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The only way for me to
begin my review of Like I Used to Dance by Barbara Frances is to
say I loved it! For me to love a fiction book that is simply based
on the ups and downs of a loving family in the late '50s in Texas
is unusual. I truly didn't know what to expect when I began reading
Like I Used to Dance. It's a long novel: would I be bored? Would I
even finish it?

Well, Barbara Frances had
me completely hooked in the first few pages and I couldn't read it
fast enough. I was dying to know what would happen next to Grace
and Bud and their three adult children, all raised as good
Catholics. When one daughter becomes a nun, the younger daughter
marries a mean, misogynistic drunk, and their son falls for a
delightful Jewish girl, their peaceful life as farmers is more than
a little upset. It becomes even more upset by the entry into their
lives of Ceil, a wealthy, beautiful and generous woman with a
troubled past she might never have survived if it weren't for the
local black woman, May-May. Loved by everyone, May-May is feared by
that rotten drunk husband who is hell-bent on killing her, and he
nearly succeeds, but there's no way I'm going to be a spoiler here
and tell you any more. You just have to read Like I Used to Dance
and find out for yourself.

Barbara Frances offers
liberal minded readers everything they crave: suspense, violence,
evil, sex (never explicit) and tons of good. That timeless theme of
good conquering evil propels the novel to satisfying conclusions,
though some may question the likelihood of certain situations
presented. But if I had to nail what most riveted me to this story,
it would be the questions Barbara raises, through her characters,
about being born, bred and raised into religions that we live by
despite our questions and doubts. Grace, along with her two
daughters, and thanks to Ceil, is troubled by the blind adherence
to tenets drummed into us since we were infants. These three women
ask themselves questions I asked myself as a child, and later as a
teen. They, like me, find themselves being freed as they reach
answers their religious upbringing would deem sinful. And in
finding those answers, they find their real selves. And that self
is a far more honest one of whom they can be proud.

Like I Used to Dance by
Barbara Frances could almost be described as a "coming of age" book
for the bulk of the characters in the story. And there are many of
them. Too often for me, a large number of characters in a novel is
a turn off. I hate struggling to remember who is who. But this
doesn't happen under the skillful pen of Barbara Frances. She knows
where she's going with this story, its events, its issues, and its
characters, and we, the readers, enjoy every part of the journey. A
5-star book all the way, I highly recommend Like I Used to Dance
and I look forward to reading Barbara Frances' next book. I hope
she won't keep me waiting too long!
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For my mother
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and my friends Margaret Roberts and Ernie Sharpe, for their
guidance and support in bringing this book to the dance.


“Our kids, my, my,
Gracie,

where did we go wrong?

One marries God,

another a Jew and

the last one the
devil.”
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Chapter One




Grace heard the pickup
roaring up the dirt lane. It skidded to a stop in the back yard
before she could turn off the stove’s burner. Chickens squawked and
flapped their wings to avoid the wheels. That could only be Billy Wayne. Her
stomach sank as she walked to the screen door. There he was, her
son-in-law Billy Wayne Tarkin, getting out of the pickup and
yelling, “Angie, Tessie, shut up!”

Grace flew out the
door. He has brought those babies with
him. Two little girls, still in pajamas
with sleep-caked faces, cuddled together on the front
seat.

“Oh, my sweet Angie and
Tessie. Grandma has some warm kolaches and juice just for
you.”

“Grace, leave ‘em there.”
Billy Wayne shooed her with his hand. “I don’t have no time. Just
come by to tell you that Regina’s pukin’ her guts out, so she can’t
go with ya’ll all to that thing in San Antonio.”

Grace hated his
crudeness. That “thing” as you call it is
a blessing. Your wife’s sister is becoming a nun today. But then
what would you know of that? Grace wished
she had the nerve to speak her thoughts.

“Grandpa,” Angie
exclaimed. Bud was approaching from the barnyard with the look of
disgust he generally reserved for his son-in-law. He didn’t hold
out his hand for a shake as he did with most other men. “Who’s
taking care of Regina?” he asked gruffly.

“Oh, she’s alright,” Billy
Wayne answered. “She’s just upchucking all over the place. With
this one, she’s payin’ her dues alright.” He hitched up the front
of his pants. “I bet ya everything I got it’s a boy and he’s givin’
her one hell of a time.” His bark of a laugh snaked down Grace’s
spine.

“Well,
who’s going to take care of the girls?” Bud’s voice had a hard
edge. “You got to go to work, don’t you?” Most people would have
been alarmed. Bud rarely spoke with harshness, but Billy Wayne blew
it off with a shrug of his shoulders. I ain’t afraid of you, old man, he
thought.

