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ONE

Last summer a murderer came to live with us. Well, that's what I had called him. Our neighbor Pip and my Auntie Pie called him the cold-blooded killer, but my mother and father said he was just a victim of prejudice and circumstance. King-Roy Johnson, a black boy just 18 years old, was accused of killing a white man down in Alabama. Before anyone could catch him, though, this King-Roy escaped up here to New York, and, with instructions from his mother, who was once best friends with my mother, ended up at our house in Westchester County. 

He arrived on a Friday, a day later than we had expected him. He came while my mother was still in the city, at the theater with my brother and sister, who were auditioning for a Broadway musical, and while my father, a director, was at another theater with one of our houseguests, Monsieur Vichy, the snooty avant-garde playwright who hated me most particularly. Our other houseguest, Beatrice Bonham, the actress, was sleeping off a doozy of a hangover after giving her final performance of  Jubilatin'!, a really, really terrible play, and one that I had to sit through five deadly long times.

Friday was also the day that Auntie Pie, Pip, and I were out scooping up dead squirrels off the road for a couple of injured hawks Auntie Pie had rescued. My mother always disapproved of these outings, saying to Auntie Pie and me more than once, "Do you want the people in this town to think you're crazy? Do you want them to think we're all hillbillies; that we eat those disgusting things?" Which is why we only went out when my mother was away and couldn't lecture us.

We drove the old 1947 Ford Super Deluxe station wagon, another reason why we snuck out when my mother wasn't looking. The wagon was my father's old car, and he treasured it because he had purchased it with the money he made from his first hit play, but Mother believed we looked like beach bums in that car. "It's unseemly for us to be seen riding around in that broken-down bus," she told me once. "I wish your father would burn that thing!"

Broken-down bus was right. The car only ran backward and the passenger door swung open whenever it made a sharp turn, forcing the person inside to hold on to the open glove compartment for dear life. It was the only car Auntie Pie could drive without having to worry about causing too much damage, though, so off we went, traveling backward down the street, past the many stately homes on either side of us, barely missing hitting drivers in their shiny new station wagons and sedans heading in what most people would call the  right direction, as we kept a lookout for dead animals.

We were in the early days of our summer vacation, and I felt in great need of a new adventure. I looked at the two dead squirrels in the box that sat between Pip and me; looked at same-old Pip-squeak, the boy who lived across the street and was in my class at school, which made him a year younger than I was because I had stayed back a year; looked at Auntie Pie, sweating and twisted around in the driver's seat trying to drive in a straight line even though she was legally blind and wore eyeglasses three inches thick, and I thought, This is not the adventure I'm wanting to have.

Every summer of my life had been the same, whether we vacationed in Europe or at home. In Europe everybody in the family got to go on sightseeing trips and have adventures while I stayed in the rental apartment and got tutored so I would be sure to pass all my subjects the following year. If we stayed home during the summers, my younger sister and brother acted in plays or in television commercials or went to a smarty camp while I got tutored so I would be sure to pass all my subjects the following year. Ever since I had stayed back in third grade, Mother had demanded this extra insurance that my summer tutoring provided her, but for me it only made my school year long and boring since I had already galloped through the same subjects the summer before. The only difference for me between a summer in Europe and a summer at home was that at home I had Pip.


Pip thought he was in love with me. He has been in love with me, he said, since he was four and I was five and his mother put us in the bathtub together to bathe us after an exciting morning creating mud pies and throwing them at each other. He told everyone at school that we've bathed together, which is one of the many, many reasons I was not in love with him. 

That hot, fifth day of July in 1963, sitting in the backseat of the 1947 Ford Super Deluxe station wagon with all but one of the windows stuck shut, in the first summer vacation in forever that I didn't have to be tutored, I decided that this would be the summer of a new me, a more mature me, a more mysterious and exotic me, and I determined that our new houseguest, the murderer, was to play a starring role in my new life. So, when Auntie Pie backed into a spot on the side of the road somewhat near where yet another squirrel had been run down, and Pip and I climbed out of the steamy car to go collect it, walking along the road all the local college students used whenever they walked to town, I told Pip about my plan.

"This murderer, this King-Roy Johnson, he's only 18 years old," I began.

"Yeah, I know. So?" Pip said.

I swept my damp bangs out of my eyes and said, "So, he's just four years older than I am."

"Well, bully for him. So what?" Pip looked irritated. His dark brows bunched together and he clenched his jaw so hard I could see the muscle popping in and out on the side of his face. Anytime that morning that I brought up the subject of the murderer, Pip made the same face. 

"My mother and father are four years apart, too," I said. "Mother says a four-year age difference in a couple is just right since men mature a lot slower than women."

Pip swiped the sweat off his forehead like he was trying to mash an insect and fling it, then said, "What are you getting at, Esther? You think you and this cold-blooded killer are going to become a couple? He's a Negro and a cold-blooded killer. Are you crazy?"

Pip looked stunned by the idea of it all. His small face and big ears always reminded me of a koala bear, and right then, with his deep-set dark eyes blinking behind his glasses and his mouth open, he looked like a koala bear that had just fallen out of its tree.

I shrugged. "I don't know. He sounds exciting to me, and exotic. Don't you think?" I loved using the word exotic. I felt exotic just saying it.

A couple of college girls with perfectly flipped hairdos, looking fresh in their brightly colored sundresses, walked by, and Pip waited a few seconds to let them get out of hearing range, then said, "You think you're going to fall in love with him? With a killer? You can't plan love. It's not a road trip, you know."

We had reached the spot where the squirrel lay flattened and dry upon the side of the road. I heard one of the girls who had passed us, say, "Oh, cool, look," and I knew she had noticed our car. All the college kids loved the 1947 wagon, and over the years several of them had offered to buy the car from my father, but my father always said no. I smiled to myself when I heard the girls behind us strike up a conversation with Auntie Pie. 

