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THE PRIVATE THOUGHTS OF

AMELIA E. RYE


WARNING!

This is a personal memoir. It is as private as a diary, but what I had to say would never have fit on those puny little pages, so I wrote it in book form like a real author, which I plan to be someday, unless I change to a hairdresser.

I can only hope that you are a considerate person and that you will close this book right now and put it back where you found it. If you insist on being nosy, don’t believe everything you read. I am a very good liar. I curse, too, so if you are one of those goody-goody types, you might as well go put on something frilly and have a tea party. I wouldn’t want you to get your squeaky-clean brain all messed up.
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My mother tried to kill me before I
was born. Even then I disappointed her.

I learned about the foundation of my life brick by brick from my daddy’s daddy, Grandpa Thomas, and from Mama. Grandpa Thomas handed me the bricks gently, adding a fib or two to make our family seem halfway normal. Mama threw the bricks at me, aiming to kill. That woman had a mean streak in her as wide as the Atlantic Ocean.

My father grew up in a flea-size town in the upper right-hand corner of New York State, just up the road from Sullivan’s Falls. Grandpa Thomas used to chuckle, “If your grandma Nellie’d birthed your daddy an inch farther to the north, he’d have been born speaking Canuck, eh?” I personally do not think it is polite to call Canadians Canucks, but Grandpa Thomas would never have hurt anybody’s feelings on purpose, so maybe he thought it was a compliment.

The summer Daddy turned thirteen, the same age I am now, a traveling preacher named Brother Marvin set up a tent in the middle of Sullivan’s Falls. He and his wife, Sister Catherine, filled the tent with folding chairs and then nailed flyers all over town, inviting the sinners of the area to come to their revival meeting to be saved.

Grandma Nellie must have thought the devil had her whole family by the tail because she paid extra for front-row seats. My daddy wrapped his legs around the rungs of his chair, ate the popcorn Sister Catherine hawked like one of those vendors at a baseball game, and waited for the show to start.

Sister Catherine was dressed for the weather in a flimsy skirt and a low-cut blouse. She sang hymns, played the cornet, and passed the collection plate. Brother Marvin preached the word of God with a performance that dazzled the audience.

Grandma Nellie was so filled with the Holy Spirit that she sank to her knees with her arms raised to heaven, shouting, “Hallelujah!” and dragged Grandpa Thomas down with her. At the same time, my daddy leaned forward to get a better look at Sister Catherine’s you-know-whats. He hollered, “Thanks for the blessing, Lord!” then fell flat on his face with his legs still attached to that chair. Grandma Nellie thought Daddy’d been struck by a bolt of godliness. She was so overcome with gratitude that her entire family had been saved from the fires of hell that she put an extra quarter on the collection plate the next time it was passed. From then on, most everything my father thought was fun suddenly became a sin.

When Daddy graduated high school, Grandma Nellie gave him the choice of staying home to work the farm or being ordained by Brother Marvin the next time he came to town. Daddy hated cows and the mess that went along with them, so he chose religion. I guess he figured when he was a bona fide preacher, that list of sins would get a whole lot shorter.

According to Brother Marvin, the most important thing a preacher needs is a wife, preferably a musical beauty like Sister Catherine, to loosen up the tight-wads. That’s where Mama came in. Daddy wasn’t crazy about her thick glasses and her even thicker ankles, but he did like the fact that she could play the piano and, better yet, that her parents had died and left her a three-bedroom bungalow on Navigation Street, complete with a detached garage and an almost-new Model T Ford. Besides, she was the best he could find. I guess he figured he could use his own good looks on the ladies of the congregation—let them convince their husbands to dig deep in their pockets to save their souls.

Mama was working as a waitress behind the luncheonette counter at Woolworth’s. Daddy stopped in for Cokes and made her blush with his compliments about her charm and beauty. One day he asked her to have supper with him. She said she’d love to. He said, “Great! What time will it be ready?”

Mama’s skill in the kitchen was the clincher. Daddy asked her to marry him, and they settled down on Navigation Street to begin their life together and start a family. Lucky for them, the preacher of the First Redeemer Church got fired because he was caught pocketing the special collection for poor little orphans. Daddy heard the good news, grabbed his spanking-new preacher certificate, rushed over to the church, and landed the job—just like that.

Thirty years passed before I showed up in Mama’s belly. By then, my sister Sylvia was twenty-nine, married, and the mother of my four-year-old nephew, William. She lived in Maine and worked at the slipper factory. She was allowed to take her mistakes home, and she sent some to Mama and Daddy, so they wore slippers with the word REJECT stamped on them. My sister Charlotte was twenty-one. She thought the radio was talking to her through the radiator, and she heard strange voices coming from the walls, so she lived in the state mental hospital. And my nineteen-year-old brother, Jack? He was in Dannemora Prison, doing time for driving the getaway car in an armed robbery.

When I was inside my mother, she thought that I was a tumor and that all doctors were idiots, so she got into bed and waited to die. She soothed her upset stomach with Pepto-Bismol and watched her belly grow. One morning, the tumor kicked so hard that Mama’s nightgown flew straight up in the air. When she realized what was happening, she went down to the kitchen, put the coffeepot on the stove, and punched my daddy so hard on his left ear that he had to go to the doctor to get it sewn up. Then Mama went back upstairs and took a flying leap out the window. When she landed headfirst in the barberry hedge, she was pure furious that I kept on kicking. And she blamed me for the scars on her face, too. The way I figure it, somebody as nearsighted as she was ought to put a little more planning into a project if she wants it to turn out right.

