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In the midnight hour
 When you need some power
 When your heart is heavy
 Steal away, steal away home
 I ain’t got long to stay here.

—African-American spiritual




CHAPTER 1

In August of 1954, we took our first trip without Daddy, and Stell got to use the driver’s license she’d had such a fit about. It was just a little card saying she was Estelle Annette Watts, that she was white, with hazel eyes and brown hair. But her having a license made that trip different from any others, because if she hadn’t had it, we never would have been stuck in Sally’s Motel Park in Claxton, Georgia, where we went to buy fruitcakes and had a wreck instead. And Mary would still be with us.

Stell and I carried the last of the suitcases to the driveway. The sky was a wide far blue above the willow oaks that line Queens Road West, with no promise of rain to break the heat. I put Mary’s flowered cloth bag in the trunk and Daddy took it out. “Always start with the biggest piece.” He picked up Mama’s Pullman and grunted. “She packed like she’s never coming back.” He hefted it into the trunk. “Okay, girls, what’s next?”

Stell tapped her suitcase with the toe of her size six penny loafer.

“That’s the ticket.” Daddy put Stell’s bag in the trunk beside Mama’s. He looked at the luggage still sitting by the car and ran his hand through his hair, which was oily with Brylcreem and sweat. “Ninety-five, and not even ten o’clock.” He wiped his face with his pocket handkerchief and pushed his wire-rimmed glasses back in place. His hands were tan from playing golf, thick and square, with blunt fingers. On his right pinkie he wore a ring that had been his father’s—gold, with a flat red stone.

The cowbell rang as Mary shut the kitchen door behind her. She came down the back walk, Davie on her hip. Puddin stumbled along beside them, struggling with the small suitcase she’d gotten for Christmas.

Daddy said to Mama, “Don’t let Mary ride up front.”

“I’d never do such a fool thing,” Mama said. “Everybody use the bathroom one last time.”

Stell stepped into the shade of the garage. “I don’t need to.”

I ran to the breezeway, touching Mary’s arm when I passed her, letting the screen door slap shut behind me. Daddy’s bathroom smelled like cigarettes and poop. I cranked open the window and sat on his toilet to pee. In the full-length mirror on the back of the door, I could see the awful welts on my thighs. I stood and yanked up my pedal pushers.

Daddy was rearranging the luggage, making one more square inch of room in the trunk. Stell Ann stood by the car, shiny in her readiness, from her silky hair to her clear lip gloss to her pale-pink nails. Polished like I could never be.

A horn honked. Aunt Rita’s green Coupe deVille skidded into our driveway, stopping beside the Packard. She rolled down her window. “I found the picnic basket.”

Mama said, “Great!” She asked Daddy, “Can we make room for it?”

He groaned, looking into the crammed trunk.

Aunt Rita passed the basket out the window to Mama. “It’s packed with dishes, glasses, utensils. The ones in the paper bag are for Mary.” She lowered her voice. “There’s talk of the Klan in Georgia.”

Mama handed the basket to Daddy. “We’ll be fine.”

“I hope so.” Aunt Rita waved as she pulled out of the driveway.

Mama jingled her car keys. “Say good-bye to your father.”

Daddy hugged Puddin with one arm and reached for Stell with the other, but she held herself stiffly away from him. He brushed my forehead with a kiss. “Be good, Junebug. You know you’re Daddy’s girl, right?”

His head blocked the morning sun and I couldn’t see his face.

Mary stood in the driveway, holding Davie. Daddy poked Davie’s tummy. “Say bye-bye.”

Davie waved.

“Take care of my boy for me,” Daddy said to Mary.

“Yes, sir.” Mary didn’t look at Daddy when she spoke.

We all got in the car, Mama and Stell Ann in front, Davie between them in his canvas baby seat. Puddin and I were in the back with Mary, who sat behind the driver’s seat, tall and straight, her dark face already damp with sweat. She patted my leg to let me know she liked sitting next to me.

Mama’s hair was curled and hanging loose, flashing red and gold. She handed me her sun hat, scarf, and gloves to put on the ledge in the back window. “Fold my gloves and put them under my hat, then cover my hat with the scarf.” She watched me in the rearview mirror, making sure I did what she said.

She started the car. “Is everyone ready?”

“Ready, Freddy,” I said. Stell sniffed. Slang was beneath her now that she was sixteen, was in Young Life, and had been saved.

Daddy leaned in Mama’s window to kiss her on the cheek. “I’ll see you at Pawleys, okay?” Mama bent to move her purse and he kissed her shoulder instead. “Keep it in the road,” he said.

She put the car in reverse. Had she felt his kiss on her shoulder?

Daddy waved from the garage, looking alone already, and I remembered what he’d said to Uncle Stamos, his older brother. “While they’re gone, I’m going to play golf every afternoon and get stinking drunk whenever I want.” I wondered how he’d feel, coming home to a quiet house, nobody on the phone, no supper in the oven. No one to yell at when he got mad.

Mama turned onto Queens Road West, into the shady green tree tunnels formed by the towering oaks. “I hope there’s not much traffic between here and the highway.”

On the way out of Charlotte we passed Municipal Pool, and I saw Richard Daniels poised on the new high dive while another kid did a cannonball from the low board. Nobody was a better diver than Richard. Next time I talked to him, I’d ask him to give me lessons.

When Daddy and Uncle Stamos won the contract to build those diving boards, they had hunkered for weeks over blueprints spread on the dining room table. Huge papers that smelled like ether and had WATTS CONCRETE FABRICATIONS, INC. in a box on every page, with a caption: CHARLOTTE MUNICIPAL SWIMMING POOL, and subheadings: DECK. BASE FOR THREE-METER BOARD. BASE FOR ONE-METER BOARD.

Daddy showed me how to read the drawings. “Always check the scale. An inch can equal a foot or ten feet.” He held the papers flat to keep them from curling. “If you don’t know the scale, you won’t understand the drawings.” I learned about blueprints as I breathed in his smell of tobacco and Old Spice.

He liked teaching me things. When I was in first grade he gave me a miniature toolbox with painted wooden tools, which Mama thought was ridiculous. “That kind of thing is for boys,” she’d said.

