Strong Horse Tea
Alice Walker

annie Toomer’s little baby boy Snooks was dying
from double pneumonia and whooping cough. She
sat away from him, gazing into the low fire, her long
crusty bottom lip hanging. She was not married. Was not
pretty. Was not anybody much. And he was all she had.

“Lawd, why don’t that doctor come on here?” she
moaned, tears sliding from her sticky eyes. She had not
washed since Snooks took sick five days ago and a long
row of whitish snail tracks laced her ashen face.

“What you ought to try is some of the old home reme-

es,"” Sarah urged. She was an old neighboring lady who
wore magic leaves round her neck sewed up in pos-
sumskin next to a dried lizard’s foot. She knew how
magic came about, and could do magic herself, people
said.

*“We going to have us a doctor,” Rannie Toomer said
fiercely, walking over to shoo a fat winter fly from her
child’s forehead. “I don’t believe in none of that swamp
magic. All the old home remedies I took when I was a
child come just short of killing me.’

Snooks, under a pile of faded quilts, made a small
gravelike mound in the bed. His head was like a ball of
black putty wedged between the thin covers and the
dingy yellow pillow. His little eyes were partly open, as
if he were peeping out of his hard wasted skull at the
chilly room, and . the forceful pulse of his breathing
caused a faint rustling in the sheets near his mouth like
the wind pushing damp papers in a shallow ditch.

“What time you reckon that doctor’ll git here?” asked
Sarah, not expecting Rannie Toomer to answer her. She
sat with her knees wide apart under many aprons and
long dark skirts heavy with stains. From time to time
she reached long cracked fingers down to sweep her
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damp skirts away from the live coals. It was almost
spring, but the winter cold still clung to her bones and
she had to almost sit in the fireplace to be warm. Her
deep.sharp eyes set in the rough leather of her face had
aged a moist hesitant blue that gave her a quick dull
stare like a hawk’s. Now she gazed coolly at Rannie
Toomer and rapped the hearthstones with her stick:

“White mailman, white doctor,” she chanted skepti-
cally, under her breath, as if to banish spirits. ;

“They gotta come see ’bout this baby,” Rannie
Toomer said wistfully. “Who’d go and ignore a little sick
baby like my Snooks?”

“Some folks we don’t know so well as we thinks we
do might,” the old lady replied. “What you want to give
that boy of yours is one or two of the old home reme-
dies; arrowsroot or sassyfras and cloves, or a sugar tit
soaked in cat’s blood.”

Rannie Toomer’s face went tight.’

“We don’t need none of your witch’s remedles she
cried, grasping her baby by his shrouded toes, trying to
knead life into him as she kneaded limberness into
flour dough.

“We going to git some of them shots that makes peo-

“ples well, cures ’em of all they ails, cleans em out and

makes ’em strong all at the same time.”

She spoke upward from her son’s feet as if he were
an altar. “Doctor’ll be here soon, baby, she whispered
to him, then rose to look out the grimy window. “I done
sent the mailman,” She rubbed her face against the glass,
her flat nose more flattened as she peered out into the
rain. '

“Howdy, Rannie Mae,” the red-faced mailman had
said pleasantly as he always did when she stood by the
car waiting to ask him something: Usually she wanted
to ask what certain circulars meant that showed pretty
pictures of things she needed. Did the circulars mean
that somebody was coming around later and would give
her hats and suitcases and shoes and sweaters and rub-
bing alcohol and a heater for the house and a fur bonnet
for her baby? Or, why did he always give her the pic-
tures if she couldn’t have what was in them? Or, what
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did the words say ... especially the big word written in
red: “S-A-L-E!”*?

He would explain shortly to her that the only way she
could get the goods pictured on the circulars was to buy
them in town and that town stores did their advertising
by sending out pictures of their goods. She would listen
with her mouth hanging open until he finished. Then she
would exclaim in a dull amazed way that she never had
any money and he could ask anybody. She couldn’t ever
buy any of the things in the pictures—so why did the
stores keep sending them to her?

He tried to explain to her that everybody got the circu-
lars, whether they had any money to buy with or not.
That this was one of the laws of advertising and he could
do nothing about it. He was sure she never understood
what he tried to teach her about advertising, for one day
she asked him for any extra circulars he had and when
he asked what she wanted them for—since she couldn’t
afford to buy any of the items advertised—she said she
needed them to paper the inside of her house to keep
out the wind.

Today he thought she looked more ignorant than
usual as she stuck her dripping head inside his car. He
recoiled from her breath and gave little attention to what
she was saying about her sick baby as he mopped up the
water she dripped on the plastic door handle of the car.

