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This book is dedicated to Mama Ruby. Yes, Mama Ruby—the real one. The character in this story is a composite of three females in my family, but at least a dozen other “she-devils” in my family claim that I based the character on them. The “real” Mama Ruby crossed over several years ago, but is still a major force in my life and writing career—and always will be.
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Dear Readers,

For years, a lot of you asked me when I was going to write another story with the characters from The Upper Room. I repeatedly told you all that I’d “get to it” someday. Well, I finally got to it and here it is!

First of all, I would like to make it clear that Mama Ruby is NOT the sequel to The Upper Room; it is the prequel (the sequel is in the works). This is the part of the story that takes place during the immediate years before Mama Ruby enters the upper room. In this book, I will reveal the answer to the big question: why was Mama Ruby so desperate for a daughter of her own that she kidnapped one from her best friend?

I write to entertain, enlighten, and even provoke you wonderful readers. Most of all, I write books because it’s what I like to do. And to the small group of readers whom I’ve offended over the years because one of my characters said or did something crazy (duh, that’s what characters do in Mary Monroe books!), my books are based on my own experiences and my characters are composites of people I know, but my books are fictional.

If you enjoy this story enough to send me some comments, good or bad, that’s enough for me. I’ve said it before, but I will say it again, your support and interest are sincerely appreciated. As long as you keep reading my books, I will keep writing.

Just wait until you see what I have up my sleeve next....

 


Peace and blessings, 
Mary Monroe 
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CHAPTER 1

Shreveport, Louisiana, 1934

 


NOBODY EVER HAD TO TELL RUBY JEAN UPSHAW THAT SHE was special, but she heard it from every member of her family, her father’s congregation, her classmates, and even the people in her neighborhood almost every day. She was the seventh daughter of a seventh daughter. To some black folks, that was a very high position on the food chain. It meant that she had mystical abilities usually associated with biblical icons. But as a child, Ruby didn’t care one way or the other about being “special” like that.

She balked when people insisted that she’d eventually have “healing hands” and the ability to “predict the future” like other seventh daughters of seventh daughters. Ruby didn’t care about healing anybody; that was God’s job, and those snake oil salesmen who rolled through town from time to time. And she certainly didn’t want to be telling anybody what the future held for them. Because if it was something bad, they didn’t need to know, and she didn’t want to know. The bottom line was—and she told a lot of people this when they brought it up—she didn’t want those responsibilities. The last thing she needed cluttering up her life was a bunch of superstitious people taking up her time and drawing unwanted attention to her. Just being the daughter of a preacher was enough of a burden.

And since Ruby was the youngest member of the Upshaw family, her parents watched her like a hawk and tried to monitor and control most of her activities.

“Why do I have to go to church every Sunday?” she asked her mother one Sunday morning when she was just eight. “I want to have some fun!”

“You go to church because you are supposed to, gal. How would it look to the rest of your papa’s congregation if his own daughter don’t come to church?” Ida Mae replied, giving Ruby a stern look. “Don’t you want to be saved?”

“Saved from what, Mama?” Ruby questioned, looking out the living room window at the kids across the street building a tent in their front yard.

“Saved from the world, worldly ways. This planet is full of all kinds of pitfalls out there waitin’ on a girl like you. Drinkin’. Men with more lust in their heads than brain matter. Violence. Loud music and sleazy outfits that would shock a harlot,” Ida Mae answered.

Ruby already knew all of that. From what she’d been able to determine, it was a lot more fun to be “worldly” than it was to be the way her parents wanted her to be.

“I want to have some fun like the rest of the kids!” she said with a pout, knowing that she faced a no-win situation. Her parents’ minds were as nimble as concrete. Once they laid down the rules for Ruby, there were no exceptions.

“You can still have fun and keep yourself virtuous,” her father insisted. “Me and Mother ain’t makin’ you do nothin’ we didn’t make your sisters do, and look how well they all turned out.”

Ruby pressed her lips together to keep from laughing. Before they got married, all six of her older sisters snuck out of the house at night, drank alcohol, slept with men, and wore clothes that would “shock a harlot.” That was the life that Ruby thought she wanted, and she had already started on the journey that would lead her to a life of fun and frivolity. And as far as violence, she wondered what her overbearing but naive parents would say if they knew that she was already carrying a switchblade in her sock.

Ruby made good grades in school and she had a lot of friends, but it was hard for her to maintain both. She didn’t like to study, and she didn’t like having to attend that run-down school four blocks from her house. Those activities took up too much of her time. She appreciated the fact that her classmates and playmates were at her beck and call, not because they liked her, but because they feared her. They all knew about that switchblade she carried in her sock, and they all knew that she was not afraid to use it. She was the most feared eight-year-old in the state.

Beulah, Ruby’s favorite older sister, had started Ruby down the wrong path that same year. Beulah was fifteen and so hot to trot that most of the time she didn’t even wear panties. Like her mother, as well as Ruby and the rest of the sisters, Beulah was dark, stout, and had the same plain features. She also had the same short knotty hair that she paid a lot of money to the local beauticians to keep pressed and curled. But her being stout and plain didn’t stop the men from paying a lot of attention to her.

Several nights a week, Beulah eased into Ruby’s bedroom after their parents had turned in for the night. “Baby sister, get up and come with me,” she instructed, beckoning Ruby with her finger. “Lickety-split, sugar.”

“Are we goin’ back to that bootlegger’s house that we went to the other night?” Ruby asked, leaping out of bed, already dressed except for her shoes.

“Yep! And I need for you to watch my back in case we run into a blabbermouth, or somebody that want to start trouble with us,” Beulah told her. “If I get in trouble, you can run get help for me.”

“Then I better bring my blade, huh?” young Ruby asked eagerly. Even though she had never had to use her weapon, having it made her feel powerful and bold. She hoped that she never had to use it. Having her peers think that she was “big and bad” was enough for her. Ruby was confused about life. And it was no wonder, with her parents telling her to do one thing, and her sisters influencing her to do another. But one thing she was not confused about was the fact that she didn’t want to hurt anybody, physically, or in any other way. However, she had promised herself that no matter what life dealt her, she would do whatever it took for her to survive, and be happy.

Ruby had as much fun as Beulah did that night. There had been an abundance of beer and loud music for them to enjoy at a nearby bootlegger’s house.

By the time Ruby was twelve, she knew more about sex than her mother. Beulah was engaged to a truck driver, but she was also involved with a married man. When she wanted to spend time with him, she usually dragged Ruby along to act as a lookout while she rolled around with the married man in the bed that he shared with his wife. When the man’s wife and three young children were in the home, Beulah and her lover spread a blanket on the backseat of his old car, and did their business there. Ruby sat in the front seat. Her job was to make sure no one walked up on the lovers. But every few minutes, Ruby glanced in the rearview mirror. She was amused and fascinated by what was taking place in the backseat. Beulah and her lover rewarded Ruby with peanut brittle and comic books, which she read in the car with a flashlight.

When Ruby visited her other sisters, who were all married by this time, she liked to peep through their bedroom door keyholes and watch as they made love with their husbands. What she couldn’t figure out was what all of the hollering, screaming, and moaning and groaning was about. If she hadn’t seen what was going on, she would have thought that somebody was stepping on somebody’s toe for them to be making so much noise. That was what piqued her interest the most. Even before she had sex, she knew it had to be good. Married people risked losing everything because of sex. Girls risked getting pregnant, catching some nasty disease, and God knew what else, but that didn’t stop them from having sex. Something that powerful had to feel damn good.