“Hell, they’ll be okay,”
he answered defiantly. “Regina’s just sick; she ain’t dead.
Besides, they ain’t none of your concern.”

Bud walked past Billy
Wayne, yanked open the pickup door and said in a gentle voice,
“Come on to Grandpa.” He picked up Tessie. “Hush now, baby.
Everything’s going to be okay. ”He handed her to Grace and then
scooped up Angie and turned back to Billy Wayne. “Tell Regina to
stay in bed all day and not to worry. We’ll look after the girls.”
Without so much as a goodbye, he turned his back and followed Grace
into the house.

Billy Wayne glared. “You
sorry bastard,” he muttered under his breath. “One of these days,
I’m gonna…” He spat on a nearby chicken, hoisted himself into his
rusty claptrap and rattled off.

Once inside, Grace began
wiping the girls’ faces with an old washcloth used for kitchen
cleaning. Her intolerance for dirty faces didn’t allow her to take
the time to get a regular washcloth from the bathroom. “As soon as
you eat breakfast, Grandma’s going to get you in the
bathtub.”

She turned back to Bud.
“All I have here are some worn-out play clothes. We’ll have to stop
by Regina’s to get something nice for them. I want to check on her,
anyways.”

Bud nodded as he held a
cup of orange juice for Tessie to drink. Grace knew he was hurting
just like she was. What kind of mess had
their youngest gotten herself into? And how quickly a day can
change.

 


Grace had started out her morning as
usual with the reassuring warmth of a coffee cup between her palms.
Unlike nature, her morning Folger’s, always hot, always black, was
something she could count on. The brief time she spent alone each
morning, planning her day and enjoying the ordered beauty of
kitchen or yard was a ritual that calmed and inspired her. But this
morning when she looked out the kitchen window, she had grieved to
see a back yard splotchy with grass patches and beds of flowers too
wilted to hold up their heads. A couple of chickens were clawing
through the concrete dirt looking for worms. Just yesterday she had
watered, but the well was running low and Bud had warned her that
if she kept that up there would be no water for what mattered most,
the animals and humans.

But flowers matter
too she had wanted to say, even though she
knew beauty was an extra to him, like a new pair of socks when his
old ones were still perfectly good. He’d save the good pair until
she refused to darn holes on top of holes in the old ones.
I wonder if he ever gets a tightness in his heart
when he sees the flowers giving up their colors.
Her soul needed beauty to keep on going, almost
as much as her lungs needed air.

The morning was pleasantly
warm, not at all like it would be in a couple of hours. The first
of June and the summer furnace was already roaring full blast. A
dark cloud bank had been forming to the southwest.
“Please dear God, let it rain,”
she prayed. “The crops
need it and so do we.” Grace protected
herself in a shroud of worry. Trouble could never take her by
surprise like it did when she was a child.

Bud would see her frown
and say, “Oh, we’ll be fine. Frettin’ won’t put money in the bank,
so why suffer with it?” Sometimes he’d get concerned about the
children and what they were doing, but that was about the extent of
his worrying. His easy-going acceptance both sustained and irked
Grace.

She looked towards the
barns and saw Bud spreading hay for the cows. She laughed as he
played dodge with a couple of the frisky calves, so energetic this
time of the morning. God, he was such a good man, the only man
she’d ever known in the Biblical sense. She was always aware that he loved her
deeply, even though he didn’t always understand her. “I like the
mystery of you,” he said one time as they were cuddling.

They married when Grace
was eighteen and he was nineteen, had three children, two
miscarriages and one stillborn. Both graduated from the Catholic
parochial school, which went to the tenth grade. Grace had wanted
to go on to the public high school and get a diploma but her dad
had angrily snapped, “Goddammit, you want to end up in hell?” The
prevalent belief was that the public school would drive a child
right into Satan’s pit.

Bud and Grace had a
peaceful marriage, each with their defined roles. Communication was
sparse and generally superficial. They would talk over meals or
while riding in the car or waiting by the radio for the Amos ‘n
Andy or George Burns shows to begin. They discussed the crops, the
cattle, the finances and sometimes the children and the neighbors,
but that was about it. Wasn’t that enough? They didn’t seem to have
the vocabulary or the nerve for sharing dreams, fears or longings.
Grace would have liked more, but she was too unsure of herself to
bring up what was going on in her mind or heart. She wouldn’t even
know how to explain herself. Sometimes she felt like one of those
chickens scratching the hardened ground. Did other people ever want
a more profound existence or were most people like Bud, content
with the way things were?