“Well, never can keep ’em dry, I mean warm enough,
in rainy weather like this here,” he mumbled absently,
stuffing a wad of circulars advertising hair driers and
cold creams into her hands. He wished she would stand
back from his car so he could get going. But she clung
to the side gabbing away about “Snooks” and “NEW-
monia” and “shots” and how she wanted a “REAL
doctor.” ;

“That right?” he injected sympathetically from time
to time, and from time to time he sneezed, for she was
letting in wetness and damp, and he felt he was coming
down with a cold. Black people as black as Rannie Mae
always made him uneasy, especially when they didn’t
smell good, and when you could tell they didn’t right
away. Rannie Maeg, leaning in over him out of the rain,
smelt like a wet goat. Her dark dirty eyes clinging to his
face with such hungry desperation made him nervous.
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Why did colored folks -always want you to do some-
thing for them? :

Now he cleared his throat and made a motion forward
as if to roll up his window. “Well, ah, mighty sorry to
hear *bout that little fella,” he said, groping for the win-
dow crank. “We'll see what we can do!” He gave her
what he hoped was a big friendly smile. God! He didn’t
want to hurt her feelings! She looked so pitiful hanging
there in the rain. Suddenly he had an idea.

“Whyn’t you try some of old Aunt Sarah’s home rem-
edies?”” he suggested brightly, still smiling. He half be-
lieved with everybody else in the county that the old
blue-eyed black woman possessed magic. Magic that if
it didn’t work on whites probably would on blacks. But
Rannie Mae almost turned the car over shaking her head
and body with an emphatic “NO!” She reached in a wet
crusted hand to grasp his shoulder.

“We wants a doctor, a real doctor!” she screamed.
She had begun to cry and drop her tears on him. “You
git us a doctor from town,” she bellowed, shaking the
solid shoulder that bulged under his new tweed coat.

“Like I say,” he drawled lamely although beginning
to be furious with her, “we’ll do what we can!’’ And he
hurriedly rolled up the window and sped down the road,
cringing from the thought that she had put her hands
on him.

“Old home remedies! Old home remedies!” Rannie
Toomer cursed the words while she licked at the hot
tears that ran down her face, the only warmth about her.
She turned back to the trail that led to her house, tram-
pling the wet circulars under her feet. Under the fence
she went and was in a pasture, surrounded by dozens of
fat white folks’ cows and an old gray horse and a mule
or two. Animals lived there in the pasture all around
her house, and she and Snooks lived in it,

It was less than an hour after she had talked to the
mailman that she looked up expecting the doctor and
saw old Sarah tramping through the grass on her walking
stick. She couldn’t pretend she wasn’t home with the
smoke climbing out the chimney, so she let her in, mak-
ing her leave -her bag of tricks on the front porch.

Old woman old as that ought to forgit trying to cure
other people with her nigger magic . . . ought to use somé
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of it on herself, she thought. She would not let her lay
a finger on Snooks and warned her if she tried she would
knock her over the head with her own cane.

“He coming all right,” Rannie Toomer said firmly,

looking, straining her eyes to see through the rain.

“Let me tell you, child,” the old woman said almost
gently, “he ain’t.” She was sipping something hot from
a dish. When would this one know, she wondered, that
she could only depend on those who would come.

“But I told you,” Rannie Toomer said in exasperation,
as if explaining something to a backward child. “I asked
the mailman to bring a doctor for my Snooks!”

Cold wind was shooting all around her from the cracks
in the window framing, faded circulars blew inward from
the walls. The old woman’s gloomy prediction made
her tremble.

“He done fetched the doctor,” Sarah said, rubbing her
dish with her hand. “What you reckon brung me over
here in this here flood? Wasn’t no desire to see no rain-
bows, I can tell you.”

Rannie Toomer paled.

“I’s the doctor, child.” Sarah turned to Rannie with
dull wise eyes. “That there mailman didn’t git no further
with that' message than the road in front of my house.
Lucky he got good lungs—deef as I is I had myself a
time trying to make out what he was yellin’.”

Rannie began to cry, moaning.

Suddenly the breathing of Snooks from the bed
seemed to drown out the noise of the downpour outside.
Rannie Toomer could feel his pulse making the whole
house tremble.

“Here,” she cried, snatchmg up the baby and handing
him to Sarah. “Make him well. O my lawd, make him
well!”

Sarah rose from her seat by the fire and took the tiny
baby, already turning a purplish blue around the eyes
and mouth.

“Let’s not upset this little fella unnessarylike,” she
said, placing the baby back on the bed. Gently she began
to examine him, all the while moaning- and humming
some thin pagan tune that pushed against the sound of
the wind and rain with its own melancholy power. She
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stripped him of all his clothes, poked at his fibreless baby
ribs, blew against his chest. Along his tiny flat back she
ran her soft old fingers. The child hung on in deep rasp-
ing sleep, and his small glazed eyes neither opened fully
nor fully closed.

