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"Hello, Mister.”

Leroy bowed low. “Just call me Leroy, Jolene. That’ll suit me fine.”

I didn’t want to call him anything. “Hello, Mister,” I said. It seemed like the best thing to say. If I called him Leroy, he might think he had a chance of being special to me.

Momma didn’t hear me call him Mister, but Grandpa did. He frowned, lowering his thick gray eyebrows. I was afraid Grandpa was about to order me to apologize.

Leroy tilted his head back and laughed so loud I thought the walls would tumble down. His whole body shook, and he slapped his hat against his knee. “Jolene, I’ve been called a lot of things in my life, but I ain’t never heard nobody call me plain Mister.”
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CHAPTER 1
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Momma’s sewing machine clanked all week long. Sometimes I woke up and heard the Singer before the morning sawmill whistle blew. And sometimes I fell asleep at night listening to the rhythm of the foot pedal hitting the floor. But tonight was Friday and we were going to the picture show. So Momma tucked the machine away in a corner like a broom waiting to be used again.

As we waited for Florence’s family to pick us up, I folded my arms across my chest, trying to look innocent. But it was too late.

Momma’s hands flew to her hips. “Jolene Jasmine Johnson, what are you hiding under your coat?”

I unbuttoned my coat and pulled out the wooden frame. Daddy smiled up at me from the picture.

Momma’s face softened and she knelt next to me. “Oh, Jolene. Why are you taking your daddy’s picture to the show? It’s the only one we have of him.”

I stared at the hole in the floor that Grandpa had patched with pages from the Saturday Evening Post. I couldn’t tell Momma I wanted to take Daddy’s picture because I couldn’t take him. If Florence could bring her daddy to the movies every Friday night, I wanted to bring mine, too.

Momma reached out and pulled me close to her. “It’s hard not having a daddy. You were such a little thing when he died. He loved you, Jolene. He loved you more than anyone.”

“More than you?” I asked.

She laughed. Red lipstick covered her lips. Red as her name—Ruby. “Well, a man loves a wife in a different way. I guess he loved us the same amount.”

Then I asked her what I always asked, even though I knew the answer. “More love than could fill the state of Louisiana?”

Momma always answered, “More love than could fill every state in the United States—all forty-eight.” But today she looked away kind of sad and said, “More love than could fill this great big world.”

Momma gently took the picture from me. She put  it next to the Emerson radio that she bought last summer with money earned sewing dresses for the white women who lived in the mill town.

Then Grandpa limped in from his bedroom just as Abe, Florence’s daddy, honked his truck’s horn. Years ago, Grandpa had hurt his leg in a logging accident. Now he worked in the mill, sawing logs into lumber.

“Goodnight, Grandpa!” I said, running out the door.

“Save me some buttered popcorn,” he hollered.

Momma said Grandpa didn’t go to the picture show because he liked to have peace and quiet after hearing the saws run all day. He once told me that he cut so much lumber during the day that when he closed his eyes at night he could still see lumber and clouds of sawdust. “Can’t a workin’ man get no rest?” he’d say.

Momma slipped inside the pickup next to Florence’s momma, Harriet, and I hopped in the back next to Florence. In the summer, I loved to ride in the back and feel the warm breeze hit my face. But it was January, and the cold air nipped my cheeks.

A million stars scattered across the dark sky and the giant pine trees formed a ruffled trim. I pointed to a group of stars. “Look. I bet that’s the Big Dipper.”

Ever since my teacher taught us that the stars made pictures in the sky called constellations, I liked to pretend the Big Dipper was Daddy watching over me. But I could never find it among the stars.

Florence peered up at the sky. She was covered with blue: a knitted blue hat on her head, a blue wool scarf wrapped around her neck, my old blue coat Momma made, and thick blue socks that went up to her knees. Momma said when Florence was born, she was so tiny she could fit in her daddy’s hand. That’s the reason, Momma said, that Florence caught a lot of colds, and the reason Harriet dressed her as if we lived in snow-covered mountains.