When Mama got even meaner, Daddy took off. That woman never missed a chance to tell me how it was my fault that her husband left Sullivan’s Falls with Margo LaRue, the town hussy—in her brand-new, canary yellow Studebaker Champion bullet nose—at high noon, so everybody in town could witness the spectacle.

I had seen my daddy’s picture, and he looked nice. I only wished he’d waited a few weeks and taken me with him. But if he’d stayed around any longer, Mama probably would have tried to kill him, too. Sometimes I sat by the window in my bedroom and watched for him. I just knew that he’d come back for me—soon, I hoped.
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March 3, 1952. Welcome to the world,
Amelia Earhart Rye!

As soon as Daddy left, Mama phoned Grandpa Thomas to let him know what a snake his son had turned out to be. Then she informed him that unless he was willing to help raise this baby, she was going to leave me at the hospital to be put up for adoption.

By then, Grandma Nellie’d passed on. Grandpa Thomas had given up drinking but taken up gambling to fill the empty hours. Mama didn’t know that he’d just lost the farm in a poker game and was about to be evicted. He wasn’t crazy about the idea of sleeping under a bridge for the rest of his life, so he thought fast and said indignant-like, “No Rye baby has ever been brought up by strangers. It would be sacrilegious to let a thing like that happen.” Then he paused for a long time and gave a loud sigh to make Mama think that he was trying to come up with a solution. “I guess I can put my life on hold for a while to help you out.” Before Mama realized that she was having a big fat one put over on her, Grandpa Thomas had already moved in. And to sweeten the deal, he brought the brand-new RCA Victor twenty-one-inch “Super Set” TV he’d won in a raffle at the Clinton County Fair.

But things worked out different from what everyone expected. From the moment I was born, Grandpa Thomas wouldn’t let me out of his sight. His tender heart surprised even him. “I didn’t know so much love could come attached to one soggy little baby girl,” he told me when I was old enough to understand. “When your daddy was born, your grandma thought I’d break him or dirty him up, so she kept him out of reach.” He lowered his eyes and said, a little sheepish-like, “Course I was drinking a lot then, too.” He gave me a big smooch on the forehead. “But I got a second chance when you came along.”

Lucky for me, everybody in town had seen Grandpa Thomas passed out in the gutter a few times too many, so Mama was the one who had to go out and get a job, which she did not mind one little bit. According to her, working six days a week at the A&P, slicing bologna and Swiss cheese, was a whole lot better than being cooped up all day with a scruffy old man and a colicky kid.

Even though life was mostly just Grandpa Thomas and me, by the time I was in school, Mama had managed to mess me up good. I don’t blame her for passing on her bad eyesight or her mouse brown hair. But I do blame her for making me wear her old glasses, dressing me in my sisters’ moth-eaten hand-me-downs that had sat in a trunk in the attic for twenty years, and cutting my hair with a do-it-yourself kit she saw advertised on TV. A girl dressed in World War I clothes and way-too-big glasses does not need a would-be Dutch boy haircut to finish it off. The rest of me is pretty much okay, more like my daddy’s side of the family—tall and thin and regular-looking, plus china blue eyes.

I don’t know who to blame for the counting, though. I guess just me. Not regular counting like in an arithmetic book. It was a dark kind where something in my head got stuck and made me do it. If I tried to ignore it, my heart thumped bad and I felt like I was being smothered and the nerves in my stomach tried to shake me apart. But when I went along with it, it took my mind away from what was happening.

If my teacher glared at me like I was a mistake of some kind because I couldn’t read the word she’d written on the board, I’d make her disappear for a tiny minute.

One, two, three, four, five, six, seven.

“It’s an easy one, Amelia,” she’d say with a sigh. “You’re just not trying.”

One, two, three, four, five, six, seven.

When the biggest bully in the class stuck his foot into the aisle and laughed his head off when I fell and bloodied my nose, I’d get rid of him, too.

One, two, three, four, five, six, seven.

“Nice shoes, Pumpernickel,” he’d say. “I hear antiques are worth a lot of money.”

One, two, three, four, five, six, seven.

Counting kept me from crying while the snotty girls with the name-brand clothes and fake smiles said, “I love your glasses, Amelia. My grandmother had a pair just like those. They make your eyes look so big.” Giggle, giggle. “And that’s such a pretty dress. I’ve never seen one like it.”

One, two, three, four, five, six, seven.

Even though our house was nearly a mile from school, I walked home. That way I didn’t have to pretend the taunting on the bus didn’t bother me, and I knew Grandpa Thomas would be in the kitchen, waiting. He was the only one in the world I could be around and not feel all twisted up inside. I could just be my own awkward self, without anybody keeping score.

When I was nearly home, I’d work up a good stream of tears, then run in the front door, blatting like a billy goat, ready to tell him how much I hated school and that a herd of elephants couldn’t drag me back there. He’d sit me down at the table, wipe my face with the tail end of his handkerchief, and pour us each a glass of milk. And never once did he tell me to stop my blubbering or to grow a thicker skin the way my mother would have if she’d been home. Then Grandpa Thomas would reach for my hand and lead me into the living room. I’d sit next to him on the couch and mold myself to fit the curve of his scrawny, skeleton body that smelled like Old Spice. He’d put his arm around me, take my hand in his, and inspect the fingernails I’d bitten down to nubs.

“You know those kids are just acting the way they were raised,” he’d say, cupping my chin in his hand. “Why I wouldn’t be surprised if it was one of their mothers that tried to run me down when I was out by the mailbox this morning. You have to feel kind of sorry for people like that, the ones who go through life kicking and snarling at everybody else just to make themselves feel better.”