Past the barns and across
the pasture she could just make out Mayphelia hanging out a sheet
on her clothesline. Every Saturday that woman got up at the crack
of dawn to do her washing. By noon, she’d have everything folded
and in its place. Then she’d put on her shoes and walk to town to
get groceries. Mayphelia looked like a black matchstick bobbing
against the white sheet, her orange turban, the phosphorus
crown.

Grace was as close to
Mayphelia as she could be, being white and all. Everyone agreed
that there was no better baby birther in the county. After having
the stillborn delivered by the drunken white Dr. Clarkson, Grace
had insisted that Mayphelia deliver Regina, their last one, now
twenty and pregnant with her third. There were rumors that
Mayphelia also did other things, evil things, for women, besides
birthing and helping them to keep from getting pregnant over and
over.

Grace had been preparing
all week for this day. She had brushed Bud’s Sunday suit, starched
and ironed his white shirt and shined his good shoes to a glow.
Then, for herself, she had added a new collar and belt to last
year’s spring dress and redecorated her go-to-church hat with a new
veil and flowers she had made with fabric that matched her dress.
With some leftover grocery money, she had ordered new white gloves
and a white patent leather purse from Montgomery Ward.

Finally, the day had
arrived. This afternoon Angela, their oldest daughter, was going to
become a Sister, a nun, at Sacred Heart Convent. Beautiful Angela
with the thick auburn hair, the penetrating hazel eyes and the
slightly olive skin, was giving her life to God. Grace’s heart
contracted at the thought. She felt such pride, yet she knew she
shouldn’t because pride goeth before a
fall. Still, it was hard to remain humble
when one of your children was chosen to follow Christ.

Bud, on the other hand,
was not as pleased. “She’s too pretty and…well, womanly, to be
closed off like that,” he had commented to Grace on one occasion,
careful not to cloud her joy. Being the first-born, Angela held a
special place in his heart. He knew she was “a cut above,” as
everyone said, and he didn’t feel that the life of a nun was
necessarily “a cut above.”

He will come around to
accepting, Grace told herself.

A splash of water landed on Grace’s
face. “See, Grandma, I can already wash myself all over. Mama says
so,” Tessie announced.

“Yes, you’re a big girl,”
Grace said, remembering that Tessie would be three in only a few
months and Angie would be five the month after. She kept thinking
of them as being younger.

“Grandma, Mama says I’m
named after Aunt Angela,” Angie said as she scooped up soap bubbles
in the tub.

“That’s right,
darling.”

“Me too, me too, me too,”
Tessie chanted, wanting what her big sister had.

Grace smiled. “Sweetheart,
you’re named after St. Theresa, who was the Little Flower, just
like you’re our little flower.”

“No, me Tessie,” she
corrected her grandmother.


Chapter Two


The 1949 Ford pulled into the visitors’ parking
lot. Bud found the closest spot to the convent’s magnificent Gothic
chapel where the ceremony would take place. Bud and Grace were
never on time for anything; they were always early. Bud scrunched
his neck to look up at the sky through the windshield. A good storm
was brewing. “It looks like it’s about to open up. We’d better go
on in. There’s a hill of steps to climb.”

The girls slept soundly in
the back seat, shiny clean and pretty as ripe peaches in the Easter
outfits Grace had sewn two months ago. She always made their
clothes a bit large so they could grow into them and was thrilled
that for this occasion they fit perfectly.

She and Bud hurried up the
steps with the girls in their arms. Angie woke up wide-eyed and
happy for a new day. Looking over Bud’s shoulder, she smiled and
waved at Grace. On the other hand, Tessie was angry and letting
them know.

“We’re going to see Aunt
Angela. Won’t that be fun?” Grace tried to calm her.

“No, no, no!” Tessie
wailed.

A soiled, frayed pouch
stuffed with juice, cookies and toys swung from Bud’s free
shoulder. Grace sighed, embarrassed over the bag’s condition.
Regina didn’t seem to be bothered by dirty or worn-out
things. Well, she’s got so much other
stuff to deal with, Grace thought to
herself.

Bud pushed against the
heavy wooden doors. They swung open to the crinkled face of a
smiling nun. “Welcome, welcome. Quickly come in.” They crossed over
the threshold into a spacious foyer just as the rain gushed down
without the usual prelude of sprinkles. It was as if a dam from
above had collapsed.

The Sister chuckled. “God
must have been waiting for you to get inside before He blessed us
with this ferocious baptism.” Just then Tessie cried out and then
spit up all over the front of Grace’s dress.

“Oh, my, I bet you feel
better now.” The nun smiled at Tessie as if she were the most
perfect child ever. Grace assessed her soiled bodice and shook her
head. “Now what will I do?”