“I don’t have any,” Daddy had told her. “Yet.” He patted her bottom. “And girls need to know the business end of a hammer.”

If Daddy wanted help, I grabbed my toolbox and ran to him, but he hadn’t asked for my help in a long time. Thirteen was too old for make-believe tools.

Puddin wriggled on the seat next to me. “I want to be in front when we get to Florida so I can see the ocean first.”

“That won’t be till tomorrow afternoon,” I told her.

She put her head against my shoulder. “I can wait.” Then she sat up again. “Do my braids so I look Dutch.” I knotted her skimpy braids on top of her head, knowing they wouldn’t stay, as fine as her hair was.

“Do I look Dutch?”

“You look like Puddin-tane with her braids tied up.” Silky blonde wisps fell behind her ears.

Davie started to fuss and Mama asked Stell to check his diaper. He was almost two but wasn’t taking to potty training, so Mama had him in diapers for the trip. Stell lifted him free of the car seat and asked, “Are you ever going to let me drive?”

“Yes.”

“His diaper’s okay. Take him for a while, Mary.” She helped Davie climb over the seat. Mary reached for him and he beamed at her, spreading his arms.

Stell asked Mama, “When?”

“At Taylor’s, but not on the highway. Not yet.”

“I’m qualified.” Stell was pushing her luck. Mama didn’t answer.

We were going first to Pensacola, Florida, to see Mama’s brother Taylor Bentley, who was divorced. His graduation photo from Annapolis was in our living room in a brass frame, taken when he was twenty-one, handsome in his white uniform, his hat held under his arm. When he kicked Aunt Lily out, a judge said their daughter would stay with Uncle Taylor. I heard Mama on the phone. “Lily Bentley is a slut.” My dictionary cleared up the mystery enough for me to suppose that Aunt Lily must have been caught in an affair, a word that made me long for details I was hopeless to know.

In the early afternoon, we ate pimento cheese sandwiches in the car and stopped at an Esso station west of Columbia. I dug through the ice in the drink box until my hand was red before I came up with a Coke, and stood in the sun gulping it despite Mama saying I could only have one and to make it last.

I looked around for Mary and saw her closing the door of an outhouse behind the filling station. She took Kleenex from her pocket and wiped her hands. I went to her. “You going to get something to drink?”

She shook her head. “Don’t know when I’ll find another outhouse.”

Stell walked up, tapping her Coke. “Want to play traveling?”

“Okay. Two bits.” I guzzled my drink and belched.

“Suave. Do that for the next cute boy you see.”

“I’m ready. One, two, three!”

We turned our bottles over. “Charlotte! I win!” I loved beating Stell at games.

“Atlanta,” she said. “You lose.”

I called to Mama, who was by the drink box, a Royal Crown in her hand, “Which is farther away, Charlotte or Atlanta?”

“Atlanta. Why?”

I slapped a quarter on Stell’s outstretched palm. She smirked.

An old man popped the cap off a Seven-Up and raised it as if he were playing traveling, too. He squinted at the bottom of the bottle, where a bubble of air was trapped in the thick glass, green and sparkling in the sun. “Ever who blowed this’un had the hee-cawps,” he said in a cracked squeal. When we got in the car, I told everybody what he’d said and the funny way he talked. Only Mary laughed.

We took off again, Puddin snuggling under the feather pillows we’d brought along, curling herself up until just her sandals showed. She hated air-conditioning. I thought it was because she was skinny, with not enough meat on her bones to keep her warm.

I always looked out for Puddin, because before you knew it, she’d disappear. Once, on a trip to the mountains, we left her at a filling station and went twenty miles before we missed her. I’m the only one who noticed how often she hid herself away. Mama wasn’t alarmed. “She’s only five. She’s only six. She’s only seven.”





Wiggles of heat rose from the highway, and the trip was long and boring, even with Mama pointing out things such as the Georgia state line and peach trees heavy with fruit. We played alphabet until I was almost to Z. Mary pointed to a calf and whispered, “Young cow,” for me to use for my Y. Stell said that wasn’t fair, and Mama wouldn’t rule, so we quit.

In a town called Toccoa, I saw signs in people’s front yards: SEPARATE BUT EQUAL IS GOOD FOR EVERYONE and SEGREGATION AIN’T BROKE. DON’T FIX IT.

“Mama, what do those signs mean?”

“It’s got to do with that mess in Washington.” She glanced at Mary in the rearview mirror. “Never mind; it won’t happen in Charlotte.”

“What won’t happen?”

“Hush. I don’t want to talk.”

Mary took my hand. I looked at our intertwined fingers—mine slender, smooth, and pale; hers brown, thick-knuckled, and calloused. On her left hand, resting in her lap, she wore a thin gold ring. We didn’t talk much in the car, and she seldom spoke except to say “Yes, ma’am” or “No, ma’am” or “Y’all leave off talking till your mama gets us back on the highway.” She and Mama hadn’t had much to say to each other in a long time.

We passed Davie around to keep him from getting too fussy. He fell asleep in my lap, his head on my chest, and I didn’t mind him drooling on my shirt.

South of Atlanta, Mama said, “We’ll be at Taylor’s by tomorrow afternoon easy.” She sounded excited. She told us about a town nearby called Warm Springs. “President Roosevelt went to Warm Springs because of his polio, and he died there when Stell and Jubie were little. I took y’all to the Southern Railway station in Charlotte and we watched his funeral train pass by.”

Something important had happened to me and I didn’t remember it.

“Girls, Taylor said Sarah can hardly wait to see you.” Mama must have been trying hard to make small talk, because she didn’t have much to say for her niece, who she once described as prissy. But Sarah was my only girl cousin and she wasn’t particularly fond of Stell, so I was excited about seeing her again. In her last letter, she said that when I got there we’d go sunbathing, just the two of us. She never wrote anything about her mother being gone, and I wasn’t sure I should ask. I remembered Aunt Lily as exotic, with her brunette hair thick and heavy on her shoulders, her passion-pink toenails, her silver high-heeled slingbacks. She was the only mother I knew who’d named her daughter for a movie star—Sarah Dolores. Mama said she did that because people told Lily she looked like Dolores del Rio. How was Sarah doing living with only her father? I couldn’t imagine Daddy fixing our supper or not liking what we’d picked out to wear to school or making a grocery list. Maybe Uncle Taylor had a hired girl who did all those things.