Ruby couldn’t wait to find out. Right after she had watched Beulah and her married lover buck and rear like two horses at a rodeo three nights in a row, she decided that it was time for her to find out for herself what all the fuss was about. She knew enough about boys and men to know that none of them would say no to a piece of tail—her tail especially. Even though she was no raving beauty, she had the kind of body that black southern men worshipped. She was thick from top to bottom—especially her top and her bottom. Her butt was so plump and high and tight that you could bounce a quarter off it. One of the Donaldson boys had proved that during a break from Sunday school studies one Easter morning. But the most impressive part of Ruby’s body was her bosom. She had large melonlike breasts that were so firm and perky, she didn’t even need the support of a brassiere. She balked when her mother made her wear one anyway.

“Why do I have to wear a brassiere if I don’t need one?” she asked her mother the day she steamrolled into Ruby’s bedroom with a bag full of those damn things.

“Well, if you don’t wear a brassiere because you don’t need one, you will sure enough need one eventually. The bigger the titties, the farther they fall, sooner or later.” Ruby’s mother glanced at her own bosom, which now resembled two deflated footballs. “Don’t be stupid like I was.” Ruby’s mother sniffed. “Had I known what I know now when I was your age, I would have worn two strong brassieres at the same time. Maybe I wouldn’t be walkin’ around with such a slope of a valley now ...”

Ruby’s face burned. The condition of her mother’s bosom was one thing that she did not care to hear about. “Yessum.”

“You started your monthly last week. You’re a woman now, Ruby Jean,” her mother said, obviously embarrassed and even a little uneasy.

When her mother sat her down for that “birds and bees” talk last week, she didn’t tell Ruby anything that she didn’t already know. She had learned everything she needed to know, and some things that she didn’t need to know, from her sisters and from other worldly kids.

“Dang, Mama. Why you buy up this many brassieres? I only got two titties!” Ruby complained with amusement. She fished one of the plain new white bras out of the bag. She couldn’t understand why her mother had purchased so many this time. The bag contained at least ten bras. “I guess this means I can court with boys now?” Ruby asked hopefully.

“Naw it don’t! You still a child. You’ll have plenty of time for courtin’ boys in a few years.”

A few years? Like hell, Ruby thought.

She was not about to wait a few more years to have some real fun. All she had to do was find the right boy.




CHAPTER 2

RUBY HAD NEVER BEEN OUTSIDE THE STATE OF LOUISIANA. Her two oldest sisters, Flodell and Bessie, who had married twin brothers, lived in Texas. The rest of her married sisters lived in various parts of Louisiana.

Shreveport was a fairly large city, but segregation and racial violence were rampant. It seemed like every other week Ruby heard her parents whispering about somebody getting lynched. And it was usually for the stupidest reasons. One seventeen-year-old black boy had been beaten beyond recognition and then lynched for brushing up against a white woman’s butt when he tried to pass her on the sidewalk. That had all happened right in his grandfather’s front yard in front of thirty to forty black people attending a block party. And none of those thirty to forty people had been able to do a thing to help that boy. What the lynch mob didn’t know was that the boy was severely retarded and cross-eyed. He was so clumsy and uncoordinated that he couldn’t even ride a bicycle. He used to fall on his face just walking down the street. He brushed against people all of the time, the same way he had brushed against that white woman.

That happened a week after Ruby’s mother had given her that bag of brassieres.

“I don’t care what nobody say, I ain’t goin’ to put up with that mess from white folks, or nobody else,” Ruby said later that day during dinner.

“Hush up,” her father snapped. “You need to learn now that you can’t beat them white folks. As long as you stay in your place, you’ll be all right. Look what them white folks done to that retarded boy—and ain’t nobody been arrested for it!”

“White folks don’t scare me,” Ruby announced. “Nothin’ scares me.”

That same night, Ruby snuck out of the house and went with Beulah to visit another married man that she was involved with. “He’s right handsome, and he wants me because I’m a virgin,” Beulah bragged.

Ruby gasped. She was dumbfounded, and she didn’t hesitate to let her sister know. “What? No you ain’t! I ain’t tryin’ to hurt your feelin’s, but you must be one of the biggest whores in town, girl.” Ruby guffawed and gave her sister a hard look of disbelief.

“He don’t know that!” Beulah shot back. “And if you ever tell on me, I am goin’ to whup you.”

“But you told me yourself that a girl bleeds only the first time she’s with a man.”

A pensive look formed on Beulah’s face. A few seconds later, she gave Ruby a serious look. “Listen, a girl can bleed as many times as she wants to, if she knows her business. Them whore women I babysit for sometime, they tell me stuff.”

“They told you how to bleed even after you ain’t a virgin no more?”

“Men are so stupid! Like that nitwit I’m fixin’ to marry next month. He thinks I’m a virgin, and he told me that he wouldn’t marry me if I wasn’t. Hmmph. I bet there ain’t a man alive over twelve that’s still a virgin. Them dogs! They got some nerve expectin’ so much from us. But do you know what? If virgin pussy is what they want, that’s what some of us will give ’em.”

“What is this trick them whore ladies told you about?” Ruby was curious and she had every reason to be. She had already decided that when it involved sex, she wanted to know as many tricks in the book as possible.

“You know them big capsules that Mama gives us when we have cramps? Them red and green things that look like they could choke a mule?”

Ruby nodded. “Yeah. I had to take one last month.” Ruby grimaced. “I’m glad to hear that them nasty tastin’ things is good for somethin’ else.”

“You open up the capsule and dump out whatever that stuff is they put in it. You drop some chicken blood into one side of the capsule, and then you press the capsule back together. You have to make sure it’s screwed back together right, so the blood won’t leak out before it’s supposed to. Just before the man, uh, sticks his pecker in you, you slide the capsule up into your coochie. As soon as he hits it, it busts open, and the blood trickles out. But before you do all of that, you have to douche with some vinegar or alum to tighten yourself up the way a virgin is supposed to be,” Beulah explained. “I read in a magazine that the women in Europe have been doin’ this for years, and gettin’ away with it.”

“That’s nasty!” Ruby hollered. “I hope I never have to fool no man into thinkin’ I’m a virgin.”

“Let me tell you somethin’, girl. When you get involved with men, you will have to do all kinds of shit to keep them in line. Just like a dog. Men have to be fed, petted, and trained right. It’s our burden to keep ’em happy if we want to keep ’em. As long as we do what they tell us to do—or let them think we doin’ it, I should say—they won’t be much trouble.”

“I already know that. But that don’t mean nothin’ to me. When I do get a man, I am goin’ to do what I want to do, not what he tells me to do,” Ruby vowed.

Beulah gave Ruby an exasperated look, but she really wanted to slap some sense into her head. She couldn’t believe that she was related to a girl as naive as Ruby. “Girl, you got so much to learn about men. Don’t you know that the man is the head of the house?”

Ruby nodded and gave her sister a mysterious look. “That’s what you think, but I know better. When I get involved with a boy, I am goin’ to be the one callin’ the shots. When I get married, my husband can be the head of the house all he wants. But I am goin’ to be the neck, and the neck is what controls every move the head makes... .”