“I have just the thing.
Follow me.” The nun began leading them down a wide hallway,
chattering “You’re Angela’s parents, correct? Wonderful woman. Will
be an extraordinary nun.” She stopped at a door marked Private.
“Come here, little one.” She took Tessie from Grace.

“Here’s a washroom where
you can clean your dress. Under the basin is some laundry soap.
It’s still a while before the ceremony, so you’ll be fine.” The nun
pointed down the hall. “Your husband and babies will be just down
in the family waiting room on the left past St. Joseph.” Grace saw
the statue and felt comforted. She had always admired St. Joseph.
He had raised a child that wasn’t his and had taught him to be a
carpenter, yet he got so little recognition.

ANGELA allowed herself one
last vanity as she gazed in the mirror. She looked like any regular
bride: all in white, soft curls of thick hair peeking through a
tulle veil. Soon all this rich amber would be chopped off, left in
a weeping pile on the floor until Sister Verona swept it away into
that place where perms and bows and sassy hats did not
exist.

A moment of regret passed
through Angela’s mind. Is this what I
want? For three years now, she had been
preparing for this day. She reassured herself. I’m just having a case of bride
jitters. Around the room her fellow
postulants gazed in mirrors and adjusted hems, sleeves, bodices.
There was no talking or giggling as with ordinary brides. All
sixteen of them were still bound by the sacred silence they had
been observing for the past ten days in preparation for this holy
occasion. Today they would prostrate their bodies before the high
altar and dedicate their lives to God and His service.

Suddenly James Riley
popped into her mind. Sweet James, would
he love me with no hair? She remembered
the thrill of his hands mussing those curls and caressing her
scalp. He was now married to Patsy, her best friend from high
school. They already had a one year old. Regina had written that he
was the cutest baby boy she’d ever laid eyes on. “But, you know,”
Regina continued in her large sideways scrawl, “James is not the
same person he was. I bet Patsy’s always going to live in your
shadow. Serves her right for throwing herself on him as soon as you
boarded the train.” Angela relished her sister’s loyalty even as
she felt regret over James’ heartbreak.

After high school Angela
had planned to finish college and then get married. James was
already working the family farm, but he was willing to wait. He
ignored his father’s badgering, “What does she need with a college
education only to be a farmer’s wife?” James wanted Angela to have
whatever she wanted.

But after her freshman
year she announced she was entering a convent. She could no longer
ignore the feeling that she was being called to religious life.
Poor James came over daily for a week. He would sit on the back
porch, plead with her and even cried one time. That was the only
time Bud really became upset with Angela. “I can’t believe you’re
doing this to him. Where’s your heart?”

“Daddy, I know you can’t
understand,” she whispered.

Then two nights before she
left, James came over one last time. They walked down to the west
pasture and sat under the large oak. The horizon had just swallowed
the sun, but insistent tendrils colored the landscape in soft
oranges and golds. Being careful of his feelings, she tried to
explain once again her desire to live a life fully devoted to God
and to His work. “It’s my destiny, James.”

Through tears, he told her
he could never love anyone as he loved her. His sadness and need
tore at her heart. She took him in her arms and kissed him. He
began kissing her face, her neck, her breasts. It seemed as if the
ground beneath her began to sway back and forth. She was beneath
him. He was pulling up her skirt, opening her blouse. His hands
were going places they had never gone before. She was overpowered
by wanting him, all of him. The heavy petting which they had
engaged in since their junior year in high school was no longer
enough.

For two people who had
never done this before, they were surprisingly adept. There was no
thinking, just an overwhelming need to do exactly what they were
meant to do in that moment. They acted quickly but smoothly; it was
classical music rather than ragtime. Soon they were undressed and
took in each other’s nakedness without embarrassment. As he moved
on top, she accepted him completely while the treetops danced and
the earth gave way beneath her.

How long it lasted, she
didn’t know. She woke up in total darkness, wrapped in his arms and
legs. The moon highlighted blood on her skirt. How could that be?
She hadn’t felt any pain, only surges of pleasure that lapped at
every cell in her body. Her little sister Regina, who was already
pregnant a second time, had told her in explicit details how much
it hurt.

James’ hand was stroking her back.
“I’ll always love you. I hope I gave you a baby.”

She lightly kissed his
cheek, “You didn’t.” She said this with certainty, but how could
she know?

There had been the dream.
The night after she had her first period she dreamed that she was
in a large house with many rooms. She went from one room to another
looking for the children, but there were none. When she went
outside, there were children who came to her. Then a voice told her
she would never have children from her own body. She woke up
believing this was a sign from God that she was supposed to be a
nun and care for other people’s children. She had recalled that
dream the day she decided to request permission to enter the
Congregation of the Sisters of the Sacred Heart.