By then, my bawling would have shifted to hiccuping and sniffling. “Tell me how I got my name, Grandpa Thomas,” I’d say in a pathetic voice. I have always had an actress quality in me that I can call on whenever I want to. “Just one more time and I promise I’ll never ask again.”

“You must be tired of hearing about it by now,” he’d tease. “You already know every little thing that happened. Why don’t you just go ahead and tell me?”

I’d look up at him, knowing full well that he’d run into a burning building if I asked him to. “But it’s more fun when it comes from you,” I’d say in the whiny, singsong voice that made my mother so angry she’d give me a licking when I used it around her. Then I’d burrow into him even further and think how I’d like to stay there for the rest of my life.

He’d shake his head and say something about me being his special girl. Then, before he’d start, he’d smile the big smile that showed every one of the teeth he kept in that glass by his bed at night.

While he cleared his throat and shifted in his seat to get ready, I’d walk my fingers along the gigantic veins that ran down his hands like swollen purple rivers, push them in, then watch them pop up again. His skin was so thin I could lift it away from the bones below and fold it in half like tissue paper.

“All right then. Here goes,” he’d say, play-pinching my cheek. “Once upon a time, a gorgeous little baby girl was born right here in Sullivan’s Falls.” He always started out like that. As if he was telling a fairy tale and I was Snow White herself—the really pretty one in the Walt Disney movie, not the dopey-looking loser in the coloring books.

Then it was my turn. “What was that little baby’s name?” I’d act all serious, as if I had no idea who he was talking about.

“Well, that’s just it. She didn’t have one.”

“Why not? How come her mama didn’t name her?”

“I guess because that little baby was so beautiful she wanted to think about it, pick the perfect one. She didn’t want to give a baby that special just any old name.”

Even back then, when I was too young to know much, that part sounded fishy. Wouldn’t you want to be prepared? So that when they handed you your baby, you could say “Hello, little whatever-its-name-is” and make it feel wanted? When Grandpa Thomas first told me the story, I asked him what Mama called me before I got my real name. He turned all fidgety and finally said that he remembered her calling me things like sweetheart and honey. But he is not a very good liar.

“Right,” I’d say. “Then what happened?”

He’d give me a little squeeze and clear his throat again. “Finally, after a couple of weeks, the mean old grandpa got sick and tired of waiting for the mama to name that baby and he up and did it himself.”

I’d look at him and laugh. “That was you, the mean old grandpa.”

He’d nod and make a giddyup noise with his mouth. “That was me, all right. And I gave that baby a name anybody’d be proud to wear.”

“Didn’t the mama get mad? Didn’t she want to name her own baby?” That part always made me feel empty inside, but the rest of the story made up for it.

“Well, she had her chance. Sometimes a person just has to take charge and get a thing done.”

“So how come you named me Amelia Earhart Rye?”

He’d tilt my head up and look into my eyes so deeply it was as if he could see straight through to my soul. “Well, the Rye part was already in place. But Amelia Earhart was one of the most courageous women of all time. I knew that if you were to survive in this mean old world you’d have to be as brave as she was and I thought that having her name might give you a little head start.”

“It hasn’t worked yet,” I’d say with a sigh. “The kids in school don’t think I’m brave or they wouldn’t tease me all the time.” I’d gaze up at him and make my eyes look as pitiful as a cocker spaniel’s. “Do you think I’ll ever have any friends?”

Then Grandpa Thomas would scoot himself around sideways, take my hands in his, and hold me at arm’s length. “Friends? Why, you’re so likable, you’ll have more friends than you know what to do with.”

“But when?”

“Well now. You just have to give it some time. Let people get to know you.”

I’d let all my breath out and sit there, looking as defeated as I felt. “They already know me and they hate my guts.”

“That just means the right ones haven’t come along yet. Besides, all a person needs in life is one true friend.”

It was always about that time when the back door would open and we’d hear Mama’s footsteps on the kitchen linoleum. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven.
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The year I met Fancy Nelson
and grew a backbone

Grandpa Thomas was right. It wasn’t long before the best friend anybody could ask for walked into my life. Like my grandfather always said, “You have to let things happen in their own good time.”

Fourth grade turned out to be my charm year. I had sweet Miss Urbank for my teacher. Miss Urbank loved everybody. She wore pearl earrings and Blue Grass cologne, and she made me feel as if I was worth something. But the best part of the whole thing was that, right after Easter vacation, the only Negro kid I had ever seen in person moved to Sullivan’s Falls. Her grandmother had been old Judge Watson’s maid. When she died, her daughter came to take her place. And she brought my salvation with her.

“I’d like you to meet Frances Nelson,” Miss Urbank said after she’d ushered the new girl in the door and over to the front of the room. “She’s moved here all the way from Alabama.”

That girl was short and skinny and had the knobbiest knees I’d ever seen, but she stood in front of all those big-eyed kids, looked up at Miss Urbank, and then, in a loud voice, said, “I prefer to be called Fancy, ma’am. Frances is my church name and what my mama calls me when I drive her crazy, and I hate it. I just want everybody to know right now that I’ll whop anybody good who calls me anything but Fancy.” Then, in the sweetest tone you can imagine, she said, “I’ll take that empty seat over by the window. I just love to watch the clouds float by, don’t you?”