Rannie Toomer swayed over the bed watching the old
woman touching the baby. She thought of the time she
had wasted waiting for the real doctor. Her feeling of
guilt was a stone.

“T’ll do anything you say do, Aunt Sarah,” she cried,
mopping at her nose with her dress. “Anything. Just,
please God, make him git better!”

Old Sarah dressed the baby again and sat down in
front of the fire. She stayed deep in thought for several
moments. Rannie Toomer gazed first into her silent face
and then at the baby, whose breathing seemed to have
eased since Sarah picked him up.

Do something quick, she urged Sarah in her mind,
wanting to believe in her powers completely. Do some-
thing that’ll make him rise up and call his mama!

“The child’s dying,” said Sarah bluntly, staking out
beforehand some limitation to her skill. “But there still
might be something we can do....”
 ““What, Aunt Sarah, what?”” Rannie Toomer was on
her knees before the old woman’s chair, wringing her
bands and crying. She fastened hungry eyes on Sarah’s
lips.

“What can I do?” she urged fiercely, hearing thé faint
labored breathing from the bed.

“It’s going to take a strong stomach,” said Sarah
slowly. “A mighty strong stomach. And most you young
peoples these days don’t have ’em.”

“Snooks got a strong stomach,” said Rannie Toomer,
looking anxiously into the old serious face.

“It ain’t him that’s got to have the strong stomach,”
Sarah said, glancing down at Rannie Toomer. “You the
one got to have a strong stomach ... he won’t know
what it is he’s drinking.”

Rannie Toomer began to tremble way down deep in
her stomach. It sure was weak, she thought. Trembling
like that. But what could she'mean her Snooks to drink?
Not cat’s blood—! And not some of the messes with




482 Alice Walker

bat’s wings she’d heard Sarah mixed for people sick in
the head? ... : :

“What is it?"” she whispered, bringing her head close
to Sarah’s knee. Sarah leaned down and put her tooth-
less mouth to her ear. _

“The only thing that can save this child now is some
good strong horse tea,” she said, keeping her eyes on
the girl’s face. “The only thing. And if you wants him
out of that bed you better make tracks to git some.”

Rannie Toomer took up her wet coat and stepped
across the porch into the pasture. The rain fell against
her face with the force of small hailstones. She started
walking in the direction of the trees where she could see
the bulky lightish shapes of cows. Her thin plastic shoes
were sucked at by the mud, but she pushed herself for-
ward in search of the lone gray mare.

All the animals shifted ground and rolled big dark
eyes at Rannie Toomer. She made as little noise as she
could and leaned against a tree to wait. ’

Thunder rose from the side of the sky like tires of a
big truck rumbling over rough dirt road. Then it stood
a split second in the middle of the sky before it exploded
like a giant firecracker, then rolled away again like an
empty keg. Lightning streaked across the sky, setting the
air white and charged.

Rannie Toomer stood dripping under her tree, hoping
not to be struck. She kept her eyes carefully on the be-
hind of the gray mare, who, after nearly an hour, began
nonchalantly to spread her muddy knees.

At that moment Rannie Toomer realized that she had
brought nothing to catch the precious tea in. Lightning
struck something not far off and caused a crackling and
groaning in the woods that frightened the animals away
from their shelter. Rannie Toomer slipped down in the
mud trying to take off one of her plastic shoes to catch
the tea. And the gray mare, trickling some, broke for a
clump of cedars yards away.

Rannie Toomer was close enough.to catch the tea if
she could keep up with the mare while she ran. So alter-
nately holding her breath and gasping for air she started
after her. Mud from her fall clung to her elbows and
streaked her frizzy hair. Slipping and sliding in the mud
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she raced after the mare, holding out, as if for alms, her
plastic shoe.

In the house Sarah sat, her shawls and sweaters tight
around her, rubbing her knees and muttering under her
breath. She heard the thunder, saw the lightning that lit
up the dingy room and turned her waiting face to the
bed. Hobbling over on stiff legs she could hear no sound;
the frail breathing had stopped with the thunder, not to
come again.

Across the mud-washed pasture Rannie Toomer stum-
bled, holding out her plastic shoe for the gray mare to
fill. In spurts and splashes mixed with rainwater she gath-
ered her tea. In parting, the old mare snorted and threw
up one big leg, knocking her back into the mud. She
rose, trembling and crying, holding the shoe, spilling
none over the top but realizing a leak, a tiny crack at
her shoe’s front. Quickly she stuck her mouth there, over
the crack, and ankle deep in the slippery mud of the
pasture and freezing in her shabby wet coat, she ran
home to give the still warm horse tea to her baby
Snooks. '




