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Homefront: An American journal 

One family rejoices in Thanksgiving homecoming

CLARKSDALE, Miss.



The car in which he was riding turned onto the street where his family was waiting for him, its headlights carving an arc out of the cool Delta night.

Pvt. LeMarcus Davis was home from the Army. 

"Oooooo, that's my baby," Mary Davis squealed, hurrying out into the front yard to wrap her son in a hug.

With Davis' arrival Wednesday night from Ft. Campbell, Ky., Thanksgiving came three hours and 11 minutes early to the little house on Eighth Street--not a moment too soon for a mother alternately watching the clock and peering through the screen door at the sound of every car. 

In this little Southern town surrounded by cotton fields and burdened by history, the Davis family came together by turns to laugh, eat, watch football and celebrate Thanksgiving-as-usual in the wake of Sept. 11. The homecoming of a skinny 19-year-old in baggy jeans was all that mattered, and once he had flopped down on the couch Wednesday night next to his girlfriend, everything seemed right with the world.

"I'm thankful for being alive, thankful for my kids, thankful for having food to eat and thankful for my health," Mary Davis said, beaming.

For her, the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center in New York and on the Pentagon seem distant and abstract compared to the worries of a mother living in public housing and caring for five children--three of her own and two grandkids. Thanksgiving here was not so much a reprieve from a faraway war as it was a respite from the quiet, everyday struggles close to home.

This is a poor town, scarred by a history of racial strife and haunted by the ghost of blues pioneer Robert Johnson, who is said to have sold his soul to the devil one night at the corner of U.S. Highways 49 and 61 so he could play better music.

What happened Sept. 11 resonates here in small ways, by worrying the families of men and women in the military and conjuring memories of a troubled racial past.

"I know what it's like," Mary Davis, who is black, said of the prejudice that Muslims and other minorities in the U.S. have faced since the terrorist attacks. "I'm used to it. It's not going to change until the Lord comes back."

But Davis doesn't worry much about that. She only has time enough to fret about things that might directly affect her family--such as the possible deployment of her son, photographs of whom sit all over the house.

"I pray to the Lord to take care of him," Mary Davis said. "Ain't nothing I can do. I believe that the Lord will take care of him."

LeMarcus Davis' 17-year-old sister, Andrea, is thinking about following her brother into the military, "to have something to do," she said. But she said she worried about her brother after what happened Sept. 11.

He was cleaning a barracks when he heard the news. Later, watching the World Trade Center burst into flames and collapse on television, he thought "it looked like a cartoon, like a video game."

Affected by war

LeMarcus Davis, a former high school track star who left home and his job at McDonald's in June, didn't complete basic training at Ft. Benning until October and doesn't expect to be deployed overseas, at least not soon. But the war on terrorism has affected him in other ways.

"We don't get a chance to go to the range and shoot much anymore," he said. "We spend all our time guarding the gate to make sure no terrorists come through."

On Wednesday, he had to stay on base until 3 p.m. for the visit of President Bush, who carved a turkey at Ft. Campbell.

Until noon Wednesday, Mary Davis figured Thanksgiving would be defined by her son's absence. She did not expect him home for the holiday; he had called Tuesday to say he couldn't make it because he was scheduled for guard duty Thursday.

But on Wednesday morning, he saw a new work schedule showing that he didn't have to report until 7 a.m. Friday, so he decided to leave for home as soon as the lockdown for Bush ended at midafternoon.

He called his mother back, and his name appeared on the caller ID box.

"Hello, what's wrong?" Mary Davis said.

"I'm coming home," her son told her.

"I was so just so excited," she said Wednesday.

But the wait was excruciating, with LeMarcus' girlfriend, two sisters, mother and older brother seated in the living room listening for the sound of a car outside.

"He said he'd be here by 8:30," Mary Davis said Wednesday night. "What time does that clock say?"

"Eight thirty-two," her daughter Tabitha said.

"He should be here by now," Mary Davis said.

Finally, at 8:49, LeMarcus rode up in a car with two friends from Ft. Campbell, hugged his mother and hauled his overnight bag into the house.

"Aw, he got my room," 15-year-old Tabitha said as she watched her brother the infantryman march through the hallway and set down his bag.

Homecoming is the highlight

Compared to LeMarcus Davis' homecoming Wednesday night, Thanksgiving was something of an anticlimax. Children and grandchildren and sisters and brothers and aunts and uncles and cousins, some down from Memphis, drifted in and out of the little house, eating in shifts. The feast, prepared by Mary Davis and Andrea, included a 10-pound turkey, sweet-potato pie, butter beans, chitlins, chocolate cake and Bubba Cola.

Santa Claus decorations hung in the living room, but the Davis children knew better; Mary Davis had told them the truth about Santa long ago when she never had enough money to buy them things for Christmas.

"Please bless us this day, and thank you, Heavenly Father, for letting us see this day," said Mary's husband, Bob, in prayer before sitting down Thursday for the adults' version of Thanksgiving dinner.

"And don't forget our servicemen all across the country who are fighting for our freedom. Bring them back safe and sound. In Jesus' name, amen."

Supporting U.S. policy

Bob Davis, a landscaper who travels from Kentucky to Mississippi mowing lawns, trimming hedges and planting flowers, was taking a rare day off. He thinks America has responded appropriately to the terrorist attacks--"I totally agree with what &lsqb;the U.S. has&rsqb; done"--and believes alleged terrorist mastermind Osama bin Laden will be found.

"Bush vowed that," he said.

Bob is Mary's second husband. Her first left in 1995 after 18 years of marriage, leaving her and their five children to fend for themselves."I was so depressed I didn't know what to do," she said.

She got work as an aide at several nursing homes in town, as well as a job picking up paper for the local housing authority. And then she got two more children: those of her daughter Samantha, a single parent and dancer in Memphis.

Enjoying a better life

Now that Mary is married to Bob, she says life is better, though she still bears the scars of her own turbulent childhood. Her mother was murdered when Mary was 12, leaving 10 children in their grandmother's care. Mary learned from her grandmother to cook the sweet-potato pies and other dishes--"I used to watch her all the time in the kitchen"--that warmed the Davis kitchen this Thanksgiving.

After dinner, the conversation turned to world events.

"I think they're jealous of the way we're living over here," Bob Davis said of the terrorists.