While every eye in that room watched Fancy Nelson strut over to the seat right next to mine, swinging her book bag to the beat of her steps, Miss Urbank smiled and said, “Well, yes, as a matter of fact, I do.” Then she went back to the long division problems on the board as if that kind of thing happened every day—a colored girl walking into the room, threatening to pulverize everybody.

I loved that girl from the very start. And even though I didn’t know him, except to see him drive down Main Street in his long black DeSoto automobile, I loved old Judge Watson for bringing her to Sullivan’s Falls.

All of a sudden, I was old news and Fancy’s brown skin and head full of braids and barrettes became the new target. At recess that first day, I sat by the fence with a book and watched as the kids waited until Miss Urbank was occupied on another part of the playground. Then, a few at a time, they’d circle Fancy like sharks, moving in for the kill. She’d plant her hands on her hips, lean her top half toward the tormentors, and waggle her head back and forth. I couldn’t hear what she was saying, but whatever it was, it didn’t take long till that group ran off and another took its place. Finally, Miss Urbank went over to see what was going on. She put her arm around Fancy’s shoulder and brought her over to where I was sitting. I quick opened The Hundred Dresses and pretended that I was engrossed in the story and shouldn’t be disturbed.

“Amelia, you and Fancy have something in common,” Miss Urbank said as they reached the fence. She was out of breath, and her words sounded like the high notes on a violin.

Now what could I have in common with a colored girl who isn’t afraid of anything? I wondered.

“You’re both wearing red!”

She is really digging deep to find a similarity is what I thought. But I kept that to myself, and without looking up I said, “Oh, right.”

“Well, why don’t you two get acquainted while I go back to the others?” Then Miss Urbank was off and I was there with a dry mouth and excitement skittering up and down my backbone.

Fancy knelt next to me, grabbed hold of her knees, and locked her elbows so her arms were as stiff as sticks. “What are you doing over here all by yourself?” she asked. “Don’t you like to play?”

I kept my head down and pretended to read the book I’d found in our attic at home.

“Well? I asked you a question.”

All of a sudden, Fancy’s voice had turned into Mama’s. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven.

“Aren’t you going to answer me?”

I held up the book but didn’t look at her. “I need to finish this. It’s due today at the public library and I just started it.” The lie drifted from my mouth as easy as breathing.

She reached for the book, thumbed through the pages, and mumbled under her breath, “This isn’t even from the library. It belongs to some girl named Charlotte. Her name’s written in the front.”

I knew she was onto me, and I thought she was going to call me a liar and leave. Instead, she said, “I read this. It’s really good. Teaches you not to stand by and watch people get messed with, to get busy and do something about it.” Fancy looked around the playground, took in a huge breath, and shook her head. “I don’t think any of these kids have read it. Want to go play now?”

Nobody’d ever asked me that before, so I jumped up fast, and as I followed her to the edge of the playground, I thought how her mother must really love her. Everything she had on was brand-new, even genuine penny loafers and kneesocks that matched her jumper—the expensive-looking kind with her initials sewn on the front. Fancy ran ahead and climbed to the top of the monkey bars. “Come on up,” she called. “You can see the whole playground from here.”

“I can’t. I’m wearing a dress.”

“Who cares? So am I,” she shouted.

“But my underwear’ll show and everybody’ll make fun of me.”

She shrugged her shoulders. “I have a feeling they do that already. That’s why you were hiding, isn’t it?”

She came right out with it. Didn’t beat around the bush like most people would have. It was better that way. Got it over quick so I didn’t have a case of nerves wondering when it would come. “Yeah, they have a good old time.”

“Well, let’s give ’em something more to talk about. I’ll keep them busy while you get up here.”

In a breath, she wrapped her legs around the top rung, threw herself backward, and hung by her knees. Her jumper covered her head, but the rest of her was a free-of-charge peep show. And the thing that surprised me most wasn’t that her underpants were right there on display but that even her stomach was a smooth, golden brown—like maple syrup.

While I climbed to the top, Fancy didn’t move, just hung there like a possum taking a nap.

“Okay, I’m up,” I said.

The muscles in Fancy’s legs balled up as she locked her feet under the corners of the bars and lifted herself upright. I looked across the playground at the gawking faces of the two worst bullies in the class, the Robertson twins, and a group of googly-eyed girls with their hands covering their mouths. “What’d you say to them that made them stay away?” I asked.

“Nothing much. Just that my daddy’s crazy and he’s got a gun and he shoots little brats that mess with his daughter.”

My mouth fell open. “Your father has a gun?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. I’ve never met him.”

“Well, then how do you know he’s crazy?”

She shrugged. “He must be. Anybody who’d leave my sweet, beautiful mama has to be nuts.”

It looked like Fancy and I had more in common than red. And now that she was part of my life, those bullies and stuck-up girls didn’t scare me as much. I thought maybe that imaginary gun would protect us both. Just to see, I wrapped my feet around the corners of the bars, threw myself backward, and let my sister’s underpants shock the eyeballs out of those miserable kids. I waited for the teasing to start, but nobody said a word.

Fancy had brought some sort of magic with her that rubbed off on me. And Grandpa Thomas was right. All you need in life is one true friend.
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Lies, blue eyes, and Margo LaRue

From then on, I wished I could spend every single second with Fancy, but asking her to come to my house would have been too risky. I wasn’t worried about Grandpa Thomas. He’d swallow his tongue before he’d say anything that might embarrass me or hurt the friend I’d waited so long for. But Mama could recite scripture out one side of her mouth and spit venom out the other. She thought anybody that wasn’t the same color as she was had broken the law and ought to be punished, so she stepped up and volunteered for the job. More than once, I’d heard her call Fancy’s grandmother a—well, you know the word—and I would rather have eaten bugs than given her the chance to do that to Fancy.

