‘A picture is worth... fifty-six thousand, two hundred euros’

Was at my son Frank’s place, overlookin’ the Mississippi river. 
Big ol’ house he got ... big ol’ house with a porch, and space on side for two vehicles ... though there was just one then ... and a yard big enough for the gran’babies. He needs all that space ... my gran’sons be busier than Frank or me ever was ... us Casby boys don’t know rest ... good thing too! If it was down to the city, we’d be just some mo’ negroes, just occupying some mo’ public housin’. We gave them jazz ... they givin’ us nothin’ but hell.
Anyways, we was at Frank’s house ... I live there now, have done since my eyes went couple years back, but that boy works hard for his livin’, don’t nobody own that house but him.
‘Look at the lens sir – not at me.’
Weren’t looking at that damn’ fool ... was looking right past him. Frank had walked in with my great-gran’baby Louis. Sure, I was gon’ sit for his photograph, but if he didn’t speed up, I was gon’ walk – free photographs or not! What did I want with some photographs of my old self for anyways? I’m damn’ near a hun’ed and ten years old, hun’ed and seven or eight for sure ... don’t need no picture to remind me what I look like ... barely see straight now anyhow. I asked him why he wanted it. I knew I’d agreed to it, but for my soul’s sake couldn’t remember what he wanted the photograph for.
‘Ok that’s in the bag, do you have any questions for me William Sir?’ he asked a moment later.
I told him ‘Yeah - I have a question. What you doin’ with it?’ 
‘I thought you already knew Sir.’
‘I know why you here, I ain’t as stupid as I am ol’ lookin’ boy, but what you doin’ with the photograph?’ 
‘I already explained Sir. I’m making a collection of photographs which I intend to exhibit. I hope the collection will be representative of American life. You know - the state of race relations, music, the civil rights movement and all that.’
I thought to myself ‘Life for us out here in New Orleans ain’t no American life, we strivin’ alright - but ain’t no American life.’
‘Oh, so, you a big ol’ photographer then boy?’ I asked him ... asked, ‘This yo’ job or yo’ hobby?’, told him ‘You know them ‘hobbies’ don’t be bringing no food to the table mos’ times.’ 
‘A bit of both really.’ he told me. He said, ‘It doesn’t make me rich  by any means Sir - I’m no Robert Frank - but I make enough that I’m able to do what I love and still get by.’
‘Makes some sort’ a’ sense’ I supposed.
He told me he’d heard about me through friends of Frank, said that they’d told him how ol’ I was and how since the end of the last war my family had ‘branched’ out into business. Dumb ol’ expression don’t you think ... branched?’ I thought to myself ‘I ain’t no tree.’ But then I thought ‘bout my roots ... ‘bout how we’d struggled to grow ... kind ‘a  like a tree I supposed ... and I let it pass. Said he’d heard we wore expensive suits, that people took notice of us Casby boys, reckoned we were highly regarded in the fi’teenth ward. My family had always worked hard, always been strugglin’. Didn’t need nothin’ of a material nature, but sometimes the struggle is deeper than that, you know? Anyways, things are changing I’m sure. If you heard Minister King’s speech, then you know. He delivered that speech like a sermon ... fine man that Minister King. 
So ... he took the photograph, said his thanks, then that boy ‘bout to up and leave. 
Franks wife - my daughter-in-law Claudette - had asked me if I could ask him to snap a picture of us all out on the porch. He was a photographer after all, and one more wouldn’t hurt. I’d have paid him if he wanted, but he told me he would take the picture, and that I could have it for nothin’. All he wanted in return was permission to keep a copy for himself. 
‘That’s fine Sir. I don’t want your money. I’d be more than happy to take it, and I’ll develop it for you too - no charge. Would it be okay with you though, if I keep a copy for myself, for my own personal catalogue?’
I told him ‘That’ll be fine.’ 
We may be livin’ good now, but with all these kids runnin’ round needin’ feedin’ I know the cost of a camera still a good weeks work. A free photograph is a good photograph to me. My boys don’t need to be workin’ harder than they already do. Like I said, Casby boys is busy enough already. Even my great-gran’son Tyrone gon’ be marchin’ with his daddy soon – that boy just nine or ten years old and already got more brain and body than any of them City Park boys.
Anyways ... Claudette got her photograph, received it in the mail a couple weeks later - framed too! Not two days in any week passed by without that thing being shined up! You better believe she showed that photograph to the Pastor more times than he praised it. 
‘Pastor Brown ain’t got time for all that’ Frank told her, but she didn’t mind. Claudette a good wife, she an even better momma, but when I tell you she showed that photograph off mo’ than her new gran’baby for ‘bout a month - you better believe it!
So nearly a year passed by, family working day and night ... even me at my big ol’ age! The shoe repair place was doing jus’ fine, and while the men was building up the construction business, the ladies was working on the laundromat. It was long and hard, and I thought no more ‘bout them photographs. 
Then last week I heard some big ol’ commotion in the kitchen ... Claudette is cryin’ and Frank is hollerin’. 