Angela never confessed
what had happened. No priest or mother superior or institution
could ever convince her that what she and James had shared that
evening in the glowing pasture under that almighty oak was a
sin.

GRACE stepped out of the
washroom painfully conscious of the wet spot over her right breast
and heard rolling laughter coming from Andy, her middle child and
only living son. She hurried down the hallway to the waiting room
and smiled broadly upon seeing him. He’s
already got big city written all over him,
she thought. The well-tailored suit, crisp shirt with matching silk
tie, shoes right off the rack were not farmer’s attire. A woman was
leaning on his arm and cooing at Tessie. This must be the girl he’d
written about. She had short curled hair, peroxided, just like
Grace had seen in Regina’s movie magazines.

Grace covered the wet spot
with her new white purse and approached her group. “Mom!” Never one
for doing things halfway, Andy grabbed her in a big bear hug. Grace
gasped for air. “For heaven’s sake, Andy, we’re in a convent.” He
let her go with a laugh and put his arm around the blonde’s
shoulder. “Mom, I want you to meet my girl.”

“Hi, I’m
Sheila.” The smiling woman extended a hand with long, very red
fingernails just like the girls in the magazines. As Grace shook
her hand she thought, it’s as soft
as a baby’s bottom. I bet she doesn’t scrub clothes or hoe any
gardens. Her red lips matched her
nails.

“Andy’s always bragging
about you. I’m so glad to meet you.” Sheila’s genuine warmth
immediately relaxed Grace. She seemed quite nice in spite of the
peroxide and flaming reds.

A TINY bell sounded.
Sister Verona softly announced, “Christ is calling.” The brides
lined up and followed the Sister through the twelve-foot doors into
the hallway leading to the entrance of the cathedral where Mother
Superior and the Council waited to escort them down the
aisle.

The loud notes of a pipe
organ brought the visitors to standing attention as a heavenly
choir began singing The Magnificat.
Grace and Bud joined the crowd in turning to
watch the brides walk down the aisle. Each one held a lighted
candle and a lily. Angela was at the end because she was the
tallest. Dear God, she is so
beautiful. Tears of happiness welled in
Grace’s eyes while tears of sadness stuck in Bud’s
throat.

The ceremony seemed to go
on forever. Behind them the girls giggled as they took turns
bouncing on Andy’s knees. They loved their Uncle Andy. Well, who
didn’t? Handsome dark Andy with his laughing black eyes and
self-assured swagger made everyone feel from the moment he met them
that they were just about as perfect as ice tea on a hot
day. I wish he’d keep them a little
quieter, Grace fretted.
But I suppose laughter’s better than
crying.

The brides filed out to
the sacristy behind the altar and down a flight of stairs to the
basement where other nuns awaited in curtained-off sections to cut
off their hair and help them dress in the black robes of the
congregation.

Rain was pounding the
rooftop. Grace was overwhelmed that God was so abundantly blessing
them with both rain and a nun in their family. Next to her Bud,
deep in thought, picked at callouses on his hands. The rain
couldn’t wash away his unease over this ceremony. When he was a boy
in Catholic school he thought the nuns were odd and often wondered
if they really were women. He’d never understand his daughter doing
this. But then, he didn’t understand lots of things, like how Andy
could turn his back on a nice farm for a furniture store in
Houston. What kind of work was helping
rich women decorate their fancy houses?

After the ceremony
everyone crowded into the vestibule. It echoed with the excitement
of joyous shouts and laughter as novices and families searched for
and found one another. When Grace hugged Angela, who was now Sister
Mary Grace, she said, “I’ve never seen you look happier or more
radiant.” After a
hesitant pause, she added, “I had no idea you were taking my name.
I’m so honored.”

Sister Mary Grace kissed her cheek.
“Come on, Mom, you know you’ve always been my hero.”

Bud stood back and stared
at her. Suddenly his daughter had thrown her arms around his neck
in a tight hug. “What’s wrong, Dad? Do I frighten you?”

Bud laughed and returned her hug.
“Well, it’s just I never thought I’d see the day when I hugged a
nun.”

Andy came up behind his
sister and gently tugged her veil. “I’ve just got to see that bald
head of yours.” Grace wished she could swat him like she did when
he was little.

“Just
try it.” Sister Mary Grace could take care of herself. “I may be a
nun, but I can still throw a good wallop.”
That sounds like the old
Angela, Bud thought. Maybe she won’t be that much different than she was
before.

Andy put his arms around her. “Come
here, Big Sis. Stop with the blabber and let me hug you.” He picked
her up off the floor.

“Put me down,” Sister Mary
Grace cried out.