The day we finished fourth grade and were leaving school for summer vacation, Fancy invited me to go to her house that coming Sunday. I said, “Yes!” before she had a chance to take a breath and add the staying for supper part. A little mouse thrill ran up the back of my neck when I pictured myself walking into old Judge Watson’s house. It’s big and ancient and dark. Just the thought of it was as delicious as the feeling I got while I watched monster movies at the Strand Theater on Saturday afternoons.

When I told Mama about my invitation, I rearranged the facts just the tiniest bit so she wouldn’t throw a fit about me playing with a Negro girl. Even though I’d be at a rich white person’s house, in Mama’s lopsided brain, the colored thing would have contaminated it. Kind of like the gob of spit I used to add to her coffee after she’d tanned my hide.

“A girl asked me to go to her house on Sunday afternoon,” I told Mama after I finished the supper dishes and she was all set up comfortable on the couch in front of the television set. The Lawrence Welk Show was about to start, which always put her in a good mood. That woman was crazy about accordion music—especially when Myron Floren played “Lady of Spain.” The way she sat there, staring at him with big old cow eyes, it was as if she thought he’d dedicated it just to her.

“What girl?” Mama asked. She was stirring the cup of coffee I’d made her.

“Well—uh—her name is—um—Faith Divine!” That was the churchiest thing I could come up with on short notice. In my mind, I smacked myself on the forehead. Why hadn’t I thought up a name before I said anything? She’d never buy that one. Nobody’d call a kid anything that corny. Mama’d tell me to quit lying and send me to bed.

“Faith Divine,” she sighed, all soupy-like. “I wish I’d given you a nice Bible name. I must have been crazy, letting your grandfather name you after that Earhart creature who thought she was a man.”

I didn’t care what Amelia Earhart thought she was. I was just glad that Grandpa Thomas had saved me from the fate of having to go through life with a name like Faith Divine.

“Does she go to school with you?” Mama was looking straight at me.

I hadn’t thought about this one either, but I was surprised at how fast my brain worked. “She doesn’t go to school.” Mama never attended school events like regular parents, but I wasn’t taking a chance that she might start and ask about my new friend Faith.

“What are you talking about? Kids have to go to school.”

I got all sad-sounding. “She has to take care of her sick mother.” That didn’t sound like enough. “And Faith is crippled. She had polio, so she has to wear those big, heavy braces, poor thing.”

Oh, for crying out loud. I should have rehearsed better. I lied to Mama all the time about little things, but this was big and important, and I was messing it up bad.

“Well, that’s a shame,” Mama said, in a sympathetic tone. “But she must still have to go to school. I don’t—”

“Her mother used to be a teacher, so Faith has her lessons at home.” I didn’t even know where that came from, but I thought it was pretty good.

“You said that her mother was sick.”

Oh, rats. I forgot about that part. “Well—she is, only she’s just a little bit sick.” By then, I was feeling more than a little bit sick myself.

“She sounds like a nice girl. But I’ve never even heard about the Divines. And how does Faith know you?”

Damn! This was way harder than I’d figured it would be. “They probably shop at the Grand Union, so that’s why you haven’t seen them.” That sure was stupid. How are a mother who’s too sick to take care of herself and a kid who can’t walk going to shop anywhere?

Mama nodded as if that made sense. “But how do you know Faith?”

“I don’t really know her yet. Her cousin goes to my school and she thinks Faith and I would get along with each other. So she asked me. Besides, they just moved here and I guess they like to keep to them-selves—what with the crippled thing and all.” Even I wouldn’t have believed that one.

“Where does she live?” Mama asked, reaching for the jar of peanuts on the coffee table.

Well for goodness’ sake. I could definitely win first place in a lying contest. Plus, I had this part all figured out good. “Over on Bartlett Street. Next to the library.” Bartlett is one street down from Judge Watson’s house. I thought putting the fake girl’s house near Fancy’s might save my skin if some big-mouth grocery shopper told Mama she’d seen me in the neighborhood.

“But that’s way on the other side of town,” Mama said around the mouthful of peanuts she was working on.

My insides got all smiley. Yes, it was. And it was far enough away so that she would never go there. Grandpa Thomas had lost his license when he backed his ’49 Packard over a curb and flattened a parking meter, and Mama thought driving wasn’t ladylike, so she sold the car when Daddy ran off with Margo LaRue and she walked the few blocks to work and church, the only places she ever went. “It’s not that far,” I said. “I can run it in ten or fifteen minutes.”

Mama gave me a dirty look. “Girls don’t run,” she said, as if it was an actual written-down rule. “You’ll walk like a civilized person.”

That was it. The Lawrence Welk music started, and Mama was off to Polka Land. And in a few days, I’d be off to Fancy’s house. The fun was about to begin!

When Sunday finally came, Mama made me wear my sister Charlotte’s favorite dress ever—the pathetic salmon-colored one with the dumb daffodil pattern and the ladybug buttons down the front. I’d hidden it in the bottom of the trunk in the attic and was hoping I’d get so big that I’d never have to wear it, but no such luck. And if that wasn’t bad enough, Mama got it into her head that an outfit that pretty needed a hair ribbon to finish it off—a great big floppy yellow thing with long streamers down the back. I looked like a gigantic two-year-old on her way to a birthday party.

Mama stood behind me in front of the mirror. “There,” she said, all proud. “This will show that little crippled girl’s mother that you’re from a proper family and that I know how to dress you up nice for a visit.”

