Making a Joyful Sound Unto the Lord

Peter Wilson

n August, the Shepherdstown

Daycare Center (SDC) opened its

new Ruth D. Brown Infant and
Toddler Wing, and as part of the expan-
sion, the Center gained a new main
entrance. In the foyer is a couch, which
offers the most restorative vista in town.
On those days when you are in a funk,
when the daily Bad News Paper com-
bines with one or more of your fellow
townspeople to lead you to a point of
despair from where you question the
future of the species and the town, sit
here a while. Watch.

You are at a crossroads of young and
old, black and white, richer and poorer.
That in itself is remarkable. It’s the
nature of small-town life to reduce the
distances between people, but if you’re
not careful, if you don’t work at it, you
end up surrounded by your own kind
of folk. Not so at the Day Care—Xkids,
parents, staff, volunteers, students from
Shepherd pass by you from three dif-
ferent directions. But the diversity you
see is not the most remarkable thing;
the feature that makes the heart sing is,
to borrow a term from the old days, the
vibes. Love, concern, and nurturing per-
meate the air.

One day in January, I sat on this
couch for two hours with Keith Boyd.
Keith is Mr. Day Care Center, not
because he has put in his time there, he
has (22 years this July), but because of
an identity of natures. Organizations are
loving and nurturing only because of
the people who inhabit them. Keith is a
remarkable person. Everyone who passed
us during those two hours on the couch,
whether they were two years old or 62
years old, got a word or a smile that
lightened that moment.

Keith is the master of the kitchen,
the SDC chef. Every day, with the help
of an assistant, he prepares breakfast
and lunch for the 78 children currently
enrolled every day for 22 years, begin-
ning at 6:30 a.m. Lunch rotates on about
a four-week schedule, through chicken
pot pie to lasagna to tuna melts to wraps
to cheeseburger soup, the favorite offer-
ing. “In 22 years we’ve never had a child
get sick from the food. That’s a lot of
hand washing and a lot of attention to
food safety,” Keith says, with quiet pride.

He learned the science of food
service at the James Rumsey Technical

Institute; he learned the art and the joy
in it from watching the adults in his
large and extended family. Keith grew
up surrounded by family: brothers and
sisters and cousins and aunts, a spe-

cial grandmother and “Pops” (Bobby
Branson), Keith’s spiritual father.
Holidays were celebrated with large fam-
ily feasts with everyone pitching in to
help in preparing special treats.

Keith grew up on Ray Street, and
he still lives on Ray Street. Once upon a
time, the original building of SDC was
the Eastside Elementary School, which
Keith attended, and so he has the path
from Ray Street to SDC etched into his
brain. Thirty-one years ago the school
building was acquired by a group of local
citizens and the SDC began. Keith was
20 at that time. After several years of
schooling at the Rumsey Institute, and
after honing his food preparation skills at
City Hospital while volunteering at SDC,
Keith began working at SDC, where he is
the longest serving employee.

So far you might get the idea that
Keith doesn’t get around much, travel-
ing a short orbit between Ray Street and
SDC. But that’s because we haven’t
-gotten to the music in Keith. He is a
singer. More than that, he is a memorable
singer. Forty or so years ago people used
to note the kid who was always sing-
ing, whether he was walking down the
street or riding his bike down to the river
in front of the Tobacco Warehouse to
see how the fish were biting. One day
a neighborhood lady, Beverly Jenkins,
pointed out to him that a boy who sang
so much and so well should be singing
in church. And so Keith joined the choir,
one of the many choirs, at Asbury United
Methodist Church. And with singing,
Keith Boyd shows most clearly who
he is.

For Keith, singing is not about self.
It’s a way to praise the Lord and to bring
joy to people. It’s his ministry. Religion
is at the center of Keith’s life. At the
difficult points in his life, Jesus has been
there for him, either in person, giving
him the help and the strength he needed,
or by sending him someone to help him
through. Family has sustained him. His
brother Carl, and Carl’s wife, Angel,
and his other brother Kevin Haynes and
Kevin’s wife, Lynn Lyles, have been
particularly supportive. Life has had its

Keith Boyd

challenges, but at the age of 51, Keith
feels good. He feels that he has come
through, that he is free, and in a position
to give back to others some portion of the
grace he has been shown.

So when Keith sings—as part of
the Praise Team or the Men’s Choir (the
Mighty Men of God) at Asbury Church,
or with the Brothers of Harmony, or at
the Goose Route Dance Company annual
festival, where last summer his a cappella
rendering of Amazing Grace brought the
house down, or most days in the kitchen
while preparing lunch—he is singing for
us and for the Lord. Food for the stom-
ach, food for the soul; it’s all the same
thing.

Keith has toured widely with these
various singing groups—to New York
City, Baltimore, Cincinnati, Virginia,
Canada, Florida, and Constitution Hall in
Washington, D.C—always to praise the
Lord and bring joy to the audience, never
to advance himself. The Lord loves a
cheerful giver, and such is Keith.

Keith has had a longtime dream. It’s
to open a restaurant. Not to make big
bucks or to see his name in lights, but
to feed people, whether they can pay or
not. His restaurant would be “quaint”
with “down-home cooking,” like fried
chicken, chicken pot pies, beans with
ham, macaroni and cheese, corn bread,
hot rolls, and sweet potato pie. The
special magic touch would be to use a lot
of secret recipes and special techniques

so that all the food would be both of
comfort to the inner soul and easy on the
figure and arteries. Keith was so trans-
ported while telling me his dream that

I was almost able to get out of him his
secret recipe for cinnamon buns. These
buns are so good that several kids at SDC
have resisted moving on to elementary
school!

The high point of Keith’s culinary
year came with his special Thanksgiving
lunch for the SDC, all the SDC—Xkids,
teachers, staff, the board, and, as special
guests, the town employees at the sewer
plant, which borders the campus. Every-
one worked together, helping and being
helped. The Rainbows made pumpkin
pie; the Butterflies, a chocolate mystery
dessert; the Sunshines made decorations
for the walls and tables; and the kitchen
produced all the traditional trimmings.
Someplace around dessert time, Keith
peeked around the corner and there they
all were: a family, young and old, black
and white, richer and poorer, helping and
being helped. Just like on Ray Street, in
the old days, when he was young.

Peter Wilson has been a philosophy
professor, a short order cook, a health
system analyst, and a mayor of Shep-
herdstown. Here, there, New Zealand,
Russia, Ukraine, Sweden, Britain.
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