Grace looked around
embarrassed and wished that her two oldest children had gotten just
a fraction of her reserve, her shyness. Only ten and half months
apart, they were closer than close, like twins who had shared the
womb. They had always looked out and taken care of one another.
They had to when Grace lost her way.

A reception in the
convent’s main dining hall followed immediately. Long tables loaded
with chicken and ham, vegetables, salads, fruits and desserts were
set up along one wall. Sister Mary Grace said that she and the
other brides had been up until all hours preparing the food. “You
should have seen us,” she said with a giggle. “We baked chickens,
kneaded dough and iced cakes without saying one word. We didn’t
even make eye-contact.” She clasped a bow back into Angie’s hair.
“It’s one of those mysteries as to how we did it.”

THE drive home was quiet.
The girls fell asleep as soon as Bud turned on the motor. Uncle
Andy had chased them up and down the convent halls, once even going
into a restricted area. “No, no, no. You’re not allowed here,”
chided a very old nun shaking a boney finger at them. Grace
suspected that the nuns were quite happy to see Sister Mary Grace’s
family make their departure.

It was still raining
softly, the best kind that really gets down into the soil for a
good soaking. Grace stretched out and rested her head back on the
seat. Bud glanced over and wanted to put his hand on her leg but
didn’t. She wouldn’t like it with the girls in the backseat, even
though they were asleep.

It had been a marvelous
day. A shadow briefly crossed over when Grace told Sister Mary
Grace about Regina’s severe morning sickness. “She bawled something
awful because she couldn’t make it.”

“I’ll write her a long
letter tomorrow and tell her I could feel her here with me.” Then
Sister Mary Grace left for a moment. When she came back she was
carrying her lily. “Tell her to press this in her prayer book and
remember that I’m with her.”

Suddenly the car skidded
to the side and headed for the ditch. Bud pulled hard on the
steering wheel and after a few twists got the tires back on the
pavement. “These roads are slick. Too dry for too long.”

He had almost let out a
string of curse words when the car swerved but remembered his
granddaughters in the back. He never wanted to set a bad
example. But they
probably wouldn’t notice since that dad of theirs can’t open his
mouth without letting out something foul. He’s just white trash. He frowned
with these thoughts.

Ordinarily, Bud didn’t
take much to criticizing or name calling, but it was a fact that
there were simple, country white folks like him and Grace and then
there was white trash. The same thing was true with the colored
people. Alex Williams along with his wife, Blanche, and their three
sons owned a farm a mile down from Bud’s place. They were Negro and
as good and decent as anyone on the face of the earth, yet most
whites put all coloreds together. He hated to think that there were
people who would think of him and his family as being the same as
Billy Wayne’s.

Bud and Alex worked the
fields together, slaughtered hogs and calves together, helped one
another out. Blanche and Grace put up jars of vegetables and
peaches every summer, taking turns at one another’s houses. He’d
trust Alex with more than he would any of Billy Wayne’s bunch, and
Bud didn’t like it one bit that Alex couldn’t go with him into
Hattie’s Diner for coffee whenever they were in town, yet Billy
Wayne’s dad was there every morning. It got to him so much that he
stopped going to Hattie’s himself, which wasn’t that much of a
hardship because Grace and Blanche could out-cook Hattie any day
and their kitchens were much more comfortable than the noisy
diner.

Alex was quiet like Bud.
They usually talked about farming or politics, the campaigns
between Eisenhower and Stevenson, and sometimes they’d talk about
the people they knew, the colored folk and the white folk, those
who were decent and honorable and those who weren’t, no matter
their color. Bud would have rather seen Regina marry Benjamin,
Alex’s youngest son, now away at college in the North, than that
sorry Billy Wayne. But if that had happened, Benjamin would have
been hung from a tree and Regina driven from the county. Bud shook
his head and thought, Sometimes there just
ain’t no way of figurin’ out the way things are.


Chapter Three

 Regina looked out the back door and down the road hoping to
see some car lights. She wondered where everyone was. More than
likely Billy Wayne was off getting drunk. She no longer asked where
he’d been because he’d simply yell, “It’s none of your damn
business where I’ve been or where I’m going.” Since her life was so
much easier when he wasn’t around, she looked forward to his time
away.

After her parents and the girls had left that
morning, she cried and heaved a solid hour. When she finally got
herself to the kitchen to make some of the root tea Mayphelia had
given her, she didn’t much care whether she lived or died. She knew
her mom and dad would take care of the girls, and they’d do a
better job than she. At that thought, a big sob wracked her chest
and came out in an anguished moan.