I wiped the sweat from under my eyes and watched Pip pull a trowel out of the back pocket of his baggy African safari shorts and stoop down to pick up the squirrel. Then, with the dead squirrel lying on the trowel held out in front of him, he looked up at me through his heavy-framed glasses and said, "Love is an affair of the heart, Esther." He put his free hand, the one without the garden trowel in it, up to his heart and said, "Love is a tender thing, not a game, not a toy."

I held out the squirrel box and sang "Love Is a Many-Splendored Thing" in my most dramatic voice, and Pip stood up and dumped the squirrel in the box with a thud, then marched off toward the car without saying anything.

I ran after him. "What? I was just kidding."

Pip stopped and turned around. He was only four feet ten inches tall, although he claimed he'd grown two more inches; but even so, that still made him four inches shorter than I was, and standing as close as we were, he had to look up at me, which he always hated doing. He backed up a little and said, "You were kidding about going after that ... that killer?"

"No. I was kidding with the song. I'm serious about the murderer. I'm already partly in love with him, anyway."


Pip ran his fingers through his hair, pushing his short bangs off his forehead so they stood straight up, and said, "Esther, you haven't even met him." 

I nodded. "That's what's so romantic about it. I've fallen in love with his story, with the story of him, not how he looks." I said this but it wasn't exactly true. I had fallen in love with the idea of falling in love with him, but it was almost the same thing, and anyway I had liked the reaction I had gotten from my girlfriends when I told them about my new love over the phone the night before. Kathy and Laura were both over at Laura's house packing for their summerlong trip to Nantucket. I had only just then found out about the trip, their secret special trip, and that's when I got the idea about being in love with King-Roy.

Kathy and Laura had ganged up on me over the last weeks of school. They told me I acted more like a twelve-year-old than a fourteen-year-old and they claimed we didn't have anything in common anymore. They said they were boy crazy and I wasn't, and they complained that I didn't even carry a purse, as if that had become the major determining factor for friendships.

Well, I had showed them. I told them not to be surprised, when they got back, if I was engaged to be married, and I hung up the phone with them trying to shout out one last question before I did.

I looked at Pip, standing in front of me in his dingy track-team T-shirt he was so proud of and his baggy shorts stuffed with postcards and letters from his many pen pals, looking so out of place with the fantasy of romance playing in my mind, and I said, "Yes indeed, I've fallen in love." Then I looked off into the distance and said, "We're going to have an exotic and enlightened romance, King-Roy and I." I liked the sound of that whole sentence, so I said it again, this time looking straight at Pip. "Yep, an exotic and enlightened romance. A ... a romance for the times," I added, feeling inspired. 

Pip looked back at me through those thick-rimmed glasses of his with such a pained expression it was as if I had just kicked him in the shin.

"What?" I said when he just stood there, with that sad face, not saying anything.

"Do you enjoy hurting me?" he asked. "Do you like hurting my feelings?"

For a second I felt ashamed of myself. Then I came to my senses and said, "You know you don't really love me, Pip. Not romantically. We've never even kissed, unless you count when we were in the first grade and played house out on the playground."

"It isn't because I haven't wanted to, that's for sure," Pip said.

Auntie Pie honked the horn—the one thing on the car that always worked—and I waved to her. "Just a second," I shouted, noticing that the college girls had left. Then returning to Pip, I said, "You just like saying you're in love with me so you don't have to face rejection from every other girl in the school. You think that as long as you can tell yourself and everybody else that you like me, then you don't have to think of yourself as a pip-squeak loser. You're using me, Pip, and I allow it because I like you, but don't act like it's for real. And don't condemn me because I say I'm in love with someone else. I've moved on and maybe it's time you did, too. It's time you grew up." 

As I was speaking, Pip's face got redder and redder, and he blew his cheeks up as if they were full of water. Then he let loose with a big burst of air and said, "You know, it's times like this that I don't even like you, let alone love you. Not even a little bit." He squinted up at me. "When did you get so mean, Esther? When did you get so heartless?" And with those words, he threw the trowel on the ground and marched off down the road past Auntie Pie, who honked at him and shouted, "Hey!"

I stooped down and picked up the trowel and called after him, "I was only telling you the truth for your own good. I didn't say no girl would be interested in you; I said you thought no girl would be interested in you. I said you thought you were a pip-squeak loser."

Didn't I say that? I wanted to think about this, but Pip was getting away. I shouted, "I wasn't saying I thought that. Pip! Jonathan! Come on."

I trotted after him, and Auntie Pie honked at me and yelled out the one window that worked, "Get in the car already; I'm burning up in here," when I passed the car, but I kept on going.

Auntie Pie started the engine and backed the car up and followed me while I followed Pip, who had started to run. 

"Have fun with your colored boy," he called back to me. "Have fun with your cold-blooded killer, Esther." He stopped and turned around and walked backward so that with Auntie Pie driving backward and him walking backward, I was the one who looked out of place. I stopped walking and Auntie Pie pulled up beside me.

"Hey, just remember to invite me to your wedding, okay?" Pip said. "Would you do that? Invite me to your wedding? 'Cause that I've got to see." Pip jabbed his index finger in the air for emphasis, and then, jerking his head sideways as if his neck were in sudden spasm, he said, his glance returning to me, "You know, why would anybody be interested in you? Huh? Did you ever think that maybe I pretended to be in love with you because I knew no one else liked you?" He stopped walking and brushed at his eyes a second. Then he said, "All the guys make fun of you. You may be cute and all with your big brown eyes and all those freckles and your so-called million-dollar smile your old grandfather's always going on about, but like your parents said, you're not photogenic, and anyway, you're a ... a goofball. Yeah, that's right." Pip nodded to himself and started walking backward again. "You're always saying the wrong thing and knocking into people and making a total fool of yourself, and your hair is always in tangles like you just came out of the jungle or something. The guys make fun of the mass of knots in your hair you think you're hiding with that headband." 

