allowing. There’s fact-meat in the soup, among 

- Gwendolyn Brooks, Report from Part One

Three Houses invites seniors and young people alike to complement 
genealogical research with the names, faces, dates, details, and sto-
ries that animate geography and history. The journalist’s goal is to give 

an era.
-Author’s Note
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Chapter 1

The House of Pride

Sundays too my father got up early
and put his clothes on in the blueblack cold;
then with cracked hands that ached
from labor in the weekday weather made

I’d wake and hear the cold splintering, breaking.
When the rooms were warm, he’d call,
and slowly I would rise and dress,
fearing the chronic angers of that house.

who had driven out the cold
and polished my good shoes as well.
What did I know, what did I know

- Robert Hayden, “Those Winter Sundays”

Just as I slammed the front door, I heard a crash upstairs.
“Wonder what that was?” I mumbled. 
There was no time to run up to check out the thunderous noise. 

I was running late for church.
Later, when I returned home and began preparing breakfast, 

my oldest sister, Gwen, called.
“Daddy died this morning.”
November 3, 1991, just days before my birthday. The news 

made me sad—sadder than I had ever been. But no tears came. 
He had lived to see his eighteen children grown.
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As I tidied up the kitchen, Edgar came in through the back 
door. “I have bad news,” he said. 

“My daddy’s dead.”
“Yes, I’m sorry. Fred and Sue called Uncle Bridges before he 

left for church. Since they didn’t know how you’d take it, Uncle 
Bridges came over to Holman Street to tell me. I decided to come 
on home.

“That was thoughtful of you, but I’m okay.”

The truth is I wasn’t okay—not really. I would never see my 
daddy again. While I didn’t make annual treks home or call and 
write him regularly, I wanted him to live—a long distance away, 
but forever. For six years he had raged against the emphysema 
rattling and hacking in his chest. As he struggled with the rasp of 
death, anyone courageous enough to sit in a room with him was 
impotent with dread. 

To me, Daddy’s fear of death translated into an unresolved 
quarrel with God. No Dylan Thomas,1 I reminded him the last time 
I saw him that everybody must meet his Maker and give an ac-
count of his life’s deeds. I’d borrowed the words directly from his 
and a hundred or more other time-worn sermons. 

*  *  *
“Remember the time we . . . ?” he had wheezed that last time, 

reminiscing—then changed the subject. “Remember. . . ? Ol’ Lou 
was my right arm, Captain,” he said to Edgar, who usually went 

“When I was a young preacher, I’d take Ol’ Lou to my small 
churches with me. Sometimes if I felt anxious, I’d ask her to come 
up and recite a poem, before I delivered the sermon.”

“I’d forgotten that,” I said.
“My members loved it.”
“Nah, they were just being polite. Your members were always 

good to us children. What pedestals they stilted us on.”
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“Those warmups gave me the chance to catch my wind and 
settle down,” Daddy said. “Sometimes Ol’ Lou and I would sing a 
duet.”

“’What Then?’ was my favorite,” I said.
“For more than twenty years I was secretary of the Twelfth 

District Annual Conference. Guess who transcribed my notes 

was my girl. (And this was my dad, the earthly father who had 

stand before the congregation to make my profession of faith. It 

“Think about the things that you have done that are unbecoming 
in the presence of God. Think about your prayers for forgiveness. 
He has taken on every one of your transgressions, mine, your 
mother’s, each of your brothers’ and sisters’: the sins of the whole 
world. That’s why his agony on the cross was so torturous and 
warrants our acknowledgment and gratitude.”)

“Sometimes Lou would tag along when I did an interior paint 
job. I’d invite her to help when I repaired or replaced a roof, too; 
she could pass things up to me, you know.”

“I preferred not to join you,” I said. “I was already burned out 
from labor on the farm.” Then, to return the gesture, I made a 
monumental admission: “Sometimes I wish I had gone along. 
Maybe I wouldn’t be paying carpenters and handymen to do rou-

furniture.” (And, I thought, I’d know how to go into a manhole and 

electrical wiring for the same reason.)

“Lou’s school in Mississippi made a strong impression on me,” 
Daddy continued, still addressing Edgar, who was listening po-
litely. “It was the most beautiful, scenic campus. ‘The College with 
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a Million Friends,’ their president called it. I tried to get the AME 
churches to incorporate that philosophy. It didn’t work.”

“It didn’t work for President White, either,” I said.

*  *  *
After Edgar left the room, I asked the question that had haunted 

me as much as Daddy’s pulpit condemnation that spring Sunday 
in 1961: “Why did you tell us girls that we wouldn’t amount to ‘a 
hill of beans’? That all we’d be good for was for having babies?”

-
tions. “It was reverse psychology. If I said those words to you 

“The words stung. The constant cruel and negative remarks 
made me resentful. As far as I was concerned, they meant that 
you didn’t know me at all. My goal, with God’s help, was to leave 
home, prepared to take care of myself.”

wanted,” he said. Eventually Daddy grew tired, his breathing more 
labored.