Beulah was flabbergasted. She was stunned to hear something so profound coming out of her baby sister’s mouth.

“My word, Ruby Jean,” Beulah said, speaking in such a sharp tone of voice that it almost sounded like she was whistling under her breath. “You smarter than you look, girl. We ain’t got to worry much about you. It sounds like you already got everything under control.”

Ruby was enjoying Beulah’s reaction to her neck comment. That was why she didn’t confess that she had overheard their mother saying almost the same thing to one of her female friends.

True to her word, Ruby controlled every boy she got involved with. When she played stickball, or any other yard game on her block, she and her male playmates played by rules that she made up as she went along.

“Ruby Jean, how come you don’t play with girls that much? You gettin’ too old to be shootin’ marbles and runnin’ up and down the street like a savage with them boys,” her mother mentioned one Saturday afternoon. Earlier that day, Ruby had shot marbles for several hours with a couple of boys from across the street.

“I don’t like girls that much,” Ruby admitted. “They ain’t no fun. And they way too much trouble.”

Beulah had married and moved out, so Ruby had a lot of free time on her hands now.

“Well, you better rethink yourself, honey-child. There is plenty of little girls around here for you to socialize with. It don’t look good for my daughter to be spendin’ so much time with boys. People will start talkin’,” Reverend Upshaw told her.

Girls bored and annoyed Ruby. All of the ones she knew only wanted to talk about school and church, making their own clothes, and baking pies. The only girl in the neighborhood who was even remotely interesting to Ruby was Othella Mae Cartier. But she was way off limits. Her mother, Simone, was a part-time prostitute with a seventh-grade education. Other than fucking and sucking, she had very few skills. Everybody who knew her knew that she had sold her body to hundreds of men in several New Orleans brothels. In addition to prostitution, she supported herself and her children by doing a variety of dull jobs for wealthy white women—housekeeping, ironing, and anything else that the women she worked for didn’t want to do.

Ruby’s parents repeatedly ordered her to stay away from all of the fast girls. She received a sound whupping one day for walking down the street in front of half a dozen witnesses with a pregnant thirteen-year-old. This girl drank alcohol in public and bragged about the dozen or more boys that she’d already slept with. Since Ruby was not allowed to associate with girls like Simone’s daughter Othella—who was just as fast as that pregnant thirteen-year-old—she eventually tried to form relationships with other girls. Unfortunately, none of those relationships panned out. Those girls were dull and stupid. They didn’t even know half of what Ruby knew!

So by the end of that year, behind her parents’ backs, Ruby started paying more attention to Othella.

“I ain’t allowed to be seen with you in public, but if you want to, we can hang out together on the sly,” Ruby told Othella on the day that Othella invited her to her fourteenth birthday party.

It didn’t seem fair to Ruby that Othella had more dolls and other toys than she had. And it didn’t seem fair to Ruby that Othella was so pretty. She decided that she could overlook Othella’s good looks, because she knew that it took more than good looks to get a boy’s attention these days. In spite of her feelings of jealously toward Othella, Ruby liked her and wanted to be her friend anyway.

“That’s fine with me, Ruby Jean. I am used to hangin’ out with certain kids on the sly. But the real reason I wanted you to come to my party tomorrow night is because my brother Ike likes you,” Othella replied.

That juicy piece of information caught Ruby completely off guard. Her eyes got big and her heart skipped a few beats. “Huh? Me?”

Othella nodded. “Yeah. My brother likes you... .”

“DAMN!” Of all the boys that Ruby knew, not a single one was as cute as Isaiah “Ike” Cartier. “He’s just about the best lookin’ boy in town!” Ruby didn’t realize she was licking her lips like a hungry dog until Othella snickered. Embarrassed, Ruby blinked and pressed her lips together for a few moments. “Uh ... he’s got all of them cute freckles on his face. And you say he likes me?”

“I know he’s cute, he knows he’s cute, and so do all of the other girls around here. But he’s particular when it comes to girls. He’s always goin’ on and on about your titties.”

Ruby laughed and stuck out her chest.

“What’s so funny?” Othella wanted to know.

“Every female has titties,” Ruby chuckled.

“Yeah, that’s true. But unless she’s a big cow, every female ain’t got no big healthy rack like you got. One of these days, I am goin’ to scrape up enough money and buy me a pair of them fake foam titties that I see all the time in them magazine ads.”

There was a smug look on Ruby’s face, and that was why what she said next caught Othella by surprise. “Well, if I could give you half of mine, I would.”

“And you would end up regrettin’ that. Men like big titties. One day you’ll be glad for what God gave you.”

“I wish I looked more like you,” Ruby admitted, gazing at Othella like she was looking at a fancy new bicycle. “You are the kind of girl that colored men really go for. Teeny-weeny body, light skin.” Ruby paused and looked Othella up and down. “And all of that long pretty black hair. You look just like one of them white film stars with a tan.”

“And lookin’ the way I do usually causes me a lot of problems. I swear to God, boys and men sniff after me like dogs in heat,” Othella complained, and then she gave Ruby a misty-eyed look and a tight smile. To Ruby, this was an indication that Othella enjoyed all of the male attention she attracted, but she kept that thought to herself. She knew how stuck on themselves pretty girls generally were. “Even my mama’s men friends and all of my brothers’ friends try to mess with me. If that ain’t bad enough, they try to pester all of my girlfriends, too. And a bunch of ’em been askin’ me about you, too.”

Othella could be as vain and as stuck on herself as she wanted to be as far as Ruby was concerned. It didn’t matter. The fact that she was trying to help Ruby jump-start her love life made a huge impression on Ruby. That made up for the few things about Othella that Ruby didn’t like.

“Oh? Is that so? Them other boys and your brother Ike? They been askin’ about me?”

“Uh-huh. Especially my brother Ike. I ain’t never seen him grin the way he does when your name comes up. Ruby, you need to hurry up and get loose.”

“Sure enough!” Ruby agreed, unable to stop grinning. She was ready to “get loose” and she knew that once she did, she’d be loose for a long time to come. “What time did you say your party was startin’ tomorrow night?”




CHAPTER 3

RUBY WAS AWESTRUCK THE FIRST TIME SHE ENTERED THE house that Othella lived in with her mother and six siblings. She had seen the outside on several occasions, but she’d never been inside until now. It was like walking into a carnival fun house. The furniture in the congested living room was loud and mismatched. There was a shabby plaid couch backed against the wall with one brick on top of another in the place of a missing leg. A lumpy yellow and black settee faced it. The settee had no legs at all. A bloodred upright piano sat against the wall by the door.

“Y’all got a piano, too?” Ruby squealed. “Other than my uppity cousin Hattie in Baton Rouge, ain’t nobody in my family got a piano in the house.”

“What about the church where your daddy preaches at? I hear piano music comin’ out of there every time I walk by,” Othella pointed out.

“Yeah, there’s a piano in there, but it belongs to the church, so it ain’t the same as havin’ one in our livin’ room.” Ruby looked around, amazed by all of the pictures on the walls of dead presidents, and a couple of scowling philosophers that she didn’t recognize.

“Some white lady that Mama did some ironin’ for gave this piano to her for payment last December. It was her Christmas present, too. My uncle Ernest hauled it here in his truck,” Othella revealed.