I kept my mouth shut about how stupid I looked, because I knew if I told Mama what I thought, she’d swat the vinegar out of me and make me stay home. Sass made her boil over fast, so I did a lot of talking to her in my head instead of to her face. That way, I could keep my brain from exploding and still live.

On my way to Judge Watson’s, I was about to untie the bow and shove it into the neighbor’s hedge when the Robertson twins came around the corner on their bikes and nearly plowed me down. They’d already repeated a grade and were a head taller than me. My first thought was to run, but I was so frozen with fear, I couldn’t move. Then the boys got off their bikes and corralled me.

“Well, looky here,” Jake said, in a fake girlie voice. “Looks like Rye’s all gussied up for her sweetie.”

“You got a sweetie, Rye?” Eddie taunted.

I didn’t answer, just kept counting to seven in my head. And then my kneecaps started to dance. That’s what happens when I get really scared. I don’t shake or turn white like most people. My kneecaps do calisthenics and try to push themselves straight through my skin.

Jake rolled his front tire onto one of the ugly Mary Jane shoes Mama made me wear. They were way too big, so she’d stuffed the toes with toilet paper and I didn’t feel that tire at all. When I didn’t react, Jake backed up and asked in his usual smart-ass voice, “Who’d have her for a sweetie anyway?”

“I guess she’s just out looking for one,” Eddie added. “She ought to try the dog pound.”

Jake seemed to think that was the funniest thing he’d ever heard. “Yeah,” he said. “She ought to try the dog pound.”

“Speaking of dogs,” Eddie said, “Ma likes to put ribbons on our basset hound.” He reached over and yanked the bow off my head. Some strands of hair came with it. “Sparkles’ll look a lot better with this than Rye here.”

That threw both twins into a laughing fit. Then Eddie noticed the hair in the ribbon and that my eyes had teared up. “What’s the matter, Rye?” he said in a singsong voice. “Did I hurt your tender little head?”

My head hardly hurt at all, but when I thought about what they might do next, I really started to cry. Big fat blubbering sobs came out of me.

I guess the twins figured they’d done enough because they got back on their bikes. As they rode away, Jake yelled, “Hey, Rye. It was fun chewin’ the fat with you. We’ll have to do it again soon.”

Jake and Eddie had teased me before, but always from across the street or when they passed me in the crowded halls at school. They’d never cornered me alone. As soon as they were out of sight, I wiped my face with the skirt of my dress and started walking again—fast. Then I broke into a sprint.

When I got to Fancy’s house, my heart was pounding like crazy. Fancy was waiting for me on the front porch steps in jeans and a T-shirt like any normal person. “Well, don’t you look adorable,” she said, smiling. “Your mother sure does love to torture you.”

Fancy knew about my train-wreck family. And I knew how she’d been tormented so bad in Alabama that Sullivan’s Falls seemed friendly. She patted the spot next to her on the step, smiled, and said, “Sit down. It’s nice out.” And then she added, “What’d you do, run all the way over here? You’re panting like a racehorse.”

I sat extra close to her, and while I was catching my breath, I told her about the Robertson twins. But I didn’t tell her how scared I was or that I’d bawled like a baby. I knew she never would have cried like that.

“They’re such jerks,” she said. “I guess they don’t have anything better to do.”

Just being with Fancy made me feel stronger, and I was beginning to breathe normal again. “Well, I was a perfect target in this getup. I probably would have made fun of me, too.”

Fancy laughed, grabbed my hand, and turned toward the front door. “Come on. I want you to meet my mother.”

The inside of the house was a big fat disappointment. It wasn’t one bit scary. The living room was decorated pretty in bright colors with lady wallpaper and brand-new furniture—Danish modern like in the magazines.

“This isn’t what I expected,” I said.

“What isn’t?” Fancy asked, as she plopped down on a lemon yellow sofa with smooth wooden arms that matched the coffee table. Then she pulled me down next to her.

“Well, it’s such an old house; I thought it would be dark and spooky inside, too.”

My eyes about fell out of my head as I watched Fancy plant the toes of her sneakers on the edge of the coffee table. My mother would have killed me if I tried that at home, even with our old, beat-up stuff. “I guess it used to be kind of spooky,” she said. “But before we moved here, the judge had it all done over, except for his room. My grandmother must have told him that Mama’s real good at keeping a house nice. So when Granny died and he asked us to come, I suppose he wanted to make sure Mama wouldn’t leave when she saw this place.”

“Is he here?” I asked, hoping she’d say no. I certainly wouldn’t know what to say to a judge.

“Yeah, he’s here,” she said, as if she was talking about her pet goldfish instead of the most important person in town. “But mostly he stays in his room. And if you want to see spooky, that’s the place to go, except I’m not allowed in there.” Then she smiled, sly. “Unless my mother’s occupied and he’s at work.”

Things were starting to get a little bit interesting. “Oh, and I’m sorry about your grandmother,” I said, just because I thought I should.

“What are you sorry about? You didn’t do anything.” Her matter-of-fact voice surprised me. “Besides, I never knew her. She lived here years ago, when she was young. But then she moved to Alabama for a while. That’s where my mother was born.” Fancy shook her head. “I don’t think Granny was a very good mother because she left my mama in Alabama with my great-grandma and she came back here to work for the judge. Then she up and died before I could meet her—just got out of bed one morning and keeled over. Stone dead before she hit the floor—heart attack.”

