
Chapter 23: Bernice’s Bible

Chapter 23: Bernice’s Bible opens with Fatty and Big Soap working on an old
convertible behind the jook joint. Their focus is interrupted when Rusty brings
unexpected news: Fatty’s sister, Bernice, has arrived. Fatty is immediately confused
and unsettled by her visit, as he believes there is no reason for her to be there after
their years of estrangement. He insists on continuing his work on the car, which he
believes could be a valuable Great Chadwick Six, despite Rusty’s teasing about the car
being nothing more than “junk.” Fatty, however, remains hopeful and convinced that
luck might come his way through the car, even as his curiosity about Bernice's visit
grows. Their strained relationship, marked by years of unresolved tension over their
father’s house and other unresolved grievances, hangs in the background of his mind
as he wonders why she has decided to come to him now.

When Fatty eventually finds Bernice sitting alone on the porch, he tries to engage her
casually, asking if she is heading to a function. Bernice, however, immediately
criticizes Fatty’s lifestyle, focusing on what she sees as his neglectful behavior. The
conversation escalates quickly, revealing the deep divide between them. Fatty
expresses his disdain for Bernice’s choices, and in turn, she judges him for his refusal
to change his ways. This interaction highlights the emotional distance that has grown
between them over the years. Bernice, in her attempt to bridge the gap, urges Fatty to
seek salvation, hoping that he might find some sense of purpose. However, Fatty
dismisses her concern, refusing to acknowledge the need for change. He accuses her
of being more interested in material wealth when she mentions she has something
valuable to give him. The underlying tension is palpable, and their exchange is
charged with resentment, both personal and rooted in their past struggles, including
the death of their father and the choices they made afterward.



As their discussion becomes more heated, Bernice continues to emphasize the
importance of family, urging Fatty to remember the value of community support in
times of hardship. However, Fatty remains unmoved, firmly believing that nothing ties
him to his past or to his family. He is critical of her attempts to connect, viewing them
as futile and disconnected from the reality of his life. Fatty’s hardened perspective is
shaped by years of survival in a world that feels unforgiving, and his sense of mistrust
is deeply rooted in experiences that have taught him to rely on no one. His dismissive
attitude toward Bernice’s calls for familial unity and support underscores his inability
to embrace the idea of reconnection. The conversation is not only about the rift
between Fatty and Bernice but also about the broader racial and social divides that
shape their experiences. Fatty’s bitterness toward those who helped them in the past
further reflects the complex layers of resentment that govern his interactions with
others, particularly those from his own community.

At the climax of their exchange, Bernice hands Fatty a brown envelope, which he
initially dismisses out of suspicion. His skepticism prevents him from immediately
acknowledging her gesture, and he almost disregards it entirely. However, once she
leaves, Fatty finally opens the envelope, only to find not just a Bible but five hundred
dollars, along with a note. The unexpected arrival of money brings an overwhelming
sense of relief and joy to Fatty, and for a brief moment, he feels gratitude. The gesture
is a stark reminder of the complexities of their family relationship, where even small
acts of kindness are laden with deeper meanings. The money, while providing financial
relief, also hints at the emotional baggage that comes with family ties. The Bible,
symbolizing faith and spirituality, juxtaposes the material gift, suggesting that despite
the hardships, there might be something of value beyond the physical.

Fatty’s brief excitement at the money is soon tempered by the realization that he has
torn the letter before fully reading it. This moment serves as a subtle metaphor for his
relationship with Bernice—strained and incomplete. His relief at receiving the money
quickly gives way to an unspoken regret, as he realizes that he may have missed
something important in her message. The act of tearing the letter is a small but



significant gesture that highlights his tendency to reject emotional connections or
meaningful communication. It also underscores the difficulty of fully appreciating the
sacrifices made by those who try to reach out, even when their intentions are sincere.

The chapter delves into the intricate dynamics of family, estrangement, and the
emotional toll of unresolved conflicts. Fatty’s reaction to Bernice’s visit illustrates how
past grievances and misunderstandings can shape present relationships, often making
it difficult to reconnect despite attempts at healing. The symbolic gifts—money and the
Bible—represent not just material support but also a deeper longing for reconciliation
and connection. Bernice’s efforts to bridge the divide between them are evident, but
Fatty’s refusal to embrace her gestures reflects the emotional scars he carries from
their past. This tension between the siblings serves as a poignant exploration of how
familial love, once strained, can be difficult to rekindle. The chapter ultimately
highlights the challenges of navigating family relationships, especially when past
mistakes and misunderstandings cloud the possibility of healing. Through this complex
exchange, the story explores the fragile balance between forgiveness, survival, and
the enduring weight of family ties.