“Hey, Simone,” Ruby greeted, offering one of her biggest smiles.

Simone lay sprawled on the couch with a catalogue on her lap that was open to a page with an ad for girdles at the top and one for chewing tobacco at the bottom. She was just waking up from a drunken stupor.

“Hey, Ruby Jean. A storm must have blowed you over here. Your daddy don’t want his kids hangin’ out with mine,” Simone said with a sneer.

“Oh, I don’t worry about my daddy, bless his soul. What he don’t know won’t hurt him,” Ruby replied with a dismissive wave and a chuckle.

Othella’s handsome brother Ike was seated on the other end of the couch with his mother. He winked at Ruby, and that made her heart skip a few beats. She felt the blood rise in her face, heating it like a steamed towel. She had to force herself not to giggle.

“Hi, Ike,” Ruby muttered. “Uh, I like y’all’s house.”

“Yeah,” Ike said. “A uptown girl like you must be used to nice things like we got.”

“Uh-huh. I’m goin’ to have to come over here more often.” Now Ruby’s whole body felt hot, especially her crotch. She couldn’t take her eyes off Ike. Ike was so cute, with his soft, wavy black hair and big brown eyes. His skin tone was what they called high yellow, and he had slightly darker freckles in the center of his face that resembled the footprint of a small cat’s paw. He looked like the doll that Ruby’s aunt Lucy had given to her a few Christmases ago. Hadn’t she heard something about him having a pecker the size of a cucumber? Girls lied and exaggerated, but Ruby had already made up her mind to find out if what she’d heard about Ike was true. Whether it was true or not, she wanted him. And, according to Othella, he wanted her.

“You do that, Ruby Jean,” Ike said with a sniff.

“Sure enough. We like company,” Simone added with a nod. “We are a real sociable family, if ever there was one.”

“I’m glad to hear that, because I really like your house, Simone,” Ruby said, putting more emphasis on her words than was necessary. “I ain’t never seen no red walls and red curtains, except at that circus that my mama took me to last year.” She gasped with glee when she noticed a guitar and a harmonica on the scarred coffee table.

Bright green linoleum covered the floors in half of the six rooms in the house. Wood covered the other three. There was a deep well in Simone’s backyard, right next to a chicken coop that she regarded as one of her most prized possessions. The family ate chicken in some form almost every day of the week. Simone and her children shared the well with several neighbors. There was no indoor plumbing, so the whole family bathed in foot tubs or took bird baths in the kitchen sink. And since there was no indoor plumbing, they used portable toilets, better known as “slop jars,” when they didn’t want to go outside to use the outhouse.

Simone always managed to keep a dependable jalopy in her driveway. As soon as one became inoperable, she acquired another one with a little help from her men friends.

Almost every house in this section of Shreveport, which was an unincorporated district called Thelma City, had a backyard garden that contained everything from collard greens to tomatoes.

As hard as it was to believe, Othella’s shabby gray house was on the same street as Ruby’s, just three blocks away. But compared to Othella’s “neck of the woods,” Ruby’s house and the other nice houses on her block looked like they were from another planet. Her family home was a large one-story, red-shingled house with a well-kept front lawn, indoor plumbing, four neatly appointed bedrooms, a large dining room, and a living room with impressive imitation leather couches.

Ruby’s father always drove a shiny Packard, or a car equally impressive. He bought a new used vehicle every two or three years, not because he was a show-off, but because he had an image to maintain. He was the pastor of the Church of God in Christ, where the members of his large congregation spoke in tongues when the spirit moved them. And if the spirit moved them hard enough, they also twisted, shouted, fainted, and rolled around on the floor. And when it came time to offer a donation, most gave more than they could afford, but they didn’t mind. They wanted to make sure that they had a nice-looking church to worship in. And that they lined the preacher’s pockets so he wouldn’t be tempted to move on to another church like some preachers did. Reverend Upshaw was not hard up for financial aid, but he never refused any. He also worked for a cleanup crew at a turpentine mill on the outskirts of Shreveport. He was the only black employee at the factory. The foreman who had hired him had done so because he had heard that the preacher was an honest, hardworking man who “knew his place” and didn’t give white folks any trouble. Reverend Upshaw was a big shot in the black community, but to his employer and coworkers, he was as meek and docile as a saint. He did everything he was told to do, with no resistance whatsoever. One of his responsibilities included a task that no white man in his right mind wanted to do: he maintained the four putrid outhouses behind the mill.

Ruby’s mother baked pies for an upscale restaurant that catered to rich white folks. To enforce that, there was a huge sign in the front window that said: WHITES ONLY. Not that any black folks Ruby knew wanted to patronize a segregated establishment anyway. Ruby’s parents provided as lavish a lifestyle as black parents could at the time, so she didn’t want anything from white folks.

Now that she had Othella as a friend, her life was almost complete. The only thing missing was a cute boyfriend with a nice big pecker between his legs.

“You like ice cream, Ruby?” Ike asked, rising from the couch, hitching up his loose overalls with both hands. He was as glad as Ruby was that she had finally come to the house.

“Uh-huh. You got some?” Ruby tried not to look too eager. But if Ike had placed a stick of butter in her mouth, it would have melted like ice on a bonfire.

“I’ll walk you over to Spoons’ when you get ready to leave and we’ll share a scoop. Vanilla,” Ike told her with a gleam in his eye. He was still fiddling with his pants, and Ruby couldn’t decide if he patted his crotch for his benefit or hers. She pretended not to notice that bold gesture. She promptly returned her attention to Othella.

After Othella showed Ruby her doll collection in the bedroom that she shared with her younger sisters, Ruby was ready to leave. One reason was because Othella was very touchy about her dolls and she recalled how Ruby used to chase her with sticks, trying to take them from her before they became friends. Now, each time Ruby picked one up, Othella snatched it out of her hand and returned it to its place. There were at least ten dolls, all with rosy cheeks, blue eyes and blond hair, in various sizes. They were all over the bed, on top of the oak dresser, and even in cardboard boxes on the floor. The three largest ones occupied the top of a chifforobe facing the bed.

“How come you so particular about my dolls? Ain’t you got none?” Othella asked.

Ruby, with her eyes on the largest doll in the room, turned to Othella and gave her a pensive look. “My mama stopped buyin’ me dolls when I turned twelve. She said I was too old.”

“Well, don’t you still have the ones she did buy you when you was a kid?”

“Huh? Oh, my sisters’ crazy kids done either took all the ones I had, or broke off their arms and legs. I just love baby dolls, girl dolls especially. I’m goin’ to have all girl babies when I get married. Seven. Just like my mama and her mama.”

“Well, when you have you some girl babies, you can do whatever you want with them. But I don’t like nobody messin’ with my dolls. You can come here all you want, but don’t tetch my dolls. I want them to all still be in good shape when I leave home to get married so my little sisters can have them to play with.”

Ruby was surprised and disappointed to find out that Othella was so territorial about her things. Now she was having second thoughts about cultivating a relationship with her. But she cancelled that thought as soon as Othella’s cute brother Ike ducked into the room and offered Ruby some peanut brittle that he had just made.

Twenty minutes later, Ruby told Ike she was ready to leave and wanted to know if he was still going to treat her to some vanilla ice cream.