“What do you think will be playing at the picture show tonight?” I asked.

Florence shrugged her shoulders like she did every Friday night.

“Do you think it might be Hopalong Cassidy?” He was my favorite western movie star.

She just shrugged again.

“Florence, you never say anything. Has the cat got your tongue?”

Florence’s eyes popped wide open. “When I got something to say, I’ll say it ”

Maybe Florence didn’t get enough words dumped into her head since she was born so early. I had so many words and questions bouncing around inside me, I thought I’d never live long enough to say them all.

We drove past the company store, the barber shop, and the hotel where the single mill workers lived. We  passed the post office, the meat market, the school for the white mill children, then our school. In Logan’s mill town we had everything we needed—except picture shows.

A few minutes later we arrived in Glenmora.  “Happy New Year—1940” signs were posted on every store window. Even though it was dark, I could see the pretty china doll with brown curls in Randall’s general store window. I had hoped to get her for Christmas. I had even given her a name—Brenda Jane. When Christmas morning arrived and I didn’t receive her, I had been disappointed. But Momma said maybe next year.

Abe parked along Main Street with the other cars and trucks. A marquee sign read “South of the Border,  starring Gene Autry.” He was almost as good as Hopalong Cassidy.

We stood in the concession line for popcorn. I loved watching the kernels pop out of the cooker in fluffy white coats, and smelling their roasty scent.

Suddenly someone with a booming laugh entered the lobby. I turned and saw Leroy Redfield and some of the other men who worked for the sawmill. Grandpa had known Leroy for years. He was always telling us about something funny Leroy had said. But it always sounded stupid to me.

Leroy was a flathead. That’s what folks called the  men who sawed down the pine trees and cut them into logs. Grandpa said they called loggers flatheads because if a tree fell on a logger’s head, it would flatten it. Sometimes Florence and I played near the railroad tracks when the five o‘clock train brought the flatheads back to the mill town. Leroy was the biggest, loudest, sweatiest flathead getting off the train.

When Leroy saw Momma in the picture show lobby, he stopped laughing and tipped his hat. “Howdy-do, Ruby.”

Momma smiled shyly. “Well hello, Leroy.”

The other men walked toward the stairs. “Come on, Leroy,” one man said. “Let’s get a seat.”

Leroy just stood there looking at Momma, grinning. “Leroy,” the man repeated.

“Umm, I’m right behind you.” He tipped his hat again and said, “I hope you enjoy the show, Ruby.”

“Thank you,” Momma said. She watched Leroy walk up those stairs until he disappeared.

My stomach got a funny feeling in it, and I hadn’t even taken one bite of popcorn yet.

After Momma paid for our popcorn, we climbed the stairs to the balcony with the other colored people. As always, the white folks sat downstairs. It didn’t seem fair. “Why do we have to sit up here?” I asked.

“Hush, Jolene,” Momma said, frowning.

Florence frowned, too, and shook her head at me like she was all grown up.

Soon the velvet curtains opened and Mr. Autry rode onto the screen with his horse, Champion. I forgot about having to sit upstairs. The next hour flew by like minutes.

As the music played at the end of the movie, I closed the top of the popcorn sack with a handful left inside for Grandpa. I hoped he wouldn’t mind those kernels.

The only thing good about the movie being over was that we always bought an ice cream cone at the concession stand before leaving. My mouth watered as I stood in line between Momma and Florence, trying to decide if I wanted strawberry or vanilla.

Leroy stood behind Momma. When we got to the cashier, he took out some coins and offered to pay for our ice cream—like we didn’t have any money.

I held my breath. Then Momma said, “No, thank you, Leroy. That wouldn’t be right.”

I felt better until we were leaving the picture show and Leroy winked at Momma and said, “See you soon, Ruby.”

I could have gone the rest of my life and been happy if I never set eyes on Mr. Leroy Redfield again.
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