I put my hands up to my hair and adjusted my new pink headband. "That's not fair. You know I have trouble keeping the tangles out. It hurts. You know blond heads are more sensitive."

Pip wasn't listening. He said, "Didn't you ever think that maybe I was protecting you? Huh?" He was still walking backward, and when he said "Huh," he tripped and fell back on his bottom. He popped up again like it didn't happen and said with his voice cracking, "Think about that, why don't you. You made me say it. You made me tell the truth. How's it feel? How's it feel, Esther?"

Pip turned back around and ran off so fast that he was out of sight before I could even think of a response.

Finally one came to me.

"Oh yeah?" I shouted back.



TWO

"Now, what was that all about?" Auntie Pie wanted to know when I climbed back in the car with the box of dead squirrels in my arms. 

"Oh nothing," I said, even though my heart was pounding and my stomach was churning. Pip and I almost never fought. We were best friends, really. Pip was the only reason I even survived staying back in the third grade. Everybody else made fun of me and called me lame brain, or moron, but not Pip. The first day of school, he took my hand and we walked together to Mrs. Mahoney's class and Pip walked right up to the teacher and said, "I'm Jonathan Masters. My father is the president of the college, and this is Esther Young, and we want to sit together."

Mrs. Mahoney had smiled at Pip and frowned at me. Then she said, "Yes, I had Esther last year. I hope we're planning on a better performance this year, Miss Young."

"Yes, I hope you are, too," I said in all innocence, thinking she was talking about herself. I realized by the way she had arched her brow, that evil brow, and by the elbow poke Pip had given me that she had meant my performance and not hers, and I corrected myself. "I mean, yes, Mrs. Mahoney, I am." 

I hated the third grade—both times. I hated that I wasn't even given a new teacher. Mrs. Mahoney was fat, which wouldn't have mattered if she had kept it to herself, but she liked to threaten to sit on us if we did anything wrong, so it mattered plenty, and it meant I was in constant danger of getting flattened. I think I would have ended up looking a lot like the dead squirrels I had sitting on my lap if it hadn't been for Pip running interference for me all the time. I knew I owed him a lot.

That's what I was thinking, that I owed him a lot, when Auntie Pie said, "It looked to me like the two of you were fighting. Why did he run off like that?"

Auntie Pie had begun backing the car down the road and I was afraid to answer her because I didn't want to break her concentration.

I twisted around in my seat and looked out the back so that I could help navigate and look out for Pip, who most likely took the shortcut through the woods, since I didn't see him anywhere on the road.

"Well?" Auntie Pie said.

"Well, he's mad at me. I think I told him to get lost—kind of."

"Why would you do that?"

Auntie Pie was heading for a telephone pole, so I said, "Pole. Pole. Pole!" She swerved just in time and we were back on the road and she was still waiting for my answer.


"I don't know why I did it." I shrugged. "I guess I just want this summer to be different. I want to be different. This is my first summer in forever that I'm free. No tutors and no homework. If I hang out with Pip all the time—I don't know. That's my old life. He's part of my childhood. I need to move on from that." 

"Just like that?" Auntie Pie took her hand from the wheel and snapped her fingers.

"Well..." I shrugged. "Laura and Kathy have cut me off just like that." I snapped my fingers. "Or at least they're trying to. They think I'm too tomboy or something—too immature."

"Everybody matures at their own rate, Esther. Don't be in such a hurry; your time will come." Auntie Pie took a hand off the steering wheel and patted my knee. We rolled back onto the side of the road and headed toward the stone wall that ran the length of our property. I said, "Wall. Wall. Wall!" Auntie Pie jerked the wheel just in time, and we didn't speak again until we were safely home.

At home, Auntie Pie and I carried the box of squirrels into the gatehouse that stands at the entrance to our property just inside an enormous iron gate.

While Auntie Pie prepared the food for the hawks and let her pet skunk, Earl, out of its cage to run around, I cleaned the hawk squirt off the wall and thought about Pip and what he had said about nobody liking me. When I looked up, still deep in thought, I noticed through the side window the local taxi that waits for passengers down at our train station enter through the gate and roll down our driveway. 

Auntie Pie saw it, too.

"Is that him?" she asked, peering out the window at the taxi. "Is that the killer? He's early. First he's a day late, now he's two hours early." She scooted the skunk back into its cage, wiped her hands on her dress, and said, "We're all going to be murdered in our sleep."

I said, "But it can't be him; I'm not dressed yet." I looked down at my dirty plaid Bermuda shorts and my green striped shirt. In my fantasy of our first meeting, I had imagined myself in a more exotic-looking affair. I had imagined myself wearing something out of Beatrice Bonham's closet, something with a lot of fluff and frill. I had pictured myself wearing makeup, with curled hair and high heels. I didn't own any makeup or high-heeled shoes, and the most exotic thing I did own was a black turtleneck leotard that zipped up the back, a leftover from Mother's attempt to either turn me into a ballerina or just plain humiliate me by signing me up to take classes in the city with the School of American Ballet. Mother was on the board there, so they had to take me. I lasted six years (six years!) before Mr. Balanchine himself told my mother that it was pointless: I did not have the body of a ballerina; however Stewart and Sophia, my brother and sister, were beautiful dancers, of course.

Auntie Pie heard my comment about not being 
dressed and said, "We've got a cold-blooded killer in our midst and you're talking about your clothes?" 