I couldn’t imagine how a mother could just leave her baby so far away like that. “That’s terrible,” I said. “I’m really sorry.”

“It’s okay. When my mama said that Granny had passed on, it was like she was talking about some old famous person. I didn’t feel anything. I tried to act sad, but I’m no good at pretending.”

I will have to give her some lessons is what I was thinking when I heard footsteps in the hall.

“I thought somebody was in here,” a sweet voice said. The words were drawn out and curvy, the same way Fancy talked. And Fancy was right. Her mother was beautiful. Like Leave It to Beaver’s mother, only with light brown skin and short black hair and eyes as blue as mine. She was wearing the same style dress as Mrs. Cleaver, though, and even had on high heels—light green leather with smashed-down bows.

“It’s just us, Mom,” Fancy said. She left her feet on the table and her mother did not say one single thing about it. Didn’t yell or anything. When she leaned down and gave Fancy a kiss on the cheek, a pang of jealousy bit my heart.

“And you must be Amelia,” Mrs. Nelson said, holding out her hand in my direction. “I’m happy to meet you.” Her fingernails were all done up medium pink to match her lipstick—plain, not the frosted kind that floozies wear.

I had never shaken hands with anybody before, so I just sat there like a dunce until my brain woke up and told me to stick mine out. Instead of saying something polite like “I’m happy to meet you, too,” I giggled and nodded my head. Sometimes I am just plain hopeless.

“Well, why don’t you girls go up to Fancy’s room and have fun,” Mrs. Nelson said, smiling at me. “I have some letters to write. I’ll bring you a snack when I’m finished.” The way Fancy’s mother treated me like a real person caught me off guard. Sometimes you do not know what you are missing until it hits you smack in the face.

Once in a while a thing surprises you so much that your heart does a somersault—like when I walked into Fancy’s bedroom. It looked as if Elizabeth Taylor had it decorated in movie-star style for her daughter—thick, rose-colored carpet and even a white canopy bed with one of those lacy tops. Then I saw it—a genuine Princess telephone right there on her nightstand. The only place I’d ever seen one of those was in ads in McCall’s magazines at the drugstore. Rich teenagers and modern mothers owned them, not ten-year-old girls.

“Does this thing work?” I asked, petting the smooth, pink plastic, then running my fingers over the round dial plate.

“Yeah, it works,” Fancy answered. “Try it if you want to.” She was rummaging through a pile of games on a table by the window.

I pulled my hand away from the phone. It was as if she’d just given me permission to drive Judge Watson’s car. “Who would I call?”

“I don’t know. Anybody you want to. Call Paris, France, if you feel like it. The judge won’t care.”

Grandpa Thomas played cards on Sunday, and I certainly wasn’t going to call Mama. She’d bawl me out for bothering her and tell me if this was the kind of shenanigans I was up to I should get myself on home and she’d find something better for me to do with my time. “That’s okay,” I said. “I was just wondering if it worked.” I looked over at Fancy. “Who do you call?”

“Nobody.” Now she was searching her closet shelf.

“Then how come you have a phone?”

She shrugged. “It was here when I came. Along with all this other stuff.”

Something else surprised me. She had a night-light in every single light socket. I pointed to one. “What are all those for?” I asked. “Don’t you like the dark?”

She didn’t answer right away, but then she said, “They were there when we moved in.” She moved a pile of books and reached behind them. “Oh, here it is!” she said.

“Here what is?”

“My Magic 8 Ball. I love to fool around with this thing.”

I’d never seen a Magic 8 Ball before, but it looked interesting. “What do you do with it?”

“You ask it questions. It’s like a little fortune-teller.”

“Yeah, right,” I said. “That black ball’s going to tell us our future?”

“Yup. Come on over by the window. We can see the answers better.”

When Fancy and I got settled on the carpet, she held up the ball and shook it. “I’ll go first so you can see how it works,” she said with importance in her voice. “Um—let’s see. Okay, here goes. Are we having chicken for supper?” She gave it another shake, then turned it over. “It says ‘Don’t count on it.’ It’s right! We’re having roast beef. Now it’s your turn.”

She handed it to me, and even though I knew it was just a toy, I was willing to give it a try. “Do I have to say my questions out loud?” I asked Fancy.

“Not if you don’t want to.”

“All right, then. I’ll do it.” In my head, I asked the question I asked myself every day. Is my father coming back for me? I shook the ball and waited for the answer. “Reply hazy, try again” appeared in the little window on the bottom.

“Do it!” Fancy said.

I took a deep breath, shook the ball, and in my mind repeated Is my father coming back for me? The ball answered “Better not to tell you now.”

“This is dumb,” I mumbled. I was starting to feel creepy about the whole thing. I knew that ball wasn’t magic, but I didn’t want it to tell me that my daddy didn’t care.

“Try a different question,” Fancy said. “It’s really fun once you get going.”

“Okay.” I sighed. “Just one more and then let’s do something else.” I thought for a moment. “Is my mother as mean as a skunk?” I said out loud. “Yes—Definitely.”

“See? I told you!” Fancy giggled. “You just had to get it warmed up.”

Okay, I thought. Maybe the ball did work. I went back to my daddy, but I chose a safer question. Does anybody know where my father is? “You may rely on it.” My heart started to pound as I shook the ball. I could hardly wait for the answer to my next question. Will I be able to ask that person about him? “It is certain.” I was so excited I could barely breathe. Does that person live in Sullivan’s Falls? “Concentrate and ask again.” But I didn’t have to ask the ball again, because right that very minute, a beat-up canary yellow Studebaker Champion bullet nose pulled into the driveway across the street.