One thing was clear: my daddy had missed me. Although I 
didn’t feel his love, it was, nonetheless, a tangible, transparent 
thing on parade in that room. 

“Want me to get you anything?” I asked.
“Tell your mama to come back here.”
With his permission, I left the room.

*  *  *
Our visit to the House of Pride ended, Edgar and I prepared to 

return to Houston. Daddy sat in a cane backed chair on the con-
crete front stoop enjoying a moment of respite from his perpetual 
struggle for breath.

“Well, girlie,” he said, interrupting my last trip to the car, “give 
me a hug; I may not see you again.”

I put the small bag I was carrying down and stumbled as I 
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moved toward him obediently.
“Help her, Captain,” Daddy said to Edgar. My husband’s face 

betrayed his displeasure with the request as well as with the wife 
who seemed independent enough to pick herself up after any 
misstep.

“What are you doing?” Mother Dear asked from the doorway,
“Daddy wants a hug,” I said, the bile between my mother and 

me surfacing. “I’m giving him a hug.”
“He’s just playing on your sympathy. That man may outlive you 

and me both.”
When I looked up after hugging my daddy, my mother had dis-

appeared inside the house.

*  *  *
That was one of the few times Mother Dear’s speculations 

were wrong. 
Daddy was dead. 
On the way to an upstairs bedroom for a cosmetics bag to 

take home for the funeral, I noticed the object that had fallen the 
previous Sunday morning. A framed black and white, 5x7 photo of 
Mother Dear and Daddy as a young couple had toppled from the 
bookshelf in the den. I picked it up and stared at it for a long time, 
then put it back in place. 

The closer we drove to Phillips County Arkansas, the tighter 
my stomach knotted.

This time I did not savor the landmarks that I ordinarily pointed 
out to Edgar on the familiar route to the House of Pride in West 
Helena, Arkansas.

Daddy was dead.

Edgar and I stopped at Stephens Funeral Home. In the room 
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looked down incredulously on the man who had spent his adult life 
building a home for his wife and eighteen children; erecting mod-
est houses, churches, and parsonages; plowing acre after acre 
of farmland; christening infants and preaching sermons. At last, I 

my father to rest in this tacky white summer suit?

*  *  *
Daddy’s was not a wake, exactly. On November 9, l991, our 

relatives, neighbors, and friends drifted in and out of the funeral 
home, expressing their condolences. As they did, Mother Dear 
and the eighteen of us encircled Daddy’s casket, some of us 
standing, some sitting in chairs arranged across from the body. 
For an hour, we sang the hymns and spirituals that had sustained 
us for two generations: “When the Roll Is Called Up Yonder”; “It 
Is Well With My Soul”; “Sunrise Tomorrow”; “It Is No Secret”; “I’ll 
Be Singing Up There”; “Peace, Be Still,” “Standing in the Need of 
Prayer.” On and on we sang, all together in the small room, each 
in a private world, remembering.

*  *  *
The next morning, a twenty-car caravan lined 221 West Russell 

Street outside the white-brick House of Pride. 
Second in the lineup, after the car carrying Mother Dear, was 

the vehicle transporting Gwendolyn Carnelya, born in 1938 and 

Third in line was Stella Maude, born in 1939, and who took the 
same aunt’s middle name. 

Then, in 1942, the midwife delivered Collier, who bore three 
extended family surnames. 

I arrived next (and was situated in the sixth processional vehi-
cle). Velma Louise—Aunt Stelle decided I should be called. I was 
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had changed from Lee to Lois. 
Thirteen months after my birth, the couple’s third son was chris-

tened Willie Rose, for two paternal aunts—Rose and Willie, the lat-
ter living in Marks, Mississippi, the gravesite of our paterfamilias.

Addletha Jane, named for our paternal grandmother, was the 
seventh child, arriving eighteen months after Willie, in 1946.

Mary Watts, number eight, her middle name that of the married 
surname of a paternal aunt who had no children, arrived a day 
before Daddy’s birthday, March 16.

Wilma Sue followed so close after Mary Watts—exactly twelve 
months and 9 days—that overlapping might have been on the 
horizon.

Brother number four, Silas Lewis, was born in 1950 and named 
for great Uncle Silas and Aunt Willie Lewis.

Tennyson Lloyd is the name that Mrs. Mattie Mae Franklin2 
suggested for the son born the year after Silas, in the month of 
November.

For some time, our sister Stella had been pleading for the op-
portunity to name one of the infants, so Mother Dear let her call 
the seventh girl Jarva Jacqueline, in March 1953.

name the twelfth child Janice Marie.
The next tight squeeze—just twelve months and ten days— 

between Janice and the sixth brother—ended with the arrival of 
Benjamin Earl, who was given the middle name of our maternal 
uncle Earl. 

was the Seventh Son. The year of his arrival was 1957.
The last girl, formally named Zebulon Katrina, but called “Blimp” 

because of her hefty weight at birth, and because Mother Dear 
-

ing room to watch the wrestling match of contenders Baby Blimp 
and Billy Wickes. Our baby sister had abdicated her position in 
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line to drive the vehicle bearing big sister Gwen. There being no 

year were some time in spring, 1959. 
Rounding out the family—and the lineup—making it nine girls 

and nine boys, were Charles Wesley, the seventeenth child, the 

-

boys’ arrivals were 1961 and 1962. 