CHAPTER 4

ONE OF THE MANY REASONS THAT RUBY’S PARENTS DIDN’T want her to socialize with Simone’s kids was because Simone didn’t properly supervise them. Ike was only thirteen, but he stayed out all night if he wanted to. So did fourteen-year-old Othella and her twin brother O’Henry. Twelve-year-old Roger often disappeared for days at a time and usually came home drunk. The other kids were younger, and they came and went as they pleased as well.

Othella’s two youngest sisters, Yula and Noreen, were only seven and eight. Her other sister, Irene, was eleven. Even though Irene was shy and somewhat slow, she was having sex on a regular basis with a fifteen-year-old boy who had already impregnated one girl. Othella had been sexually active since she was twelve. She and her siblings had access to alcohol and sometimes they got tipsy right in front of Simone. She was usually too intoxicated or too busy doing her own thing to know, or care, what her kids were up to. They had the run of the house, seven days a week, twenty-four hours a day.

When school was in session, the Cartier children attended at their leisure. A thorough education was a dream, therefore not a priority. A lot of black or biracial kids like Simone’s, some as young as nine, had already dropped out of school to work in the fields. Sadly, the few who had managed to graduate from high school and attend college found out the hard way that an education didn’t really mean much when you were a person of color. They generally took whatever jobs they could get.

One of Ruby’s sisters had married an ambitious man who had completed four years of college. He had interviewed for several jobs, and ended up stamping prices on merchandise in a feed store. No one else had offered him any other position. And then there was her father’s baby brother, Lewis. He’d completed a two-year course at a culinary school and served in the army. The only job that he’d been offered was a janitor’s position at the corner supermarket. To supplement the income that he needed to support himself and a wife and nine children, he baked pies for the same restaurant that Ruby’s mother baked pies for. Lewis had been sleeping with Simone for the past ten years, listening to her make fun of him for working for a “pie wagon,” which was how she referred to that uppity “whites only” restaurant.

When Othella shared that piece of information with Ruby—the fact that her uncle was paying Simone to sleep with him—Ruby cringed. “If my daddy ever finds out about that, there is no tellin’ what he’ll do.”

As off limits as Othella and her siblings were, Ruby didn’t care. As a matter of fact, she enjoyed the excitement and the risks involved in doing something that her parents didn’t want her to do. She was having fun, and to Ruby, that was what life was really all about. Especially now that she’d ducked into the bushes with Ike.

The tryst had happened that Saturday afternoon in July on the way to the Spoon family’s ice cream parlor, the day before Othella’s birthday party. It was over too quick for Ruby. Ike leaped up off her so fast, she thought that maybe a bug or a lizard had bitten him on his butt or something worse.

“What’s wrong?” she wanted to know, massaging the insides of her thighs. “Is it over?”

“It is for me,” Ike quipped, still huffing and puffing.

Ruby was already puzzled, but she grew even more puzzled when he handed her a large leaf that he’d plucked from a bush. “What’s this for?”

“Wipe that blood off your thighs, and get your butt home before somebody catches us.”

“But ain’t we goin’ to finish doin’ it?”

Ike snickered. “Girl, we done finished doin’ it.”

“But it was feelin’ so good. I thought,” Ruby stopped talking when she saw the mean look on Ike’s face.

“Look, Ruby Jean. I like you and all, and I just enjoyed myself. If you want us to stay friends, you won’t badger me like you doin’ now. We straight on that?”

Ruby nodded. “This mean you my man?”

“I guess,” he said, shrugging and zipping up his pants. “As long as you don’t tell nobody.”

Ruby remained on the ground, lying on her side with her thighs pressed tightly together. She dropped the leaf, watched it flutter to the ground, and then she asked, “I can’t tell Othella?”

“Especially not Othella! Her mouth is like a dipper, always open!” Ike hollered, waving his hands in the air.

“Well, what about the next time?” Ruby hadn’t noticed it before, but now there was a stinging sensation in her vagina. To her horror, there was so much blood and semen between her thighs, they stuck together when she attempted to rise. Not to look like a damn fool, she rolled over on her back and sat bolt upright. She looked like a damn fool anyway, struggling to get up on her feet.

Ike placed his hands on his hips as he stared at her. He was amused and impatient.

“The next time what?” he asked, finally grabbing her arm to help her up. As soon as he released her, he hawked some spit into the palms of his hands and slicked back his curly black hair. “I ain’t got no idea what you talkin’ about, girl.” He brushed off his overalls and shirt. Despite his dingy cheap clothes, he was sure enough dapper and sexy, Ruby thought. “Why you lookin’ me up and down like that?”

Ruby shrugged. “I never thought a girl like me would get a boy like you,” she said shyly, her face burning.

“Well, you did. Now I’m goin’ to go play ball with the Porter brothers. They are scared to be around you too much on account of your mean daddy. Even I’m scared to death of that man! So don’t follow me, you hear?”

Ruby was so taken aback, she almost tumbled back to the ground. She took a deep breath and composed herself. For one thing, she couldn’t understand why Ike didn’t share his fear of her mean daddy before and while he was making love to her. “What about that ice cream?”

“Ice cream? What ice cream? I ain’t got no money for no ice cream. What did you do with that leaf I just gave you?” Ike said, looking around. He didn’t wait for Ruby to answer his question. He saw the same leaf on the ground, so he picked it up and handed it back to her. “Wipe yourself off and get on home. I’ll see you at the party tomorrow tonight.”

Ruby snatched the leaf and began to swipe herself between her thighs. She was greatly disappointed, stunned that her first sexual encounter with a boy had not been more romantic. Ike must have sensed her feelings and thoughts, because he hauled off and kissed her on the lips, harder and longer than he’d ever kissed a girl.

“Next time you won’t have to use no leaf to wipe yourself off with. I’ll bring a rag or some newspaper, hear?” he said. “By the way, if you do make it to the party tomorrow night, maybe we can do it again then.” That made Ruby smile. She didn’t care what she had to do, she’d be at Othella’s birthday party.

“Bye!” Ike yelled before he took off running.

Ruby stood in the same place like a telephone pole for several minutes after Ike had departed, smiling and looking at the spot on the ground where she had lost her virginity.

The next night around nine, after her parents had gone to bed, Ruby jumped out of her bedroom window and trotted all the way to Simone’s house. She wore her tightest, most revealing blouse and a pair of denim pants designed especially for big boned girls, loose in the legs and elastic in the waist. She had applied some lipstick, rouge, and nut brown face powder that she had secretly purchased the last time she went shopping. She kept her makeup and “party” clothes hidden in a box under her bed.

She had not mentioned Othella’s party to her parents because as far as they knew, she had nothing to do with Othella. And Ruby wanted them to keep thinking that way, not just so she could maintain a relationship with Othella, but now because of Ike.

As soon as she arrived at the party, which was already in full swing, she spotted at least two-dozen kids from the neighborhood. They all looked surprised to see her, because they knew how strict her parents were. But none of them had any plans to tattle on Ruby. They all knew about that switchblade she carried in her bobby sock. Even though she had never used it, nobody wanted to find out if she would.

Every single one of Othella’s guests greeted Ruby with a warm smile. Five minutes after she had walked in the door, Ike pulled her into the room he shared with his two brothers so he could play with her titties. But after that, he practically ignored her.