About six thirty my stomach growled, and Mama told Stell to get the paper bag from under the seat. “There’s Lance crackers, a pack for everybody, and apples. That’ll hold us a while longer. I want to avoid the supper crowd.”

It was after eight by the time we stopped, with the trees casting long shadows across the road. We pulled into the parking lot of a restaurant, and Mama twisted the rearview mirror to show her reflection. “Jubie, make room so Mary can change Davie.”

Davie started to fuss when Mary put him down. “Gone get you some supper,” she crooned. “Baby, now don’t you cry.”

Mama put on fresh lipstick and powdered her nose.

I felt like I’d been sitting forever. Even with the air-conditioning on, my thighs had perspired against the car seat, making the welts sting. I decided that no matter what, I would not straddle the drive shaft again. Mama had pointed out many times that I needed more leg room than most grown men. Stell had shine, but I had height.

Mama took Davie from Mary. “Anything in particular you want for supper?”

“No, ma’am, just whatever. And the restroom for the kitchen help.”

“I’m sure that’ll be fine.” Mary got back in the car. I looked over my shoulder and waved to her as we walked into the restaurant, Mama first, with Davie on her hip. She stood beside the cash register, looking around until a waitress called out, “Y’all go on and find a table.”

The men in the restaurant turned to look at Mama, but she just walked straight to the table she wanted, like the queen of England. I thought it was silly the way she always primped before we left the car, then didn’t enjoy the attention she got. Aunt Rita said that it was unfair for a woman who had four kids to still be such a looker.

We sat around a green Formica table by the window, facing the parking lot where Mary waited. Whenever we went out to eat at home, Mama or Daddy did the ordering. This time Mama said, “We’re on vacation. Order anything you want.”

Stell said, right away, “I’ll have a salad with Russian dressing, green beans, candied carrots, and a baked potato with extra butter.”

I read everything on the three-page menu before I ordered the spaghetti and meatballs, which Mama almost never fixed at home, but the plate put in front of me had an orange gloppy mess on it that looked like Chef Boyardee. Stell’s dinner smelled delicious. So did Mama’s pork chop, which she just picked at. While I was chewing the gluey meatballs, I heard the thump of a car door. I looked out the window and saw my own face reflected in the glass, then through it I saw Mary standing by the car, stretching, her arms raised. I was glad Mama had ordered fried chicken for her, not the spaghetti and meatballs.

Before we left, the waitress gave us a greasy paper bag. “Here’s the food for your girl. Boss says she can use the bathroom off the kitchen.”





There was a sign at the town limits of Wickens, Georgia:



NEGROES 
Observe Curfew! 
WHITES ONLY 
After Sundown!



Daddy would approve of such a sign. I hoped Mary hadn’t seen it. Her head was against the seat back, her eyes closed.

Mama pulled into a motor court and asked me to go with her to see about rooms. We passed a lawn jockey with a grin on the black face, white teeth gleaming. Mama told the man at the desk, “I’ve got four children, one of them still a baby, and I brought my girl along to help. We don’t mind sharing with her, but she must have a bed to herself.”

“Can’t have your children sleeping with her.” The man touched Mama’s hand. She jerked it away. He frowned. “They’s a nigger hotel downtown where she can stay, then y’all can c’mon back here.”

Mama flinched. She never used that word. She said colored or darkie or Negro. Daddy said she was mired in euphemisms.

“Well?” the man said.

“I won’t have her staying off by herself.” Mama’s voice was low and sharp. She left the office, pulling me behind her.

We found a place that would have Mary, the Sleep Inn Motel. The man who ran it walked outside with Mama and pointed to a cabin behind his office. He looked at Mary standing by our car. “That your girl?”

“Yes.”

He rubbed his mouth. “She can just let herself in.”

As soon as we got in our room, Mama called Uncle Taylor. “Hey! We’re at Wickens, Georgia, well south of Atlanta, making good time.” She said, “Uh-huh. No, no problem. We found a place that let her stay.” Mama listened, then said, “I can’t talk to him right now.” Did she mean Daddy? Another pause, then, “We’ll see y’all tomorrow; can’t wait.”

After I put on my pajamas, I wanted to go see if Mary was okay. Hot as it was, Mama made me wear her bathrobe so I’d be decent. When I got to the cabin, I was shy to knock on the door. Mary stayed with us when Mama and Daddy went out of town, but it was our house, and I never minded walking right in the den where she slept on the pull-out sofa. I knocked softly.

Mary called out, “Come on in, Jubie.”

The door opened into a small room. The bulb hanging from the ceiling didn’t give off a lot of light, making the room feel close and hot, even with the one window open. The air smelled of dust and soap. Mary was in the only chair, a wooden ladder-back like we had in the kitchen at home, but with one leg shorter than the others so that she was slightly tilted. There was a tattered white Bible in her lap.

“How’d you know it was me at the door?”

“Who else would visit me so late in the evening?”

“Might have been a gentleman stopping to see you.”

“Might have.”

She wore a blue chenille robe and white terry cloth slippers. Her reddish-brown curls were free from her combs. I’d heard Mama say that Mary used a henna rinse, and I liked it that Mary had vanity.

She pointed to the bed. “Sit yourself down, girl.”

I sat and had to grab the footboard to keep from falling backward.

Mary asked, “You never been on a straw tick?”

I tried to find a way to sit, but the bed pulled me down. I scooted upward and put my back against the headboard, my left leg dangling off the side. “How can you sleep in this thing?”

“That’s what you do with a tick, sleep in it, not on it.”

“What’s that squeaking every time I move?”

“Got ropes underneath, not springs like you used to.”

“That would keep me awake.” I swatted at a mosquito that buzzed my ear.

“You doing okay, Jubie?”

“Except for being crowded in with everybody, our stuff all over, and here you are with a whole room to yourself.”

“Sometime it pays to be a darkie.” She rocked on the uneven chair.

I hooked my toe through a hole in the rag rug. “Where’s your bathroom?”

“What you think this is, a castle for colored folks? There’s an outhouse, little ways into the field, and the pitcher and bowl there.”