"Mother and Dad said he didn't do it," I replied, placing a towel on the side of the hawk cage closest to the wall, trying to finish up so I could get to the window and see for myself what our new guest looked like.

"Mother said he is just a victim of prejudice and circumstance," I added.

I went over to the window, with my heart racing, and watched as a tall black person climbed out of the taxi and looked around.

"There he is," I said. I took a deep breath and let it out, fogging up the window. I had to wipe it down to see him again.

"Uh-huh, that's him," Auntie Pie said.

The murderer, the Negro boy, the boy I told everyone I was going to have a romance with, looked like a full-grown man standing out there in our driveway. He was dressed in tan pants, a white shirt, brown bow tie, and a straw hat. No boy I knew dressed like that.

I saw him gazing up at the house and whistling to himself, and I knew he was surprised by the size of our house.

Normally, seeing someone admiring our house would give me a real thrill, because if you asked me what I was most proud of about myself, it would be that I lived in this wonderful mansion with my famous director father and my beautiful mother and my gifted brother and sister, but right then I was far too nervous to be thrilled. 

I glanced at Auntie Pie, then returned to the window. "Well, all right, then," I said. "I guess we ought to go greet him. Nobody else is home except Beatrice, and she's in no shape to see him. She only got home this morning. She'll be sleeping it off till four at least."

Auntie Pie backed away from the window. "You go ahead, and I'll stay behind and keep watch over things," she said, picking up Roily Raccoon, then lifting him to examine his bandaged front paw. Her voice sounded shaky. "Anyway, I have to go move the car before your parents get back and find out I drove it."

I turned around to face my aunt. She's really my great-aunt, and even though she's only in her sixties, she acts much older and wears dresses and clunky shoes that have got room for her bunions, with thick stockings she wears rolled down to her knees that she orders from some old-lady catalog. She looks just like an old granny, except for her face, which doesn't have a wrinkle in it.

I said, "You're scared, Auntie Pie. You're scared of a poor boy down on his luck." I moved over to the door and one of the hawks screamed, which, when it's right in your ear, is bloodcurdling.

I hunched up my shoulders against the noise and opened the door. "He's the grandson of Mother's maid from childhood and the son of Mother's oldest best friend. You've heard her talk of her maid Cassie. This is 
her grandson." I knew she knew all this, but sometimes she forgot things, and anyway, I needed to say those things out loud to reassure myself. 

Both hawks screamed when I said grandson, and Auntie Pie and I both jumped.

Then she said over the screams, her voice sounding irritated, "I know who he is. And just because he's from a family of good women, it doesn't mean a thing. He can still be a killer—a cold-blooded killer. You of all people ought to know families don't come out just alike."

"What's that supposed to mean?" I asked, not really wanting an answer. I knew all too well that I was the one in our family who didn't come out right.

Auntie Pie ignored my question and said, "Oh all right, I'll go with you to meet this young man. I guess I can't let you go out there by yourself."

We stepped out of the gatehouse together and saw that the taxi had gone and Mr. King-Roy Johnson was nowhere in sight.



THREE

"Where did he go?" I asked. I ran toward the house. 

"I see his suitcase on the porch," Auntie Pie called after me.

I ran up onto the porch and turned around. I called out, "Mr. Johnson? Mr. King-Roy Johnson. Hello. We're here on the porch."

Auntie Pie took her time climbing the steps of the porch, then said, "Why don't you look inside and I'll keep a watch out here."

I nodded and went inside the house. I stood in the foyer and called out, "King-Roy Johnson? Mr. Johnson, are you here?"

"Yes, ma'am, I'm here."

I heard his voice coming from the direction of the ballroom. I ran through the living room and solarium and saw that the ballroom doors were open. We always kept them closed because it was the coldest room in the winter and the warmest room in the summer. I knew King-Roy Johnson had to be in there. I hesitated a second before entering, thinking I should wait for Auntie Pie, but then I thought that maybe my hesitation was some kind of sign of being prejudiced against murderers or black people, so I went on inside and found Mr. Johnson standing in the middle of the room, staring at all our stained-glass windows. 

He turned around when he heard me come in, and the first thing that struck me was that he looked so bright and handsome—not movie-star handsome but still quite handsome. His skin was a pretty copper color, and his face was so smooth-looking I thought maybe he hadn't started shaving yet. He was tall and slender, maybe six feet tall, and he had a nice broad forehead and large, soft brown eyes and a nose that kind of spread out across his face a bit too much and a pretty mouth, full and well shaped. Altogether his face looked gentle and quiet like a pond in the still of the day. He wore his hair cut close to his head, and he had on horn-rimmed glasses that made him look smart. Seeing him, King-Roy Johnson, standing before me, looking every bit like my fantasy of him, made me want to giggle. I felt relief or joy or something rising up in my chest, and I turned away. I wanted to leave, to run get Auntie Pie so I could hide behind her and think about my feelings more, but King-Roy Johnson called me back.

"Hey," he said. "I'm King-Roy Johnson; who are you?"

I turned back around and stepped forward and held out my hand for him to shake. I said, "I'm Esther. I'm Esther Young, and this—this is my house."


King-Roy smiled this easy kind of smile, not forced, and shook my hand. "Pleased to meet you, Miz Esther." 

I waved my hand and blushed. "Oh, you can just call me Esther."

"Nice," King-Roy said, and I didn't know what was nice—my name or that he could just call me Esther without the Miss.

King-Roy crossed his arms in front of him and looked first to one side of him, then to the other. He said, "Is this apartments or a hotel or what?"

"It's my parents' house."

He shook his head. "It can't be just one house, can it?"