It was the first time that a lover disappointed her. But something told her to get used to it, because it would not be the last time.




CHAPTER 5

IKE PRACTICALLY IGNORED RUBY. HE WAS TOO BUSY DANCING up a storm with that high yellow wench, Willene Starkey.

Ruby was glad that she got sick with a slight toothache and had to leave Othella’s party early. She didn’t even say good-bye to Ike.

“You want me to go with you so I can help you climb back into your bedroom window?” Othella asked as she walked Ruby to the door, glad that she had agreed to come so everybody could see that she could attract some “decent” friends, too.

“That’s all right,” Ruby told her, rolling her eyes at Ike. “If I am goin’ to be jumpin’ in and out of my bedroom window to come see you now, I need to get used to it.” Even though Ruby was disappointed in Ike, she managed to smile and tell Othella, “I really had a lot of fun.”

“Well, I hope you don’t get no toothache the next time. You’ll have even more fun, Ruby Jean.”

Ruby didn’t spend much time thinking about how Ike ignored her. There were plenty of other boys in the neighborhood who were glad to accommodate her. A few weeks after she’d given her virginity to Ike, she had sex with three more boys. Neither one was as cute as Ike, but they had all made her feel just as good as Ike. One boy had made her feel even better.

School started a few days later. Ruby was horrified when she discovered that one of her teachers was the kind of sad-sack old maid who had nothing better to do than give students tons of homework on the first day of school. She rushed home that day, rushed through dinner, and then she rushed to her room to do her homework and Othella’s. She was determined to make this friendship work and doing Othella’s homework was a small price to pay. Besides, she still wanted an excuse to visit Othella’s house in case Ike came to his senses.

Ruby and Othella discussed a lot of things when they were together, but the one subject they talked about the most was sex.

“I can go all night with Steve Wes. He’s so cuddly and gentle, and he smells good all the time, like soap. I wouldn’t mind marryin’ him and havin’ his babies,” Othella swooned.

She and Ruby occupied the steps to the back porch at Othella’s house that September night, a few days after school had started. It was a warm night with the crickets, owls, and other night creatures out in full force. Leaves of various sizes and colors covered the ground like a quilt. Despite the mosquitoes, which were so aggressive they ignored the fly swatters that Ruby and Othella waved at them, it was a pleasant evening.

“Babies? You want to marry Wes and have his babies? Why?” Ruby asked, stunned, surprised, and disappointed. She didn’t even like to think about having to share Othella with a husband and a baby, just when she was getting to really know her and enjoy her company.

“I am goin’ to have somebody in my life that I know will love me,” Othella said with the sad look of an unwanted puppy on her face. She toyed with a loose thread on the top buttonhole of her flimsy white jumper.

“You got all of them sisters and brothers and your mama, not to mention all of them kinfolks still out in the bayou. They love you,” Ruby pointed out, stunned that Othella would make such a ridiculous statement.

“Ruby Jean, you wouldn’t understand. You don’t know what it’s like to live my life.”

Ruby was puzzled and it showed on her face. “Othella, please talk with some sense.”

“I am talkin’ with some sense. My mama ain’t the best mama in the world, and everybody knows that. You have to sneak around to be friends with me, and you ain’t the only girl that has to do that. Paulette Jarvis said her mama told her if she ever caught her at my house, she was goin’ to whup her within a inch of her life. My mama is a whore, and that’s what people keep tellin’ me I am goin’ to be. She’s been a whore most of her life, and I suspect she always will be.”

Ruby gave Othella a thoughtful look. “Well, you don’t have to be no whore if you don’t want to be one.”

“That’s just it, I don’t. That’s why I want to find me a husband to take care of me. My mama is a pretty woman, and men have always paid a lot of attention to her. But she ain’t never been married. Nobody cared enough about my mama to marry her and make her more dignified so people could respect her.”

“Well, that ain’t the worst thing in the world. Your mama still got a lot of men friends. Ain’t she locked up in her bedroom with that man who shines shoes in front of the post office.”

“Yeah. She’s fuckin’ him. She’s fuckin’ him like she does all the dozens of men that trample in and out of our house every week. She don’t care who knows it. And the last thing we need in our house is another baby, because I’ll be the one takin’ care of it most of the time, not my mama.”

“I know I sure don’t want no baby right now. I’m havin’ too much fun,” Ruby said with a sigh and a shudder.

“Uh, I wanted to talk to you about that,” Othella said, giving Ruby a serious look. “You gettin’ pregnant.”

“Huh? What do you mean by that?” Ruby asked dumbly. “I ain’t pregnant, that I know of.”

“That’s just it. If you ain’t, that you know of, you need to make sure you don’t get pregnant. I hadn’t said nothin’ before on account of I figured with all them big sisters you got, they done already told you what to do to not get pregnant.” Othella didn’t like the loud gasp Ruby let out. “Oh, Lord. I guess they didn’t.”

“Well, if you know, you better tell me what I need to do to keep from gettin’ pregnant,” Ruby said gruffly.

A coal oil lamp sat on the porch floor between them and there were dozens of fireflies circling their heads. There was more than enough light for Othella to see the confused look on Ruby’s face.

“Girl, before you leave this house, I’m goin’ to give you a jug of bleach and a bottle of vinegar, and you better use it if you know what’s good for you. Mix about half a cup of each together real good, and then you douche with it every time after you’ve been with a boy—unless you want to be walkin’ around here with a baby!”

“How do you know to do stuff like that?”

Othella rolled her eyes and gave Ruby an exasperated look. “I’m a whore’s daughter, remember? Knowin’ some whore secrets is one advantage I got over girls like you.”

“Oh. Well, did your whore mama tell you how to trick a man into thinkin’ you’re still a virgin?”

Othella’s jaw dropped. “No, why would a whore want to do that? Men are stupid, but they are not that stupid.”

“My sister Beulah is the first one that told me all about it. She wanted that knucklehead that she married to think she was a virgin on their weddin’ night.” Ruby laughed.

“Well, even I know that that’s a damn lie.” Othella clucked like a setting hen. “Beulah was no virgin when she got married. I used to see her comin’ and goin’ from the juke joints with that bug-eyed woman’s husband that lives on Pike Street. And I know he’s a cockhound because he was visitin’ my mama back then, and still is.”

“And Beulah told me that some of my other sisters tricked their husbands into thinkin’ they were virgins, too,” Ruby added with a smug look on her face. “They used the same trick she used.”

Othella gave Ruby an impatient look. “Well, are you goin’ to tell me exactly what this virgin trick is, or do I have to sit here and try and guess it?”

“Oh, it must not be that big of a secret if my sisters all know about it. Beulah said that the women in Europe have been pullin’ this trick for a long time. All you have to do is get some chicken blood and open up a capsule, like them big ones I take for my cramps. You drip the blood into the capsule and press it back together.” Ruby paused and swatted a few more mosquitoes.

“Is that all? How is that goin’ to make some man think you’re a virgin?” Othella wanted to know. By now, she was extremely impatient and more curious than ever.

“After you seal the capsule back up, you slide it up into your coochie. When the man puts his pecker in, it’ll bust the capsule and you’ll bleed.” Ruby sniffed. “Just like a virgin.”

“Damn!” Othella looked at Ruby in awe. “Damn!” she said again. “That is a good trick—as long as the man don’t already know you’ve been busted by somebody else.”