I couldn’t believe it. I’d never seen a bullet nose in real life—only in Grandpa Thomas’s Car and Driver magazines. He was an expert on cars, and he’d passed everything he knew down to me. And that Studebaker even had the chrome luggage rack on the top—an accessory that cost extra—like the one that held my daddy’s suitcases when that tramp Margo LaRue drove him out of my life. Was that her? Had she come back? Suddenly, I felt dizzy. I pointed to the woman getting out of the car. “Do you know who that is?” I asked Fancy.

“She moved in there a few weeks ago,” Fancy said. “Her name’s Margo. Margo LaRue.”

My insides went wild and I couldn’t take a full breath. Finally, I calmed down enough to ask, “Does she own that house? It’s huge.”

“No, she rents a room on the top floor. She’s an Avon Lady and she works at Jackson’s Funeral Home, doing the books or something.”

I wondered if the owners of the house knew how evil she was. They must not have or they’d’ve never let her on their property.

As I watched Margo LaRue walk toward the front door, I asked Fancy the only question that mattered. “Does anybody live with her? I mean does she have a husband or anything?” I thought my heart would bust its way straight through my chest.

Fancy thought for a moment. “Nah. She’s all by herself. She looks kind of weird because of all the makeup she wears, but she’s okay. When she comes to sell my mother Avon stuff, she lets me try it on, and gives me samples of all kinds of goop. She’s nice.”

When Fancy said that father-stealing hussy was nice, my stomach knotted up again. “Nice isn’t the word I’d use,” I said, angry.

“What do you mean? How do you even know her?”

“I don’t really know her, but I know what she did, and so do you.”

“I do?” Fancy looked at me as if I should go live with my sister Charlotte in the mental hospital. “What are you talking about?”

“Remember the woman I told you about who ran away with my father?”

Fancy opened her eyes wide. “You’re kidding! She’s the one?”

“Yup,” I said, as disgusted as I felt.

Fancy stayed stone silent as I thought about what had just happened.

“I need to come up with a way to talk to her, find out where he is,” I said. I thought about it some more. “And no matter what, she can’t know who I am or she’ll clam up.”

By the time Mrs. Nelson came up to Fancy’s room, holding a tray with two glasses of milk and a plate of cookies, we had everything figured out. “I hope you like peanut butter, Amelia,” she said. “I made them this morning.”

“I love peanut butter cookies, Mrs. Nelson,” I said. “They’re my favorite.” That wasn’t exactly true. I like date-filled sugar cookies best, but I thought I should be polite.

“Mom?” Fancy said.

“What, sweetie?”

“When’s Miss LaRue going to deliver your Avon order?”

“I’m not sure. Why?”

“I was just wondering if Amelia can be here when she comes. She wants to buy her mother some perfume for her birthday.”

“Of course,” Fancy’s mom said. “That’s very thoughtful of you, Amelia. Which scent does she like?”

Mama never used perfume and I didn’t know anything about Avon stuff or what it smelled like, so I blurted out the first thing that came to my mind. “I’m not sure what it’s called, but the box it comes in has pink flowers on it.”

“Oh!” Mrs. Nelson said. “You must mean To A Wild Rose. That’s my favorite, too.”

Sometimes you just luck out with a thing. “That’s the one!” I said, all fake excited. Then I thought how I’d need some time with Margo LaRue, and if I already knew what I wanted—well, that wouldn’t be any good. “But I bet she’d like something different this time,” I said fast. “Do you think Miss LaRue would let me sample some of the perfumes? I mean even though I’m just a kid?”

Mrs. Nelson laughed. “Well, you’re a customer, and I know Margo won’t mind if you take your time. Besides, she loves kids. She told me that she’d always wanted some of her own but she was never lucky that way.”

Well, for goodness’ sake. It never even dawned on me that I might have had little brothers and sisters running around.

“Thanks, Mrs. Nelson,” I said. “Sounds like fun.” And when she gave me my milk, I made sure my hand touched hers—the way I thought a daughter would touch her mother’s hand.

“No problem, Amelia. Enjoy your snack. I’m going to go get dinner started.”

“Do you need any help?” I asked, hoping she’d say yes. I felt bad about lying to her and I wanted to make up for it.

“No, thanks,” she said, smiling. “But it’s sweet of you to offer. You two have a good time and I’ll call you when it’s ready.”

Mrs. Nelson’s cookies weren’t anywhere near as good as what I was used to. I have to give Mama that much. That woman sure could cook, and she put her whole heart into it. I think it was the one thing that made her feel as if she was worth something.

When I got home from Fancy’s, Mama was waiting for me in the kitchen with concerned eyes. I thought she was going to lay into me about not getting home in time to do the dishes, but she put her hand on my shoulder, soft like a whisper, and told me to sit down. The inside of my head went black. Something terrible must have happened. I’d never seen her like that before. The only thing I could think of was that my daddy was dead and I hadn’t even had a chance to meet him yet. When Mama took hold of my hand, I got really scared. “What, Mama?” I said. “What is it?”

She looked at me with a kindness I didn’t even know she was capable of showing. “It’s your grandfather,” she said in a soft voice. “He’s in the hospital. He’s had a heart attack.”

It was as if all my air had been sucked out and I couldn’t get any more in.

“They’re not sure if he’s going to pull through,” Mama added. “We’ll know more tomorrow.”

Mama said other things while she was putting me to bed, but I don’t remember what they were. All I could think was that, if Grandpa Thomas died, I would have to figure out some way to go with him.
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