“Got any water in it?”

“The lord of this here moe-tell let me fill it from a tap outside. I’m better off than I might’ve been.”

“This room has nice ambience.” I tripped over the word. I hadn’t said it out loud before.

“Another new word, huh? What’s it mean?”

“That your room has a good feeling to it.” I struggled off the bed. “Is that a family Bible?”

“It was my grand’s. Got our dates in it.”

“Could I see?”

She opened the front cover of the Bible and handed it to me. “Be gentle. It’s got more’n seventy years on it.”

I held the book carefully. In many different hands, there were records of births and deaths, marriages and baptisms. The dates in Mary’s Bible went back much further than what Stell had recorded in ours. One entry said, “Mary Constance Culpepper, born September 20, 1906. Married Pharr Lincoln Luther, May 18, 1925.”

“That’s you.”

“It is. Got a birthday coming. Be forty-eight.”

I’d never thought about her age. Her caramel skin was smooth. “I didn’t know you were so old.”

She threw back her head and laughed, showing her front tooth that was framed in gold. “I like you more and more, June Bentley Watts, more and more.”

I looked back down at the Bible. “Your husband died in a wreck, right?”

“Yes, one night coming home from work. Doctor say it was his heart.”

“A heart attack while he was driving?”

“Might be. Never know for sure.”

“Is that your wedding ring?” I pointed to her left hand.

She nodded. “Pharr got it engraved, our initials and date.”

I touched the next page of the Bible. “Do you have two brothers and a sister?”

“Only got my one brother left now that I know of. Sister died having her fourth child. And my baby brother, we hasn’t heard from him in twenty years; I s’pect he’s gone.” I couldn’t imagine not knowing what had happened to Stell or Puddin or Davie.

“You were the second oldest, too, the same as me.”

“That’s right. My mama had two born dead before Sister, but I don’t reckon they count.”

I handed her the Bible. “I’d better be going so everybody can get to bed.” I touched her shoulder. “Night, Mary. Lock up behind me.” I sounded like Mama.

“No lock on that door. If it had one, I’d use it.” She had the Bible open and was looking down at it when I left.

In our room, everybody was asleep but Mama. She was brushing her teeth, standing in the bathroom with the door open. Her hair was pulled back to keep it out of the cold cream she used to cleanse her face, her skin glistening in the light over the sink. She looked at me in the mirror. Her mouth was all foamy, and she held her dental bridge in her left hand while she brushed with her right. She rinsed and spat. “Get to bed now, Jubie, and don’t make any noise.” The words lisped out through the hole where her front tooth was gone. Stell told me Daddy knocked it out. Mama never talked about it. “You need to tinkle before you climb in?”

“No, ma’am.” I draped her bathrobe across the footboard of her bed and lingered there. I tried not to look at her, but I didn’t often get to see her without her tooth.

“What is it?” Mama asked, her bridge back in place.

“Mary has an outhouse instead of a bathroom, and a pitcher and bowl like Aunt Rita has in her living room, only the ones in Mary’s room are for using.”

“I paid more for that cabin than I did for this room, and it’s just fine. Get on to bed now.” Mama reached to turn off the light as I climbed in next to Stell.

I lay there in the dark, listening to my family breathe. Somebody made a throat noise, Puddin, or maybe Mama. Way off, a dog barked over and over. I wondered if Mary heard it.




CHAPTER 2

Five days before we left for Pensacola I was sitting on my bed, listening to the sound of our neighbor’s mower. I peeked out the window. Carter Milton was naked from the waist up, his muscled shoulders red, his back broad. He looked like a man working in his yard, not the boy next door. Why was he so crazy about Stell? That morning she’d told Mama I was hiding in the tree house when Mama wanted me to go grocery shopping. That was a lie, but no matter what Stell says, Mama always believes her.

I opened the window. Carter stood in his driveway, drinking a Coke. I called out, “Meet me by the hedge.”

The house felt empty. Mama still shopping, Puddin out back with Davie, and Stell at a planning meeting for the cheerleading squad. I could hear Mary in the kitchen. I tiptoed downstairs, hoping to slip out the front door. I was in the foyer with my hand on the doorknob when she said, “Hey, Jubie.” She stood in the hallway, holding a dish towel. “You gone go out?”

“Just for a minute.”

“Your mama want you here to put away groceries when she gets home.”

“I need to tell Carter something.”

“Stell Ann’s boyfriend?”

I shrugged and ran out to meet Carter by the boxwoods that separated our front yards. His eyes were topaz in the sunlight. I snapped a twig, stripping the leaves into my hand to make a bracelet. “You want to hear stuff from Stell’s diary?” I popped the tip from one of the leaves.

He wiped his forehead. “You think there’s something in it about me?”

“You can find out for a dollar.”

“Okay, sure, Jubes. When?”

I liked him calling me Jubes. “Half an hour, the tree house.”





While I was looking for Stell’s diary, I found her piggy bank hidden in a cardboard box on the floor of her closet, behind her summer shoes—white ankle straps, black patent pumps, bone flats. I turned her piggy bank slowly. I could hear paper money rustling, the clink of heavy coins. My bank never had anything but pennies in it.

I used a bobby pin to pull a dollar bill through the slot in the bank. After my next babysitting job, I’d put a dollar and a quarter back. Stell would never know. With the loan from her bank and the dollar from Carter, I could go to the Manor Theatre with Maggie, my best friend, to see Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, which Mama said was racy. She hadn’t seen it, but she didn’t trust anything with Marilyn Monroe in it, not to mention Jane Russell. I’d buy the latest Space Cadet comic, get popcorn and a grape Charms at the movies, and ride the bus home.

Before I put the piggy bank back in its box, I stretched out on the floor and stared up into her skirts, all hemmed to fall exactly two inches below her knees.

Her diary was not in her closet, not in her dresser, her bedside table, or under her bed. I finally found it on a shelf in the sewing room, behind a box of patterns. She’d written on the front, Estelle Annette Watts. Her Diary. 1954. I noticed exactly how it was hidden before I took it so I could be sure to put it back the same way. Stell Ann had radar for things out of order.