“Well, that goes without sayin’. You can’t be fool enough to try and pull a trick like that on a man who already knows your business.”

“And you sure couldn’t do it if you’ve had a baby, huh? Jesus’s mother was the only woman who was able to pull off a virgin birth.” Othella clucked again.

“Well, that’s for sure.” Ruby sighed. “I love babies, and I will have me a houseful some day. Papa would beat me to death if I got pregnant before I got married, so I’ll do that douche thing you told me about. I wouldn’t want to end up like your mama. And anyway, how in the world does your mama keep goin’ the way she is? Seven kids and she’s still kind of young. She can’t get a husband, she’s fuckin’ every man that moves, and she ain’t even tryin’ to change her ways.”

Othella shrugged. “I guess that’s her style. She likes to do it with a lot of men, because she wants to. Even with ones that don’t pay her. And since she ain’t got no pimp makin’ her do it, she must like it! I ain’t never heard her complain about bein’ a whore. Besides, she’s gettin’ paid most of the time.”

Ruby sniffed. “To tell you the truth, I admire a woman who will do what she wants to do, even fuckin’ for money. It beats cleanin’ toilets for a livin’.”

“Would you do it?” Othella asked, giving Ruby a guarded look.

Ruby looked amused. “Who me? I ain’t cleanin’ nobody’s nasty, stinkin’ toilet! Shoot!”

“I meant, would you go to bed with men for money?”

Ruby thought about Othella’s words. That thought was taking so long because she really wasn’t sure how she wanted to answer the question. “I hope I never have to stoop that low. But I have to say that it’s better than screwin’ them for free like we do now.”

“But ain’t you supposed to be saved ... sanctified?”

“So? I’m still saved and sanctified. Me screwin’ around with all these boys ain’t made me no less a Christian. I’m still the same person that I was before boys got ahold of me, and I still go to church every Sunday. I just have to pray a little harder to cover for all the extra backslidin’ I do now.”

“I guess that makes good sense,” Othella replied with her head tilted to the side like she was trying to balance her thoughts. “Do you ever worry about gettin’ hurt?”

“Hurt? Hurt how? It only hurts that first time. We already talked about that.”

“I mean hurt some other kind of way. Like a jealous boy might beat you up if he finds out you doin’ the big nasty with all of these other boys. Or some jealous girl might jump you for doin’ it with her boyfriend.”

At this point, Ruby reached inside her bra and removed a switchblade knife with a black and gold handle. It made a loud click when she flicked it open. The four-inch blade was so sharp it could slice a thick piece of sugarcane in two with just one swoop. “I ain’t worried about no jealous boyfriend beatin’ me for bein’ with another boy, or no jealous girl jumpin’ on me for pleasurin’ her boyfriend.”

“So it’s true. You do carry a knife, just like my mama told me. Where did you get it?”

“When I was eight, I spent part of my summer vacation with my uncle Mervyn in Slidell. His wife is the one that wanted me there so he wouldn’t beat her so much. He was a real mean old pit bull. He used to beat up folks left and right, until his wife scalded him to death with a pan of hot grease. Anyway, his knife fell out of his pocket one day before he died, and he didn’t know it. I snatched it off the floor, and it’s been mine ever since.”

“You ever had to use it?” Othella couldn’t take her eyes off the blade. Just the thought of Ruby using it to cut somebody made her flesh crawl.

“Not yet,” Ruby answered.

“I hope you never do,” Othella whispered, her voice cracking.

“I hope I never do neither,” Ruby said, her voice hollow and detached. “But if I ever have to chastise somebody, I wouldn’t hesitate to use it.”

Othella was concerned and frightened by how casually Ruby talked about “chastising” people. The last thing she wanted was for her to get herself in trouble with that switchblade. “That’s what worries me, Ruby Jean. Honest to God. You might get mad at somebody and hurt them real bad.”

“Well, as long as nobody messes with me, I ain’t goin’ to mess with nobody.”

But a couple of weeks later somebody did mess with Ruby, and she had to use that switchblade for the first time.




CHAPTER 6

WHEN RUBY TOLD SEVENTEEN-YEAR-OLD LONNIE STARKS that she thought she was carrying his baby, he called her a black cow and then he slapped her face so hard, the barrette holding her braids in place flew halfway across his bedroom.

The main reason that Ruby had given herself to Lonnie was because he looked a lot like Ike. He was older and more experienced, but he was not even as good a sex partner as Ike. Ruby didn’t let that stop her from being with him several times in the same week.

The only reason Lonnie gave Ruby the time of day was because he had heard it was easy to get between her thighs. He was a red-blooded American boy, and that’s what red-blooded American boys did. He had no feelings for a plain Jane like her!

“You ain’t blamin’ no baby on me! You know I got a girlfriend. If she ever finds out I been fuckin’ your stinky black self, she’ll drop me like a bad habit! Now you get your husky black ass up off my bed and get the hell up out of here before I slap you again and then beat your brains—” Lonnie didn’t even get to finish his sentence. Before he realized what was happening, Ruby sliced him across the front of his neck. Othella was outside in Lonnie’s mother’s living room acting as the lookout. She and Ruby took turns doing this favor for each other. As soon as Othella heard the commotion, she burst into the room.

Ruby was calmly putting her clothes back on. Lonnie was backed up against the wall holding his neck. “That no good bitch cut me,” he said in a weak, raspy voice. He lifted his hand off his neck to show Othella his wound. Her eyes got wide, her jaw dropped. The slash made Lonnie look like he had two mouths.

“Lord have mercy! Ruby, why did you cut Lonnie?” Othella shrieked, her hands up in the air like somebody had pulled a gun on her.

“Oh, that crybaby will be all right. I didn’t cut him that deep,” Ruby said casually.

“But why did you cut Lonnie, Ruby Jean? What did he do to you for you to cut him up like that? His mama’s a school teacher! She’s goin’ to call the police on you!” At the same time, Othella was running around the room pulling out drawers until she found a towel. She ran to Lonnie and used the towel to sop up the blood oozing from his wound.

“It was his fault. I told him I was fixin’ to have a baby, and he got all crazy on me.”

Othella froze. “You pregnant? You fixin’ to have a baby?”

“Yeah. I guess I am,” Ruby muttered with a nervous shrug. “And my daddy is goin’ to kill me dead.”

Othella had calmed Lonnie down. She had stopped the bleeding and tied the towel around his neck. “You’ll be all right now, Lonnie. You shouldn’t have messed with Ruby Jean.”

“Y’all better not tell nobody about this,” Lonnie whimpered, tears rolling down both sides of his face.

“Oh, you ain’t got to worry about me tellin’ nobody about this,” Othella said. “And if you got some turtleneck sweaters, I suggest you wear them until your neck heals up.” She turned to Ruby. “And you, girl, you better come up with a real good story about how you got pregnant.”
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Later that same night a few minutes after eleven, Ruby jumped out of her bedroom window and galloped over to Othella’s house. Simone, with a grin on her flushed face, was entertaining company: a fifty-nine-year-old man with eyes like a fish and skin the color of tar. She had just moved the nervous-looking man, who had her red lipstick all over his cheeks and forehead, from her bedroom to the living room. As the man was buttoning his shirt, he froze when he saw Ruby. He had every reason to be nervous; he was the husband of one of Ruby’s mother’s close friends from church.