King-Roy's voice sounded smooth like drinking a thick chocolate shake. It was soft and southern—real mellow, like his face. He was all-over mellow. I had never had a fantasy of mine come true, not even a little bit of one, but here was this King-Roy, so handsome and perfect I didn't know what to do. I wanted him to think I was smart and beautiful and glamorous, because that was the other part of my fantasy.

I said, "Lots of people think our house is the college. There's one just down the road. The same architect built both the college and our house, so they look a lot alike—both Tudor style. It's just down the road—the college is." I realized I sounded like a dope, but I couldn't help myself.

"We get new college kids coming here all the time who just walk into the house thinking they've arrived at the college. I guess that's what you did? Just walked in thinking it was a hotel?" I laughed at this, using a practiced Katharine Hepburn kind of laugh, a toss-it-over-your shoulders kind of laugh, and Mr. King-Roy Johnson gave me his easy smile again but didn't answer my question. 

I returned his smile, but I felt stupid for laughing the way I did. I could feel its phoniness echoing in my ears. When I had practiced it in my room, imagining our first meeting, with me in one of Beatrice's frilly dresses, it had sounded much better.

"So just one family lives here?" He turned around with his arms held out, taking in the whole of our ballroom.

I looked around. The room was huge, and it was rectangular, with a highly polished wooden floor and rows of leaded, diamond-patterned windows with stained-glass panels at the top. It was, in my mind, a very English ballroom—the kind used in the evening after a day of fox hunting. One set of windows overlooked a stone porch that ran the length of the east wing of the house, and beyond that were the lily pool, rose garden, and pavilion.

"Just one family and a few guests," I said, nodding. "My parents like having company, so you're very welcome here," I said, thinking Mother would be pleased that I said this.

"Nice," King-Roy Johnson said.

I took a step toward him and said, "My mother and your mother were best friends, so ... so of course you're welcome." 

"That's right, uh-huh, best friends," King-Roy said, his eyes scanning the stained-glass scenes of Viking ships again. He looked back at me. "So, how many rooms does this place have, anyway?"

"Thirty," I said. "Our library is just beyond those doors over there," I added, pointing to both sides of the fireplace. I shrugged, acting as if the house wasn't so grand, even though I knew it was.

"Thirty rooms!" King-Roy Johnson said, shaking his head and peering into the library. "And I bet every one of 'em's as big as most people's whole house." He turned to look at me, then said, "Just between you and me, I'm not so sure how comfortable I'm gon' be staying here."

"Oh it's plenty comfortable here," I said, not really sure what he meant. Then, to demonstrate, I suppose, what a comfortable, easygoing, fun place our house was, I kicked off my Keds and ran over to one of the window seats. My sister and brother each kept a pair of socks on the seat. I put my brother's pair on and then said to King-Roy Johnson, "Watch this." I pushed off from the window seat and skated across the floor. When I was just about to come to a stop, I fell onto my chest and slid some more on my stomach, with my arms spread out like wings on either side of me. I came to a stop in front of the fireplace.

King-Roy laughed an amused kind of laugh, and I couldn't tell if he enjoyed it or he thought I had just done the stupidest thing in the world. 

I stood up, feeling pains in my breasts where I had landed too hard on the floor. I felt my face flood with heat and embarrassment again. This wasn't the way I had imagined myself behaving at all.

I tried to laugh it off with another Katharine Hepburn laugh, then said, "I'm really much too old for that. I'm almost fifteen. Way too old. I don't do floor skating anymore, but Stewart and Sophia still enjoy it. They're my brother and sister. Stewart's ten and Sophia's six going on thirty, as my mother likes to say. They're both really smart, and talented. They're brilliant, really. Mother's had their IQs tested."

"Is that right?" King-Roy Johnson said, his face going quiet again. "So are you brilliant, too?"

I looked out the windows that faced the front yard, where my favorite rock, a giant slab of white granite in the shape of a polar bear, poked out of the earth. The polar bear had been a sort of friend when I was little, an imaginary, rock friend, and I looked to it for comfort before turning back to King-Roy Johnson and answering him. "Well," I said, "Mother says we're all smart, but that's just Mother. She doesn't want to hurt my feelings." I went over to the window seat and pulled off the socks.

King-Roy Johnson walked across the floor, and I noticed his shoes had a good tap-tap sound to them. He stopped in front of me, with his arms crossed.

I looked up at him, and he had this gentle, angellike smile, and he said, "You ever think maybe she's telling the truth?" 

"Oh, no," I said, looking up into his face and seeing my own round-faced reflection in his eyeglasses. "Not a chance. She never even bothered to have my intelligence tested like she did with Sophia and Stewart. I stayed back in school when I was in the third grade. That was before I got my eyes fixed. I used to have lots of trouble with reading because I was cross-eyed. No, I have no talents or anything." I sat on the window seat, leaning forward and looking down at the floor with my hands tucked under my thighs. I felt uncomfortable talking to a perfect stranger, a murderer, an eighteen-year-old black boy, about my eyes and staying back and all that. When I had imagined our first conversation together, I thought he would be telling me how mature I seemed for my age, how wise, but after my stint on the ballroom floor, that conversation was down the toilet and instead I was exposing my most tender, most sore, spot. I never talked about my staying back a year in school, not even at home—especially not at home.

King-Roy Johnson shook his head and said, "Shoot, anyone could have crossed eyes and still be smart, even if they were held back a year."

I looked down at my feet and noticed they looked sweaty and swollen. I brought my legs up and sat cross-legged on the window seat so he wouldn't notice. "I read really well, now, at least," I said. "I love to read." I looked up. "Do you love to read, King-Roy?"


"Well, I do now," he said, sitting down next to me and stretching his long legs out in front of him. "But I came late to reading. My brothers and sisters learned early when they were in the first or second grade, but it took me a long time. A real long time. I didn't even start speaking until I was ten years old." 