Finally the House of the Reverend Joseph Harry and Mrs. 
Velma Lois Price was done with the begetting and naming of 

And the four midwives were more than weary—and very an-
gry—for they had not always been paid.

Three score and ten years the Prices dwelled upon their land 
in West Helena, Arkansas, seldom resting.

Eulogy
Daddy was dead. The time to bid him Godspeed was at hand.

Allen Temple AME Church, which Daddy had rebuilt, was too 
small to host the funeral. Instead, we made our way “Overtown” 
Helena, to historic Carter Chapel AME.

handiwork, lined up to be seated in the order dictated by the fu-
neral director.

row, while my husband Edgar was in the pulpit.
Mrs. Alice Young Hester delivered an accurate, poignant, and 

Daddy had pastored last.
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Various acquaintances of Daddy’s—preachers who did not 
have more pressing engagements that day—addressed us. None 
of them had visited Daddy since his superannuation. None of them 
had prayed with him during his illness. None of them had asked 
Mother Dear what they could do to help, not even advise on how 
to apply for the Minimum Salary retirement that was supposedly 
available for preachers with small, aging congregations. Daddy 
had not expected anything from his fellows; they were busy, he’d 
told me. Nor did he need the minimum salary supplement, he said, 
even though he had been required to match the Conference’s 
contributions to the fund. “The Lord will provide,” Daddy said.

From the pulpit, Rev. W. A. DuBose, a red, stocky man with 
wavy hair, spoke of the ways in which Daddy mentored him. 
“Although Price is only a few years older than I, he was a sea-
soned preacher when I was ordained, having accepted his calling 
at twenty-two. 

“The other preachers teased Price and me because we had 
more children than everybody else. Price had me beat, though.

“‘It’s easy enough for y’all to start church on time,’ other preach-
ers would say. ‘When your wives and children get there, the house 
is pretty nigh full, and y’all can proceed with devotion.’

“I like the way Price and Velma reared their children. At two 
years old, those children sat motionless through the services, lis-
tening.” He gestured toward the pews where we sat. “Could tell 

baby; Velma wouldn’t have tolerated it. That woman could pinch! 
Yeah, those were some well-behaved youngsters.”

I smiled and looked around. Then I frowned. Some of my niec-
es and nephews were asleep, their parents coddling them in their 
laps or cupping their hands around their shoulders to shield them 
from keeling over. 
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The eulogy was delivered by Rev. C. C. Atkins, a friend who 

than Daddy, seventy-seven. Two months earlier, he told us, he 
himself had been sick enough to die. “But the Lord spared me,” 
he said.

The climax of his sermon brought to mind a childhood custom 
that had been observed generation after generation, one that I 
had nearly forgotten. Rev. Atkins’s use of it became the balm for 
coping with that hour’s grief.

“When Price and I were boys,” the old minister began, “and all 
of our chores were done, if we were lucky, our mamas would let 
us go visit a friend. Of course, that boy’s chores had to have been 

our idleness before a family with work to do.

was like a holiday.
“Anyway, our mamas would tell us what time we had to be 

back home, and we’d ru-n-n-on over to the friend’s— ‘fore our 
mamas changed their minds.

“After we had pretty nigh exhausted the curfew our mamas’d 
given us, that boy’s mama would ask, ‘What time yo’ mama tell 
you to git home?’

“It was like telepathy. Our mamas had no telephones to con-
tact each other. They wouldn’t even have looked at a clock or 
have known what the other mama had told her boy.

“Realizing that the play day was over, her boy would say, 
‘Mama, kin I walk him piece of the way home?’

“’Yeh, but you come right back.’
“The two boys would lollygag over to that boy’s house, chatter-

ing all the way. Then, just paces from the friend’s front door, the 
pair would spy the friend’s mama, looking out for him.
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“’Mama’, the friend would yell, ‘kin I walk my friend back piece 
a the way. . . . ?’

“’Okay, but hurry home.’
“The hike would extend yet another round trip. On and on it 

would go, usually till dusk.

these desultory good-byes would say, ‘Walk that boy piece a the 
way home; then bring yo’self on in this house.’

“Finally parting, we would say, wistfully, ‘See you tomorrow!’”

I’ve gone piece of the way with you for the last time, my friend. I 

you tomorrow.”

Elegy
for Joseph Harry Price

The prison cell is as close
To heaven as we get nowadays.
And therefore, those outside the cells
Introduce the sexual factor:
Ignorant of what a blessing 
It is to sit in one space
For the rest of your life—all this time
To reinvent sunlight in
the corner of a building,
The nightlightning among rural trees,
And the sound, always the sound,
Falling down out of a Sistine Chapel,
Of rain on tin-top houses. 

Edwin Curmie Price, II
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Rev. C. C. Atkins and Rev. Joseph Harry Price