A few minutes later I stood on the island of trees that divides Queens Road West, waiting for a car to pass. The tree house, in the middle of a stand of oaks on the last vacant lot from Selwyn Avenue to Kings Drive, was built by kids from several blocks around with lumber they swiped when our house was under construction. Carter was lying on his back, staring up through the leaves. His crew cut was thick and blond, curling back from his forehead like Tab Hunter’s. There was a line of fuzz on his cheek above where he shaved.

He sat up. “Hey, little squirt.”

“Call me that again, the deal’s off.”

“Right. There’s nothing little about you anymore.”

My cheeks burned.

“Did you bring it?”

I nodded and climbed through the doorway, sitting down with my legs folded on the rough boards so I wouldn’t touch him. I pulled the diary from under my shirt, where I’d stuck it inside the waistband of my shorts. “I’ll read you two pages for a dollar. You got the money?”

He jingled some coins in his pocket. “How’d you know which two pages?”

“Geee-e-e-e-ez, it was really tough.”

“So read it.”

A breeze carried the scent of aftershave. Maybe he was wearing it for me. I sat back against the tree trunk and opened the diary at a scrap of newspaper that marked the place. “Okay, here goes.” I thought about Stell.

“Well?” He reached into his pocket and brought out two quarters and a half-dollar.

I began reading.


“Friday, July 30, 1954. I went to the club dance tonight with Carter and we had a perfectly wonderful time. He brought me a corsage of blue carnations. How did he know the exactly right shade to go with my dress? Probably Mrs. Milton asked Mama. I wore my new silver sandals. My dress has these darling off-the-shoulder sleeves, and Carter didn’t know where to pin the corsage, but Mama did it. Daddy took five pictures and I thought I’d die, because Carter probably thinks I asked Daddy to take the snaps. He was drinking, but not drunk, and he was really nice.”



“Holy cow.” Carter sat up. “I hadn’t had a thing to drink.”

“Daddy. She means Daddy.”

“Oh.”


“Carter held my hand in the car all the way there. Chappie Barrett was green over my dress. She didn’t say so, but I could tell. Hers was all the way up to the neck with long tight sleeves and was putrid yellow. I think it’s the white one she wore to the prom, renewed with Rit.”



I turned a page.

“Is that a whole page already?”

“Yes.”

“And I’m paying for this?”


“I danced a lot with Carter, once with Reid Henderson, and Ross—”



“She has his name underlined, with no last name.”

“I know who she means. Go on.”


“—and Ross asked me three times but I only danced with him twice. I could tell Carter didn’t like it. We went to Papa’s Kitchen after with a bunch of kids, and Carter kissed me when we got home. I thought I would die of rapture.”



I snapped the book shut.

“That’s all?”

“Yep. Gimme the money.”

“There’s nothing else in there about me?”

“Not a word. I’ve read the whole thing.” He handed me the coins, warm from his hand. I wanted to touch the curly hair on his arms. He stood and grabbed a limb, swung away from the tree, and jumped to the ground. “Later, gator,” he hollered, taking off toward his house. I called back, “While, dile,” too low for him to hear, and stretched out in the tree house, holding Stell Ann’s diary and the coins.

She had mentioned Carter again, in a passage where she said sometimes she thought about dating other boys. In May she’d heard that he went out with another girl. Stell and Carter had a fight about that.

“I’m gonna tell.” A loud whisper startled me. Puddin climbed into the tree house. She kneeled next to me, hands on her hips, her lower lip stuck out. A shaft of sunlight turned her hair into a cap of gold.

“You’re gonna tell that I’m in the tree house?”

“About Stell’s diary.” She twisted her arm and picked at a scab on her elbow.

I shoved her. She fell over, howling. I jumped on top of her, straddling her waist. “I’ll smack you if you say that again.”

“You won’t.” Her face was red, but she wasn’t afraid.

I crumbled beside her. “Daddy’ll whip me.”

“Did Carter kiss you to make you read Stell’s diary?”

“He gave me a dollar.”

Puddin sat up, her hand out. “Gimme it and I won’t tell.” “The whole dollar? I’ll take the whipping.”

“Seventy-five cents?”

I slapped a half-dollar on her knee. “Fifty cents. That’s all.”

She crawled toward the door, the money in her fist. “Oka-a-ay.”

“Promise you won’t tell.”

“I promise.” She scrambled down the ladder and ran off through the trees.





Maggie and I talked about the movie all the way home from the theatre, walking because I didn’t have enough left for the bus. “Couldn’t you just die over Marilyn Monroe?” she said.

“She’s not a natural blonde.”

“How do you know?”

“She’s a brownette. Her real name is Norma Jeane. I saw pictures in Photoplay.”

We turned onto Westfield. Reid Henderson passed us on his bicycle, tossing newspapers onto porches. I tried to picture him dancing with Stell Ann. I waved. “Hey, Reid, neat bike.” But he didn’t turn around. I raised my middle finger to his retreating back. “He’s so spastic.”

Maggie snickered in that fake way she has when I say something she thinks might be clever.

“What name would you have, if you were a movie star?”

“Anything besides Margaret Elizabeth,” Maggie answered, imitating her mother’s British accent. “What about you?”

“Loretta. I don’t know what last name, but my first name would be Loretta.” I loved the sound of it rolling off my tongue.

“That’s a colored name.”

“Maggie!”

“Well, it is.”

“I’m keeping it.” But I wasn’t as crazy about it as I had been.

We passed Mrs. Gibson’s house and I saw Daddy’s car parked in our driveway.

Maggie turned to go home. “Bye, Loretta.”

“Bye, Margaret Elizabeth. Oh, hey, Mags, wait!”

“What?”

“Don’t forget. Seven Brides for Seven Brothers, not Gentlemen Prefer Blondes.”

“Natch! I’m no dumb blonde.”

We linked arms and swung in a circle before she spun off for home.

I opened the den door to a shaded silence that made me want to go back through the breezeway into the sunlight. Mama heard me walking through the den. “June? June Bentley, come here.”

Mama was standing by the stove when I got to the kitchen. “Hey, Mama. Maggie and I went to see Seven Brides again. Where’s Mary?”

“She’ll be back in a while.” She stared at me, then looked out the window over the sink. “Your father’s in the bedroom. He wants to see you.” As I left the kitchen, she said, “What you did is unforgivable.”