"Did everybody think you were stupid?"

King-Roy said, "Yessum, there were plenty who thought I had no brains in my head, but my momma knew differently. She told all the teachers that she knew in her heart that I was smart and that when I got ready to talk and to read, why, I'd do it, and meanwhile she would read to me and talk to me like I was the smartest boy in town. And she was right. I turned ten, and a few weeks later I was talking up a blue streak and nobody could shut me up. Then I decided I might as well start reading, and sure enough, I could read just fine once I set my mind to it." King-Roy nodded to himself and looked across the room at the fireplace as though it were something different, someplace different. Then he said, "It was my momma having confidence and having faith in me that brought me around to talking and reading."

"Well," I said, "she sure had to wait an awfully long time before you proved her right."

King-Roy nodded. "She had the faith," he said. "I owe her plenty. That's why I'm here, here with y'all. I'm here for my momma. She's always been on my side. She's the only one who believed me when I said I didn't kill anybody. She told me to come here, so here I am."


King-Roy's eyes blinked fast several times, and he turned his head to look out the windows, way off toward the pavilion, still blinking, and I thought he was one of the luckiest people on Earth to have a mother like that. I knew my mother loved me. She had to. But if someone had accused me of killing a man, she would believe him. Maybe she would think I did it by mistake, but still, she'd feel sure that I did it. Everyone in the family, the whole household, would believe I did it. I didn't have anybody, besides Pip, really rooting for me. Everybody was too busy rooting for Sophia and Stewart. They were the stars of the family. Thinking about this made me feel ashamed for what I had said to Pip that afternoon. I didn't tell King-Roy any of this, of course. Instead I said, "Do you know what my sister, Sophia, did last week?" 

King-Roy turned back to me and shook his head. "No. What did she do?"

"She drew an aerial view of Central Park on her Etch A Sketch, or 'L'Ecran Magique,' as Monsieur Vichy calls it. Six years old and she's only flown over Central Park once in a helicopter, and she put that on an Etch A Sketch. It's a toy and I can barely draw a circle with one of those things. I'm always turning the wrong knob the wrong way. My father got a book out of the town library to compare her drawing with a photograph of Central Park by air, and her drawing matched it exactly." I looked up at King-Roy. "Now, how do you compete with that?"


"You don't have to compete. You're your own person with your own kind of smarts." King-Roy crossed his legs and pushed his glasses back up on his nose. He did this slowly, carefully, as if he thought the glasses might ram into his eyes if he pushed them too fast. I had never seen anyone adjust his glasses with such care before. 

"Now, you take me for instance," he said, bringing me back to our discussion. "I read all the time now, but I can't claim that most of my learning comes from books. A lot of it comes from just watching and living and dealing with what comes my way, and somebody coming up to me and telling me how smart she is with an Etcher Sketch doesn't mean much to me. I'm not so impressed." He stood up and turned to face me and said, "Now, I bet someone like you has got natural smarts. You're easy to talk to, and that takes a natural kind of smarts."

"Really?"

He nodded. "Sure 'nuff. You've made me feel right at home."

"I have?" I asked, standing up and facing him.

King-Roy nodded and looked around the ballroom again. "Coming to a place like this, so big, like a castle or something, well, it feels real strange. It's so grand, it makes me feel like I'm supposed to do something important coming here, or say something real clever, but you make me feel like it's gon' be all right."

King-Roy smiled this warm melt-your-heart kind of smile and I felt my knees go weak. He liked me.


I smiled back at King-Roy and decided that I liked him, too. Maybe I really could fall in love with him, and maybe when Laura and Kathy got back from their vacation and saw me walking hand in hand with Mr. Tall-dark-and-handsome, they'd see that I was more mature than the two of them any day. 

I hesitated a second, then took King-Roy's hand. "Come on, let me show you the rest of the house. Let me show you your rooms. I fixed them up myself. I even put flowers in your bedroom even though you're a boy—or a man, I mean. Oh, and wait till you see my bedroom. Beatrice—that's Beatrice Bonham, the actress—she's staying with us and she's so jealous of my room it makes her cross-eyed."

King-Roy laughed and it sounded like a donkey braying, and that made me laugh, too. It made me want to tell him more. It made me want to tell him everything about my life.

Together we walked back through the solarium and the living room until we came out into the foyer, where we found Auntie Pie standing there. She stood right in the center of the foyer, right in the center of Mother's good jewel-toned Oriental rug. She stood right there, waiting for us—waiting for us with a gun in her hand, aimed right at the two of us.



FOUR

"Esther, get out of the way," Auntie Pie said, using the gun to gesture with. 

The gun looked like a gunslinger's revolver and weighed heavy in her hands. She could barely hold it up straight.

Both King-Roy and I stood right where we were.

"What are you doing?" I asked. "Where did you get that gun? Are you crazy?"

"That's my gun," King-Roy said, his nostrils flaring. "You took that out of my suitcase, yonder." He pointed through the open front door at his straw-colored suitcase. "I don't appreciate that. No, ma'am, I don't appreciate that one bit."

King-Roy's voice sounded as if he could barely contain his anger, and I felt scared—scared of the gun and scared of him.

"I bet you don't. You were planning to kill us all in our sleep. Well, we'll see about that."

"It's not loaded," King-Roy said. "And I don't have any bullets, either. And if I wanted to kill somebody I wouldn't need a gun, but I'm no killer. I thought y'all knew that already. I thought my momma explained all that." King-Roy looked at me for some kind of reassurance. 

I stared at him wide-eyed and said nothing. I didn't know what to think.

"I know you were accused of killing a white man," Auntie Pie said. "I know you've got no proof except your mother's say-so that you didn't do it. That's not proof of anything, and here I am with a gun I got from your suitcase. That's all the proof I need."