She was the black sheep in the family and had
always been. Here Angela had become a nun that day and was doing
holy, good things for people, and Andy was making money in Houston,
an exciting place with big stores, lots of lights and nice places
to eat. If only Angela had married James and stayed on the farm,
then they’d have some little something in common. She dearly loved
her big sister, but she was also painfully jealous of her at times,
even though she couldn’t admit that even to herself.

WHEN they all were little, Angela and Andy -
both names starting with an A - would throw their report cards on
the kitchen table showing the whole world their perfect A’s. Regina
would hide hers in a book and scramble about for as long as she
could, pretending she couldn’t find it until her mother loudly
demanded, “Bring it to me. Now, Regina.” Her mother would look at
the B’s and C’s, mostly C’s, and say in a way that made Regina want
to crawl under the table, “Well, not everyone can make A’s. As long
as you’re doing the best you can, that’s all we want.”

Two things Regina was really good at were
singing and dancing. She had won two talent contests. The first was
at school. At the second, an older woman with long grey hair came
up to her after she had won first place at the county fair. The
woman wore a cowboy hat and boots, a flowered shirt and tight
jeans. She had turquoise jewelry hanging from her ears and neck,
around her wrists and most of her fingers. Never in Regina’s twelve
years had she seen anything like her.

“Honey, you’re good. In fact, your
voice is so good, you could be on the radio and Darlin’, I could
watch you dance all day.”

Her family was standing all around, and they
actually laughed. It was as if these comments were the most
ridiculous things they’d ever heard. Regina surmised,
They don’t believe in me. I’m a C.

Regina had started dancing around the house
when she was just a tot. Her mother never commented on how well she
danced, only shouted, “Don’t knock over the lamp.” Regina had heard
the saying, “dance to the music”
but she felt the music dance her, like a puppeteer pulling
her strings. When she saw a Shirley Temple movie, she was hooked.
She began tapping and tapped everywhere, to the bus stop, to the
barn, to the living room, to the kitchen. That Christmas Santa
brought her a pair of tap shoes. She tapped, tapped, tapped until
Grace couldn’t stand it anymore and sent her out to the tractor
shed. For Regina this was perfect. Since the tractors were in the
field most of the time, the shed was her very own dance studio. Her
taps echoed on the concrete floor and through the barnyard, making
the dogs bark, the horses whinny and the hens stop
laying.

Her dancing also led to her complete downfall.
Billy Wayne wasn’t much of anything else, but he was a great
dancer. When those two got on the floor everyone stopped to watch
them. Regina was the best, but Billy Wayne knew how to lead and
gave her the opportunity to show off how good she was.

They’d dance till the hall closed its doors
for the night. Then Billy Wayne would coax her once again into the
bed of his pickup where he had a straw mattress with an old blanket
thrown over it. They’d make out for a while, with her pushing his
hands away from places they shouldn’t be until she’d sit up and
demand that he take her home.

Then one night it was different. He fought
through her resistances and forced his hands where he wanted them.
“You’ve been askin’ for it all night long,” he hissed in her ear.
His hands were between her legs yanking her panties down. “This is
what you get for egging me on as well as every other red-blooded
man with all that butt swingin.” 

She kicked and tried to roll away and struck
him in the jaw. A jarring slap across her face stunned her. He was
so much stronger. He had pinned her down, “You’re just making it
hard on yourself for no good reason. I’m gonna get what I
want.”

Suddenly she felt a tremendous jab between her
legs and then a ripping and pounding like darts hitting every organ
in her abdomen. She almost passed out from the pain. She cried and
yelled, but everyone had left. In the distance an owl screeched
mournfully as if experiencing the invasion.

Everyone was in bed when he dropped her off.
She walked past her parents’ bedroom. “Regina, that
you?”

“Yes, Mama.”

“You’re late. Past time to be
in.”

“I know. We had a flat. Go back to
sleep, Mama.”

She felt lower than dirt. She wanted to run in
the room and throw herself on the bed between her mama and daddy
like she did when she was a little girl. It would be all warm and
they would put their arms around her and complain that her feet
were cold as icicles, and then her daddy would tickle her with his
morning stubble. She was too ashamed to tell anyone, even Angela,
what had happened. She had to hide this.

When she was late, she ran to tell Billy
Wayne. All he said was, “I knew I was a man.” A week later they had
a civil marriage by a justice of the peace in the next county. A
week after that the curse came. She wanted to jump in the cow tank
and drown herself.

Now she could kick herself for not leaving him
then. Even a C person should have known better because by the next
month she really was pregnant and stuck. Her mother insisted they
get married the right way by a priest. They were living in sin the
way it was. Grace bought her a soft powder blue suit with a large
skirt because her tummy was already beginning to bulge. She
couldn’t wear white because she was not a virgin.