Puddin had told.

I knocked on the bedroom door, my mouth too dry to answer when Daddy called out, “Come in.”

He sat in the upholstered lady’s chair in the corner, sunlight streaming in the windows on either side of him, bouncing off the drink in his hand. He took a sip and set his glass on the bedside table with a clink that made me jump. My punishment was always worse when he was drinking. He crossed the bedroom in two steps, grabbed me by the upper arm, steered me into the hall. With his other hand he unbuckled his belt. It slithered through the loops as he took it off.

“Daddy, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.” My voice squeaked. I looked at Mama as Daddy opened the basement door. She turned her back.

Daddy shoved me ahead of him down the stairs. At the bottom, he said. “You’ve broken your sister’s heart.” He took off his glasses.

“I didn’t think about what I was doing. I’ll never do it again.”

He put his glasses in his shirt pocket. “You won’t?” His voice was soft, reasonable, but I knew what was coming. My confessions never stopped him.

“No, sir, and I’ll carry out the trash for a month with no allowance, and I’ll—”

“Take off your jeans.” His words made me shiver. I smelled bourbon.

“I didn’t mean any—”

“You didn’t mean to read your sister’s diary?”

I was still clearing one foot from the leg of my jeans when the belt hit my bottom. I gasped so hard I couldn’t cry, and fell to the concrete floor. I scrambled with my feet caught in my jeans, trying to get away. He struck out again and the tip of the belt stung my belly below my T-shirt.

“Get up.” He strapped me across my thighs.

“Don’t, Daddy,” I cried, my back against the cinder-block wall.

He reversed the belt, wrapping the end of it around his hand, then whipped me again. The buckle bit the inside of my left leg.

“Daddy, the buckle!”

He raised his arm, his red ring sending out shoots of fire. I got to my feet and he kept hitting me. I tried to run to the laundry room. He caught me by the arm, shoved me against the wash sinks, and raised the belt. I fell against the folding table. A bottle of bleach turned over and the lid popped off. The belt wrapped around my legs and the buckle bit my knees and thighs. I thought: He’s killing me. This time he’s going to kill me. I began to scream.

“Mr. Watts!” Mary’s voice, sharp and shocked. “Mr. Watts, you stop that now.” She stood beside Daddy, still in her street clothes, holding a new uniform on a hanger. She hung it on a nail and touched Daddy’s arm. “You’re all het up, Mr. Watts.”

Daddy jerked away from her.

I sank to the floor. Bleach stung my legs. I pressed my hot face to the cold concrete.

Mama came down the stairs. “William.”

“Paula, leave this to me.” Daddy sounded tired.

“She’s had enough.”

Mary was going to say something, but Mama shook her head. Mary got the uniform and headed for her bathroom under the stairs. Mama said, “Leave us. You can change later.” Mary hung up the uniform and climbed the stairs.

Mama bent over me. “You did a truly awful thing, Jubie, but you’ve paid for it.” She touched a cut on my right calf. “I’ll get you some cream. Ye gods, William, what did you hit her with?”

But Daddy was gone. Mama tried to put her arms around me. I pushed her away, sobbing and hiccupping. “If Stell—if she read my diary, he wouldn’t beat her.”

“Stell would never do what you did.” Daddy’s heavy steps pounded over our heads. He stomped around their bedroom above us, opening and closing bureau drawers. Then his footsteps went off toward the kitchen, and the cowbell jangled as he slammed the back door.

Mama stood. “He’s gone to the club.” She straightened her back. “Just think how Stell felt when she heard what you’d done.”

Standing over me, Mama looked as tall as Daddy. She had never beaten me, never even spanked me, and she never would, not as long as Daddy was around to do her dirty work.

“There’s a basket of diapers by the dryer. Dampen one and wipe your legs. Come up to my bathroom and I’ll give you something to take the sting out. Is your white skirt clean?”

“Huh?”

“Your white circle skirt. If it’s dirty, we need to wash it, then you can iron it for church tomorrow. You can wear your loafers and crew socks, so your legs—”

“Socks and loafers to church?”

“Or you can stay home. Maybe that would be best.” She sniffed. “Why does it stink of bleach?” She spotted the overturned jug of Clorox. “I suppose that happened in the tussle.”

I nodded.

Mama went up to the kitchen and said, “Mary, there’s a mess on the basement floor.”

I pulled myself up the stairs, one hand over the other on the rail.

Mary was standing at the bar when I walked into the kitchen, tears on her face. She opened her arms wide and pulled me to her. I sobbed against her shoulder and she whispered into my ear, “That was a mean, wrong thing for your father to do.” She held me tight, rubbing my back. “You’re a good girl, Jubie. Sometime you do a bad thing, but you’re a good girl. You remember that.”

Mama called from the hallway, “Hurry up, June.”

“Your mama got something to help.” We both looked down at my legs. The red stripes and cuts were swelling into angry welts.

In her bathroom, Mama gave me ajar of cream to put on the cuts. She turned to leave.

“Would you do the back of my legs?”

She dabbed half a dozen places, then handed the jar to me. “You can get the rest. It’s greasy. Put a towel under you when you sit.” She looked at my underpants. “Why are you all wet?”

I had peed myself. “I think it’s Clorox.”

“Take off your panties before it burns you.” She closed her bedroom door behind her.

After I put the cream on my legs, I climbed the stairs with a towel wrapped around my hips. When I passed Stell’s room, I saw her lying on her bed, her head in her arms. Puddin was sitting beside her, patting Stell, her back to the door.

I screamed at them, “Look at me!”

Puddin turned. Stell raised her head. “Get out,” she said, her voice hoarse.

I dropped the towel. “Look what Daddy did.”

Stell stared.

“I gave Puddin half the money Carter paid me to read your diary. She took it, fifty cents, then she told anyway.”

Stell pushed Puddin away. “You took money not to tell?”

Puddin nodded. Stell shoved her. Puddin fell on the floor, sobbing, “I’m sorry! I’m sorry!”

Stell turned her back to me. “Get out, both of you. Leave me alone.”