Sweat was beading up on King-Roy's forehead. He seemed guilty standing there with this wild look in his eyes, and I wondered if for once Auntie Pie was right. What if he really did murder a man? What if he really was planning to kill us all in our sleep? All my romantic thoughts flew out the window. This was the way most of my fantasies turned out—just the opposite of whatever I imagined. I should have known it was all too good to be true.

"That's not my gun," King-Roy said. "You're calling me a murderer, but you're the one standing there with the gun in your hands."

"Don't try turning the tables on me, young man," Auntie Pie said. "You're the one who brought a gun into this house." She brought her other hand up to help her steady the wobbling gun. I could see her wrist was getting tired.

"My friend thought I needed protection, so he gave that gun to me."


"Protection from what? Nobody around here is going to shoot you. Sounds like you've got a persecution complex, if you ask me. Everybody just goes around accusing you of murder and wants to kill you for no good reason, yet here you are with the gun." 

"Oh they've got reason, all right, ma'am," King-Roy said, flashing his eyes at Auntie Pie. "I'm black. I'm a Negro, and that's reason enough, isn't it?" King-Roy's smooth milk-shake voice sounded angry or bitter or both.

Auntie Pie let go with one hand and waved the gun around again and said, "If this isn't loaded, why don't you just come take this out of my hands, then? If it isn't loaded."

I was ducking and swaying every time Auntie Pie swung the gun toward me while she spoke, but I noticed King-Roy stood right where he was.

"Because, ma'am, I'm showing you the respect I wish you'd'a' shown me and my belongings," he said. His glance shifted back and forth between the suitcase on the porch and the gun in Auntie Pie's hands.

He said, "If you want to see the gun isn't loaded, just—"

Auntie Pie didn't let him finish his sentence. She waved the gun around again and said, "You'd like that, now, wouldn't you? I get busy checking for bullets, and you dart forward and overpower me and shoot me dead. I didn't just fall off the turnip truck yesterday, you know."


King-Roy and my aunt stood staring at one another for a good half minute, and then King-Roy said, his voice softer, gentler, "Well, then, ma'am, Miz ...?" 

"That's Auntie Pie—my aunt," I said, feeling like maybe I shouldn't be helping him.

King-Roy nodded. "Miz Pie, I think I will just have to remove that gun from your hands and show you myself that it's not loaded. Otherwise we're going to be standing like this all day."

King-Roy stepped forward, and Auntie Pie raised the gun up to eye level and said, "Stand still or I'll shoot," just like she was on Gunsmoke or something.

King-Roy tiptoed over to Auntie Pie and spoke to her like he was trying to calm a lunatic. "It's all right. Now, I'm just gon' show you it's empty. It would be nice if you could just hand me the gun. Could you do that, ma'am? Just hand me the gun?"

"Not on your life," Auntie Pie screeched. By this time, King-Roy was right up on her, and Auntie Pie dropped the gun on King-Roy's foot and ran out the door, back toward the gatehouse, shouting, "Run, Esther, run for your life!"

I didn't know what to do, so I stood right where I was, listening to the sound of my heart pounding in my ears. I watched King-Roy bend down and pick up the gun. "My oh my," he said, shaking his head. "I don't know about this."

He opened the gun and turned around to show me. "See, no bullets. I wouldn't bring a loaded gun into your house. I never owned a gun in my life—never even fired one." 

I stepped forward and stretched my neck to see the empty gun. I let out a big breath of air and smiled at King-Roy.

"I knew it wasn't loaded," I said.

"That Auntie Pie's dangerous," King-Roy said, with a touch of anger still in his voice. "I don't know about staying here with someone like her running around loose and getting into my things. What gives her the right?"

"Oh, she's all right, really—most of the time. You just need to make friends with her."

King-Roy walked over to his suitcase, on the porch, and I followed him, standing over him while he crouched down to open the case. He used great care to tuck his gun underneath his folded shirts. Everything in his suitcase was folded to perfection. He had three shirts, all of them white, and two pairs of trousers, both brown, a shaving kit, a newspaperlike thing that said MUHAMMAD SPEAKS across the top, and a flyer with MALCOLM X written on the front of it in red letters. The name scared me. I didn't know much about Malcolm X except he hated white people and wanted to blow them all up. Seeing the flyer made me scared again, and I backed away.

King-Roy closed the lid and stood up with the suitcase in his hands. He turned around to face me. "Now, then," he said, "how am I gon' make friends with your Auntie Pie?"


I studied his face for a second, trying to read him, trying to decide if he was a good guy or a bad guy. I knew even murderers could be handsome, but I remembered our conversation in the ballroom and how sweet and gentle he seemed, and I said, "Well, it's simple. First, it helps if you like animals, because she's got a bunch of them down at the gatehouse. They're wild, wounded animals, and she fixes them up and sets them free again. But if you don't like animals, then just give her something sweet, like candy or a pie or cake. She's got a real sweet tooth." 

"Is that so?"

I nodded. "It's easy as pie—literally," I said, hoping I wasn't betraying my aunt to a murderer. I shrugged off the thought and said, "Come on, I'll show you to your rooms."

King-Roy nodded, adjusted the suitcase in his hand, and held his hat in his other hand; then together we climbed the stairs.

"Is that how your aunt got her name?" King-Roy asked, stopping on the steps to look back at the foyer a second. "It can't really be Pie," he said, returning to me. "What's her real name?"

"Hyacinth," I said, running my hand along the curving banister. "I couldn't pronounce Hyacinth when I was little, so I called her Pie and it stuck. It suits her. I can't ever imagine her being called Hyacinth. It's too flowery, and Auntie Pie is not a flower; she's too full of piss and vinegar." I put my hand to my mouth and looked at King-Roy. "Oh, sorry, I shouldn't have said 'piss' in front of you." 