I asked them, ‘What in the name of Jesus goin’ on in here?’ I was confused. If you know Claudette and Frank, then you know grace ... I ain’t ever seen bitterness between them two.
‘Poppa, we received something from the United States Postal Service this mornin’’ she said lookin’ all concerned. 
I thought to myself ‘What could be so bad?’ 
Turns out it was a big ol’ book, and you ain’t gon’ believe it. Richard ... that’s the photographer I been telling you about ... well, him and his uh ... his acquaintance or somethin’... they’d wrote a book. Thing is though, that book included the photograph he took of me. Weren’t enough to upset me ... I knew he would exhibit it. I didn’t care none that he included it in a book, ‘No harm done’ I supposed. But boy was Claudette upset. Like I said, you ain’t gon’ believe what that man did – he done somethin’ awful.
The photograph of the family ... a gift he’d said ... well he’d printed that in the book too! He didn’t have no goddamn’ permission to print no family photograph!
Claudette turned from crying to hollerin’ same as Frank. 
‘And that ain’t all’ Claudette said, told me ‘Look what’s written underneath the photographs Poppa.’ 
My eyes ain’t too good now - now I’m so old an’ all - and it took me ‘bout a minute to make out the words. Claudette’s eyes hit the floor, and Frank walked out the room. I could tell it weren’t gon’ be good. Underneath mine it said somethin’ ‘bout me being born into slavery! William Casby born into slavery or somethin’ like that - and ‘bout the same underneath the one of the family!
‘Did you not tell him ‘bout all we have Poppa? Didn’t you tell him Daddy wanted me to marry Frank ‘cause of just how good y’all is?’ Claudette asked,  asked ‘Don’t they know how removed ya’ll are from slavery now?’ 
Her being so upset an’ all, I didn’t think it right to remind Claudette that Momma gave birth to me at a quarter after two in the afternoon and was back diggin’ Mr Ballentine’s darn’ ditches at six! Instead, I told her to wipe her tears, and have no shame in the truth. 
I can take what that fool did, really, I can. Frank don’t hold no grudges too long neither ... but Claudette and the kids ... they didn’t deserve that foolishness. If he’d just labelled the photographs differently I might ‘a  been fine with them being in a darn’ book ... permission or not! Hell, I might’ve even liked it!
You know what Frank told me? He told me that the other fellow ... the photographer’s workin’ acquaintance ... the one who helped him write the book ... he’s a black man!
A white man - ‘Jewish’ Frank said, but white all the same - definin’ me by how my life started I can take ... wouldn’t be nothin’ new now. But what hope is there for our chil’rens chil’ren if that’s how it’s gon’ be? A brother doin’ another brother wrong like that. Maybe things ain’t gon’ change as soon as I hope after all.  
Frank told me, ‘He good friends with Malcom X and Minister King too Poppa.’ 
Damn’ near all Louisiana out here fightin’ for change and a friend of the loudest preachers out here remindin’ them of what used to be. Lord knows I’ll never understand that man’s reasons.
Suppose we just gon’ have to fight harder. 
I’m too old now - did my time fightin’ - but there’s a march soon. I’m gon’ stay home ... help Claudette with the chil’ren while she at the laundromat. Frank and the boys gon’ drive three hun’ed miles before they even start marchin’. They have the extra vehicle now though, so they can all make it. 
If they set out at dawn, they’ll make it to Selma by noon.



Commentary
I have taken on board Pauls comments and have changed ‘World War Two’ to ‘the last war’ so it fits in with the natural speech pattern.
I have taken out the ‘stuff’ I had written about the distortion of William’s image whilst providing context for William’s dismay at the photograph being a public reminder of him being ‘born in slavery’ – writing about the labelling of the photograph might have been enough. I only changed this after re-reading and trying to understand whether Paul’s comments regarding the distorted image suggested a change or was commending  the choice. I don’t suspect it is the latter, although I had a point in that, the photographer went as far as to manipulate the photograph. Maybe I will re-draft to include William’s anger at the distortion, though I may state his case in one or two lines or short remarks.
I felt it integral to both the story, and William’s history, to convey William’s feeling marginalised by ‘the rest of America’, as well as to highlight the contrast between him and ‘the photographer’. I felt his accent was a way of doing so. In writing first-person, I couldn’t simply refer to this, for example, by saying something like, ‘he said in a thick southern/creole accent’. That I couldn’t hear Williams voice because no recorded dialogue exists, meant I imagined the voice from what I knew of a creole accent, researching the area William lived, and watching YouTube videos on creole accents. In presenting William’s voice, I chose not to write out the accent syllable by syllable, or by writing out certain words phonetically as this could surmount to stereotyping, thus be offensive. Instead, I chose to focus on grammar and eye-dialect to minimise the risk of turning Williams ‘character’ into a  ‘caricature’. 
                       E.g.      Writing - more than her new grandbaby for about a month
                                  Like this - mo’ than her new gran’baby for ‘bout a month
                        Instead of this - mow then hur new greinbaby fow bout a month