I sat on the edge of my dressing stool, careful so the cream wouldn’t stain the flowered print seat. The first time Daddy spanked me, I was seven. I’d spilled a bottle of ink on a stack of Mama’s clean white sheets. He never laid a finger on Stell or Puddin, only me.

I looked at myself in the mirror. My cheeks were splotched, my eyes swollen. But the beating didn’t show on my face. There was a tube of Revlon lipstick on the dresser. Stell had thrown it out because it was too bright, what she called floozy lipstick. I twisted the tube until the slanted top stuck out a half inch, then applied it, going outside the lip line. I read the label on the bottom and mouthed the words at the mirror, my lips full and pouty like Marilyn’s, Fire and Ice.




CHAPTER 3

Mama stood in the courtyard of the Sleep Inn Motel, smoking and looking at her watch while Stell held Davie, and I helped Mary pack the car. Then we lit out like somebody was on our tail, Mama half awake and so nervous you’d think we were going to be arrested for spotting a mattress that was already stained. We were even more crowded in the car because Mary hadn’t been able to fit the picnic basket back into the trunk. Mama said for me just to hold it, that we’d need it when we ate breakfast on the road. I sat behind Stell, the basket on my lap, the wicker scratching my legs through my jeans.

We passed a sign: WICKENS TOWN LIMITS. Y’ALL COME BACK NOW! Mama said, “Not likely.” I looked through the back window to see if there was a curfew sign on this side of town. There was.

Mama smoothed her hair, which she’d put up with a tortoiseshell barrette. “We’ll have breakfast as soon as I see somewhere to pull over. Watch for picnic tables.” She kept glancing into the backseat and smiling at Davie, trying to make up with him after smacking his hand for wetting the bed. He sat on Puddin’s lap, holding Mary’s arm and sucking his thumb.

We’d only been in the car a few minutes when Mama wrinkled her nose. “What’s that stink?” Mary had washed Davie’s soiled pj’s in the motel sink, and I’d spread them in the shelf over the backseat to dry. They gave off a sour smell in the morning sun. I pretended I was dozing.

I peeped at Mary through my half-closed eyelids. What did she think of Mama? I’d heard Mary talking with her daughter when Young Mary came to our house before we left Charlotte, telling her how to take care of Daddy while we were gone. “He wants a light starch in his shirts, and you got to iron them while they still damp.” Mary’s voice was soft and low. “And white vinegar on the table for his greens.” She put her arm around her daughter’s shoulders as they stood in the pantry. “This Boston brown bread is good with baked beans and pork chops.”

“Bread in a can?” Young Mary’s voice was high-pitched and timid. She’d jump if Daddy asked her the time of day. What was she doing as we traveled across Georgia?

I said, “I wonder how Young Mary’s going to get along with Daddy.”

Puddin looked at Mary. “Your daughter?”

Mary nodded. “She doing the cooking and cleaning a couple days a week.”

“Your father’ll be just fine,” Mama said. “He always could get someone to take care of him.”

Mama wasn’t calling Daddy anything but “your father.” She had always called him Bill or William or, when she was teasing, Willie. She hadn’t called him Willie in so long I could hardly remember. Maybe not since we’d lived in the house off Selwyn Avenue.





In Alabama we passed towns named Opelika, Loachapoka, Notsaluga. I said the odd names to myself. I couldn’t remember seeing signs back home like the ones we saw in Tuskegee: SOME THINGS DON’T MIX! OIL AND WATER. COLOREDS AND WHITES! and, in front of a school, FOR WHITES, NOT BROWNS!

In Andalusia Mama pulled up to a café for us to have lunch. We’d just passed a grill with colored people standing in the doorway and on the sidewalk. Mary said she’d walk back there to eat. Mama was fixing her face in the rearview mirror when Mary asked for the keys to the trunk. “You mind if I freshen up before lunch?”

Mama rolled her eyes but handed Mary the keys.

“Jubie, get the keys when Mary’s done.” Mama took Puddin’s hand and Stell carried Davie into the café.

Mary got her flowered bag from the trunk and took out a rose knit hat I’d never seen. She unfolded it, fluffed it, and pulled the brim over one eyebrow, checking her reflection in the car window. In quick strokes she put on glossy lipstick, then reached in her bag for red earrings and a matching necklace. She changed her navy Keds for red patent leather heels, making her snazzy, even in her ordinary blue cotton dress. With her handbag dangling from her fingertips, she started down the street, click-clacking on her heels. I watched her go, my mouth hanging open.

She looked over her shoulder and winked. “Feels like Sunday.”





Before Mama pushed her plate away and reached for her cigarettes, I worried that Mary wouldn’t be back on time, that Mama would be mad at her for dillydallying. For once in my life I didn’t ask for dessert, but Mama didn’t notice. I excused myself and went to the car. Mary was coming down the sidewalk, humming, her pocketbook swinging at her side. “Hey, Jubie girl, you glad to see me?”

“I am, Mary.”

She had already taken off her hat and earrings and was removing her necklace. She scrubbed her mouth with a Kleenex the way I did when I came home from school after wearing Tangee all day. I unlocked the trunk, and Mary scuffed off her heels. In a minute she had on her Keds. Mary again, as if she’d never left the car. Mama came out of the café carrying Davie, with Puddin and Stell behind her.

“How was your lunch, Mary?”

“Just fine, Miz Watts, just fine.”

“Not too expensive?”

“Not too bad.” Mary squeezed my hand as we got in the car.





Mary came to work for us when I was five, the first colored person I’d ever known. I studied the tall woman who occupied our kitchen, busy at the sink or the washing machine or the ironing board. Her thick-fingered hands, brown on top and light underneath, wove lattice crusts on apple pies, diapered my new baby sister, and hefted baskets of wet wash. When she caught me peeking at her from behind the kitchen door, she waved.

I observed her from the queen chair when she vacuumed, or through the window as she pinned my pajamas to the clothesline. One morning while she mopped the kitchen, she hummed “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star,” adding words to the tune as she rinsed the mop: “Little mousy, are you there? Watching from a fine old chair?” She turned and caught me staring.

I broke my silence. “Why are your feet so big?”

“To keep me from falling over.”

It pleased me that an adult took me seriously.

Once, when I asked her what she thought of me when we met all those years ago, she said, “Seem to me you were struggling to give up being the youngest.”