“Ruby Jean, you ain’t supposed to be here,” the busted husband croaked.

“You ain’t neither,” Ruby said with a smirk.

Without saying anything else to one another, the married man and Ruby knew that they were on the same page. From what he’d just said, apparently he knew that Ruby’s parents didn’t allow her to be in Simone’s house. And the fact that he was married, and a deacon in her father’s church ... well, there was nothing else for them to say on the subject. He knew that she wouldn’t tattle on him, and she knew that he wouldn’t tattle on her.

“What you doin’ out here this late, Ruby Jean? Ain’t you got school tomorrow?” Simone snorted, handing her gentleman friend another jar of beer. She wore a short, thin nightgown and it was already hanging off her shoulder like a too-big toga. Even though Simone crossed her legs, Ruby could see that she didn’t have on any panties. Nothing Simone did surprised Ruby. But Ruby had done a lot of things herself lately that surprised Simone. Like busting into her house in the middle of the night on a school night.

“I need to talk to Othella,” Ruby told her. She was almost out of breath because she had run all the way from her house.

“She’s in her room.” Simone waved Ruby away and lifted a broom straw off the coffee table and started to pick her teeth. “Don’t you go back there makin’ a lot of racket and wake up all my young’uns.”

Ruby pranced across the floor and down the narrow hallway to Othella’s bedroom at the end of the hall.

Othella occupied a metal folding chair in front of a mirror on her bureau, rolling her hair with pieces of a brown paper bag. The three younger sisters that she shared the room with were already in bed, snoozing like newborn puppies.

“It was a false alarm!” Ruby hollered.

“Shh!” Othella ordered with a finger pressed against her lips. She motioned toward the bed where her sisters lay. “You don’t want to wake them little monkeys up so they can broadcast your business all over town.”

Ruby tiptoed over to Othella. She cleared her throat and whispered in Othella’s ear, “It was a false alarm. My monthly just came on a little while ago while I was sittin’ on the commode!”

Othella rose from her seat, instructing Ruby to remain quiet as she led her out to the back porch.

Othella closed the kitchen door and looked around the yard to make sure that she and Ruby were alone. When she spoke again, she used a voice that was just above a whisper. “You was lucky this time. But you might not be so lucky the next time. You use that bleach and vinegar and clean yourself out every time after you been with a boy from now on. And to be on the safe side, use some vanilla extract, too. Stir it up real good until it gets real soupy.”

“All of that’s supposed to keep me from gettin’ pregnant? That’s supposed to work?”

“Well, it’s been workin’ for me all this time. My mama told me to do it.”

Ruby gave Othella a curious look. “But it must not work every time if your mama got seven kids.”

“My mama got seven kids because she wanted seven kids. She likes puttin’ her hands in Uncle Sam’s deep pockets. When you get ready to have kids like she was, and you want to milk that welfare cow, you stop douchin’ mens’ jism out of your pussy. Boom! Them babies start poppin’ out like popcorn.”

“Oh.”

“And I’m goin’ to let you in on somethin’ else that you probably don’t know. If you want to be with your man while you on your monthly, all you have to do is that same douche. It’ll stop the blood until you finish your business.”

“Is that right?” Ruby said, giddy and impressed.

Othella nodded.

“You got some bleach and vinegar and vanilla extract that I can use right now?”

Othella snickered and shook her head. “Who is it this time, Ruby Jean? I sure hope it ain’t that Lonnie again.”

Ruby shook her head. “I seen your brother Ike peepin’ out his bedroom when I walked by just now... .”

 



Ruby had come to the conclusion that sex was the greatest thing that she’d discovered since peanut brittle and beer. When Ike, or any of her other “boyfriends” were not available to satisfy her, she spent time with whoever was. But even then, she was picky. She didn’t believe in screwing ugly boys. She’d done it once on the ground in a cornfield with a long-headed boy who reminded her of an alligator. It had been an unpleasant experience for her. His looks had been too distracting for her to concentrate. The expression on his face had looked so comical when he climaxed, she giggled all the way home from the cornfield behind his daddy’s house. She promised herself that she would never stoop that low again.

She liked a certain type that was popular among black females in the region at the time—men of color with exotic features. That included light skin and “good” hair, which meant it had to be wavy, straight, or curly. And with all of the Creoles in Shreveport, she didn’t have to worry about running out of partners in that category.

Now that she was sexually active, Ruby had mellowed out. This was a change that pleased her parents as well as the rest of her family.

“Ruby Jean, I guess you really are growin’ up,” said Lola Mae, Ruby’s third oldest sister. Lola, her thin, sad-faced husband, Arlester, and their three owl-eyed sons had come to enjoy another Sunday dinner at the Upshaw home. They had all spent the better part of the day in church, listening to Reverend Upshaw deliver one of his fiery sermons. “You actin’ mighty mature these days, girl. You ain’t bickered with my rowdy young’uns one bit today.”

“She ought to be actin’ mature. She’s fourteen, goin’ on fifteen,” Reverend Upshaw pointed out, giving a stern look to Ruby’s three impish nieces and nephews for snickering and making faces at Ruby.

“Sure enough. The girl is just glowin’ like a coal oil lamp. Y’all better keep her on a short leash ... all these frisky boys around here lookin’ for some juicy-butt girl like Ruby Jean to dip their tally-wacker in,” Arlester said. Ruby decided that the look on his face and his demeanor was less than brotherly. He was more like a devil’s advocate. “Somebody pass the corn bread.” This man had no shame or class. He was the only person Ruby knew who used a word like “tally-wacker” to refer to a dick.

Ruby occupied a chair right next to her meddlesome brother-in-law. She was more than happy to pass him the platter that contained a mountain of steaming hot corn bread muffins; anything to divert his attention. For the bag of bones he was, he loved to eat.

In addition to a gallon-size bowl of collard greens with red peppers and smoked turkey neck parts swimming in the pot liquor, a bowl of black-eyed peas and a huge platter of golden fried chicken sat in the center of the table. Surrounding those treats were a platter of fried green tomatoes, a huge bowl of gravy, a meat loaf the size of a full-grown cat, a mountain of potato salad, and a casserole dish overflowing with a peach cobbler. The mixture of so many different aromas was intoxicating. Except for Ruby, everybody was smacking and chomping on something, looking too happy for words.

“If I didn’t know no better, I’d swear you was in love, Ruby Jean,” Lola added, looking from the reverend to her mother. “Mama, you sure enough better keep both eyes on this girl,” she teased, grease and butter sliding down her chin.

Ida Mae was not the least bit amused. “Our girl ain’t crazy. She ain’t thinkin’ about courtin’ no boys yet. She’s into her school books and the church.” Ida Mae paused and turned to Ruby. “Ain’t that right?”

“Yessum,” Ruby agreed. “Um, Papa, can I be excused. I want to go to my room and do my Bible lesson... .”

Reverend Upshaw dismissed Ruby with a casual wave, beaming with pride at how well he and Ida Mae had raised the last of their seven daughters. “That girl is goin’ somewhere, someday,” he predicted.

Ruby was definitely going “somewhere” and it was today. Earlier that evening when she had run into Ike at the corner store, he had invited her to come to his house after dinner if she wanted to.

She wanted to, so she did.
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