King-Roy laughed his donkey laugh, then said, "You haven't said anything I haven't heard before."

I said, "It's not very ladylike, though," knowing how much my mother would disapprove. I glanced over at King-Roy and I could see a twinkle in King-Roy's eyes and I knew he really didn't mind, so I added, "But that's okay, because I'm never ladylike; just ask my mother."

"You don't like pretty dresses and jewelry and stuff?"

We were at the top of the stairs by this time, and I pointed with my thumb to the right.

"You're in the north wing with my brother and Mr. Vichy," I said. "My parents are in the wing to the left, and Beatrice's rooms are just beyond that door." I pointed to the door to the left of my parents'. "She gets the whole servants' quarters to herself—seven whole rooms—and she still complains. And, no, I don't like dresses and jewelry. If they would let us, I'd wear pants to school every day. I mean if boys can wear pants, why can't girls? All we can do is wear shorts under our skirts." I decided to come clean and tell the truth about myself. I was glad I hadn't had time to change into Beatrice's things. I was starting to get the feeling that King-Roy might like me just the way I was. "And perfume and colognes make me sick—literally," I added for good measure.

We walked down the hall past my sister's tidy pink room. I kept talking. "A couple of years back I had real bad BO because my mother didn't notice that I was growing up and needed deodorant and—and things—so I sprinkled my father's English Leather cologne onto my slip so I would smell good and so Martha Reed at school would stop following me and telling me how bad I stunk. I always loved how my father smelled, so I thought that it was a good idea, but that stuff's strong. It was so strong, everyone in the school could smell me coming a mile away. I ended up getting sick from it in the middle of math class. I threw up right beside my desk and I got sent home, and Martha called me the Little Stinker that whole year, even after Mother got me the deodorant and everything. And Martha had braces on her legs, so she wasn't one to speak, if you ask me. But I never said anything about her braces." 

"Well, you acted better, then, sounds like to me."

"Honestly?" I said, stopping in front of my bedroom and looking up into King-Roy's handsome face. "Not really. If I had been the better person, I wouldn't have even thought about her braces. Lots of times I thought about calling her bracey, or even tubby because she was also kind of plump. I didn't do it. I didn't call her anything out loud, but I thought it often enough."

"How come you didn't say anything, then?" King-Roy asked, setting his suitcase down as if he thought he was going to be staying in my room. "Were you afraid to?"

I shrugged. "Maybe a little. It wouldn't have been very nice, would it? And I figured she probably called me the Little Stinker because she wanted people to see she wasn't the only one with problems. She only went to our school for a year. She didn't know me when I had my crossed eyes, thank goodness. Anyway, this is my room. I just thought you'd like to see it." 

Most of the time my room was messy. Not a bad messy—with dirt and cookie crumbs and cockroaches or anything—but a good messy, with books and papers and clothes and sports equipment. I had cleaned it before King-Roy arrived, and as long as he didn't look in my closet, my room looked as neat as Stewart and Sophia always kept theirs.

King-Roy whistled. "This room's like a palace," he said.

I pointed out the real gold used to paint the carved work in the wood molding that runs around the top of the walls, and the way one side of my room looks just like a stage, the way it bows out with the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the lily pool and pavilion. King-Roy crossed the threshold and went over to the windows to look out.

"Nice," he said.

"That's why Beatrice Bonham, the actress, wants my room," I said, joining King-Roy at my windows. "She loves gold and diamonds and fur coats, and, of course, she loves the stage. My room is the most fancy room in the house except for my parents'. Look." I turned and pointed to my bed and chest of drawers. "That's all hand painted—those flower bouquets and the gold." 

King-Roy crossed his arms in front of him and examined the furniture a moment, then said, "I don't know, maybe, but it doesn't seem like you and this room go together."

I shrugged. "My mother chose this room for me, so it's special even if I don't really care for it. I think she thinks if I live in a feminine room, I'll become more feminine. I think she worries about that—that I'm not turning out right or something." I shrugged. "Anyway, I like that Beatrice wants this room and I have it. It drives her crazy. She's always scheming to get it away from me." I looked up at King-Roy and felt this giddiness travel through me. I couldn't believe that here we were talking about school troubles and my room and what I liked to wear and about my mother. My jaw trembled with the excitement of getting to tell about myself to someone, knowing that he was listening.

"You know what?" I said. "I believe you're going to be the first houseguest I've ever really liked."

King-Roy smiled, then turned back around and gazed through the windows. I watched him staring down at the lily pond. I studied his face and noticed how flat his nose looked from the side and how sad it made him look somehow, and I knew somebody as gentle and sad-looking as King-Roy could never be a killer. I smiled to myself and joined him looking down on the lily pond and the fields and gardens. After a few minutes King-Roy turned his head and said, "You ever had a day, or maybe just a moment, that changed your life forever?" 

I shrugged and crossed my arms in front of me. "I don't know."

"Oh, you'd know it if you did. It happens and then all of a sudden you aren't thinking the same about anything anymore. Everything's changed."

"What happened? What was your moment?"

Before he could answer me we heard footsteps on the stairs, and I tensed up. "That's her," I said. "That's my mother. Please, don't tell her I said 'piss,' okay? She doesn't like me talking like that."

King-Roy nodded. "All right," he said.

We moved over to the doorway of my room and watched my mother walking down the hallway. I could tell by the company smile she wore that Auntie Pie hadn't told her about the gun yet. If she had, I knew King-Roy would be out the door and on his way back to Alabama and I wouldn't be able to bear it. I liked this King-Roy Johnson, and for some reason I couldn't explain, even to myself, I felt most desperate for him to stay.
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