I touched her arm and she turned to me. “Hm?”

“Do you remember the little house in the woods off Selwyn Avenue, where we lived when we first moved back to Charlotte?”

“I remember.”

“That’s where you started working for us. I was five.”

“Uh-huh. You had a head full of blonde curls. Always following me around.”





As we drove through Pensacola I tried to take in everything about the town where we’d be spending the next week. We whizzed by a sandwich-board sign with a shimmering, come-hither eye in the middle of it. The only words I caught were “Three-Legged Girl.”

“Ye gods,” I said, “did y’all see that sign?”

“Watch your tongue, young lady,” Mama said. “We’re almost to Taylor’s.”

We were passing an amusement park, Joyland by the Sea. A Ferris wheel turned in the afternoon sun, and lively music filled the air. “Oh, Mama, look. We’ve got to go while we’re here. It’s fabulous.”

“They are always fabulous from the car.”





Stell Ann read directions from a map Uncle Taylor had sent. “Take ninety-eight over Pensacola Bay and Santa Rosa Sound.”

We rode in silence across the water. It only took a few minutes, but I looked out on the wide expanse of sparkling blue, no land in sight, and pretended our car was a ship, skimming the waves. I glanced at Mary. Her eyes were large in her solemn face.

At Uncle Taylor’s, Mama set the brakes and said, “Three thirty! We made good time. Grab something to carry, and be sure . . .” We scrambled from the car and ran up the front walk. Only Mama knew what she wanted us to be sure of.

Nobody answered the bell, and Mama went right on in. There was a note on the table in the shadowed foyer:



Pauly, we’re at the beach. Ring the brass bell on the back porch so we’ll know you’re here.

Welcome!!!

Taylor



The Welcome was scrawled across the note. Beneath it, Uncle Taylor had signed his name in neat script. Puddin ran through the house to the back porch and rang the bell, which sounded like ships’ bells I’d heard in movies. “We’re here!” she yelled. “We’re here!”

I went back out for the luggage. A strong wind lifted my hair, smelling of salt and sun and far-off places across all that sparkling water, so much bluer than the Atlantic, the only other ocean I’d ever seen. Ocean? No, not an ocean, I remembered from my geography lessons. The Gulf of Mexico.

I brought in Mary’s cloth carryall, Mama’s vanity case, and the paper bags of stuff that wouldn’t fit into our suitcases, piling everything in the front hall until Uncle Taylor could tell us where we’d be sleeping.

Was his house always so neat, or had he straightened up because we were coming? No toys, no books on the coffee table or newspapers on the sofa, none of what Mama called clutter. How would it feel to live in such a neat house?

Mama cleared her throat. “Mary, please get me a glass of water. I’m parched.”

Mary looked uncertain where to go, but she went.

In the living room, I sat in a sloping green chair with no arms, low and comfortable. The room was filled with angles and circles, blond wood and pastels. Had Aunt Lily decorated it from a picture from House Beautiful? A beige sofa with a curved back was more inviting to lie on than Mama’s burgundy velvet Sheraton. The end tables with slanted legs looked like robots, and a chrome floor lamp near Mama seemed to make her jittery. She walked back and forth with Davie on her hip, the vertical blinds moving in her wake.

I thought of our living room, the baby grand, the oriental rug and brocade drapes, the queen chair by the mantel.

Stell said, “This is a delightful home.” She’d been talking that way ever since she got saved.

Mama shifted Davie from one hip to the other. “You girls are going to have to mind your p’s and q’s. Taylor keeps things shipshape.”

Mary came back to the living room and handed Mama a glass of water. Mama took a long sip and wrinkled her nose. “Beach water, such a horrid taste. I’ll drink tea the whole time I’m here.”

Puddin ran into the living room. “Uncle Taylor and Sarah are coming up from the beach. That bell works great.”

Mama handed Davie to Stell and pushed at her hair, smoothed her skirt. “I’m going to fix my face.”

I hadn’t noticed Mary going out, but I saw her through the blinds, walking in the front yard. “I’ll get Mary.”

She was standing by the walk.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Looking at Florida. A strange place, seem to me. Almost no trees, just scrubby things bended down by the wind. And them,” she said, pointing at the palm trees that lined the street, “looks like somebody took good trees and gave ’em a shave.”

“Those’re palm trees. You remember Palm Sunday, in the Bible?”

“Course I do. Hosanna and praise Jesus. The hour has come to sing His—” She stopped. “You mean like the palm branches they waved at Jesus?”

“Same thing.”

“What you say,” said Mary. “What you say.”

The front door opened and there was Uncle Taylor, smiling, his arms held wide.

I hadn’t seen him in over a year, not since he and Aunt Lily came to visit us before Davie started walking. But he was as handsome as I remembered, his hair bleached by the sun, his blue eyes sparkling. He grabbed me up, swinging me off the front walk.

“Jubie! How’s my favorite niece?” Even if he said that to Puddin and Stell Ann, too, which he always did, I knew he only meant it to me.

“Hey, Uncle Taylor.” I hugged him back. He smelled like lemons.

He put me down and held me out, squinting, studying me. “You’ve grown, girl. What have you been eating, spinach and baked vitamins?”

“Too much of everything, if you ask Mama.” I reached for Mary’s hand. “You remember Mary, Uncle Taylor?”

“Of course I do. How are you, Mary?”

“Just fine, Commander Bentley, just fine.”

“I’ve got a nice room for you upstairs. Y’all come on in and let’s get you settled, then we’ll go down to the beach. Jubes, where’s that good-looking mother of yours?”

“She went to the bathroom.”

He opened the front door for me and Mary. “We’ll find her.”

Mama was in the entry hall. Uncle Taylor wrapped his arms around her. “Hey, big sister, I’ve been looking for you!”

Mama buried her face in his chest. She said his name over and over. She started to laugh. “Oh, Taylor, I’m so glad to be here.” The laughter turned to crying, first like tears of joy, then like her heart was breaking. I knew that kind of crying, the hiccupping sobs that wouldn’t stop. I was embarrassed for her.

“Pauly-Wauly.” Uncle Taylor held Mama close. “You’ve had a rough time, old girl.”
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