They couldn’t get married inside the church
either because Billy Wayne wasn’t a Catholic, so with her mom and
dad and her brother and sister standing by her side, she and Billy
Wayne exchanged honest-to-God vows in the priest’s living room. The
priest’s judgmental look prompted Regina to keep her head bowed
during the entire ceremony. Billy Wayne’s people weren’t there
because they wouldn’t be caught dead at any damn Papist thing. 

Regina dropped out of school. It was the
beginning of her junior year. Sweet Angie came seven months later
and then Tessie almost two years later, and now here she was going
to be big bellied again. And God help her, she didn’t want it. She
sometimes wished she had seen Mayphelia in the very beginning
before anyone knew. Maybe she could have helped her. What
difference would it make? She was already damned.

While still in school, she had read a story
about an ordinary family that had one really good child and one
really evil child. Even then the story made her think of her and
Angela. She didn’t know where Andy fit in, probably somewhere in
the middle. She knew one thing for sure, after this baby she was
going to take Mayphelia’s tonic to keep from having any more, no
matter what the priest said.

She had learned about this drink from Sally,
the beautician. Sally said she drank it every morning, secretly of
course, and her youngest was now five. “Gerald keeps nagging me to
go to the doctor to see what’s wrong,” she announced to everyone in
the shop, while popping spearmint gum and rolling a customer’s
hair. “Men don’t feel like men unless their women are loaded down
with one kid hanging on the leg and another one cooking in the
oven.”

Sally had sent lots of women to Mayphelia,
even quite a few Catholics. Sally was also indirectly responsible
for Regina realizing that she had actually been raped. It was an
article in Real Confessions,
one of the magazines Sally kept in her shop that had educated her.
She asked Sally if she could take it home so she could read it more
thoroughly.

The true story was about a girl a lot like
Regina, sixteen, nice and rather dumb. A boy had forced her to do
it when she didn’t want to. The girl confided to her favorite
teacher, who explained that she wasn’t responsible even though she
was wearing shorts at the time. She didn’t cause what had happened;
she was a victim. After the second read-through, Regina threw the
magazine across the room and pounded the empty space in the bed
where Billy Wayne usually slept. “It wasn’t my fault! It wasn’t my
fault!”

She felt a weight lift off her. She could have
danced naked and it still wouldn’t have been her fault.
He raped me. He’s the
criminal, not me. Up to that point, she’d felt so
guilty she didn’t dare dance any more even when Billy Wayne had
tried to get her to go with him. She had been afraid she would
tempt other men like she had tempted Billy Wayne.

Suddenly rage consumed her. Their wedding
picture sitting on the dresser mocked her. A nearby pair of
scissors glinting in the lamplight lured her out of bed. She
smashed the glass on the frame, tore out the picture and cut Billy
Wayne to tiny shreds. Then she cut the shreds over and over until
they sifted down like bitter ashes. She looked at her own picture.
The frightened girl looking back at her seemed to ask,
“How could you do this to me?” 

If only her mom hadn’t insisted that she get
married again by a priest, she could still get out of this horrible
mess. The Church said the justice’s marriage wasn’t a real
marriage. If only she’d had the courage to leave as soon as she
knew she wasn’t pregnant. But now it was sealed. If she got
divorced now she’d be excommunicated.

She had heard that rich Catholics could pay
the Pope to annul their marriages no matter how long they’d been
together. It wasn’t called a divorce of course, but that’s what it
was. Even a C student understood that different words didn’t change
the nature of a thing. Yet she also knew that only people in the
big cities got divorced. Country people, even Protestants, stayed
married no matter what. Her Aunt Pauline said it best, “Once you
make your bed, you got to lie in it.” Regina was stuck and there
was no way out. She gently rubbed her finger over her image, then
placed it in the bottom drawer and shoved Billy Wayne’s remains in
the trash.

A BANGING on the back door interrupted the
stream of memories. She jumped like a flicked grasshopper. “Regina,
you awake?” Her mom and dad were at the door. She quickly grabbed
the long-sleeved shirt on the chair and put it on even though it
was hot as embers. She couldn’t let them see the bruise on her arm
where Billy Wayne had pinched her last night when she had refused
to get him another beer.

“Coming.” She ran to unlatch the
screen door.

“Mommie! Mommie!”

Her girls pressed against the screen, leaving
little indented squares over the tips of their noses. How could she
have ever wished she had never met their dad? Yet it sickened her
to think he was a part of them. She dropped to her knees and opened
her arms and they flew into them. Grace smiled as she watched
Regina hug and kiss every inch of their faces while they giggled
uncontrollably. Regina is so free with
affection. I wish I had been more
affectionate with my babies, she thought and then
remembered how she had fallen into the well of darkness. This
awareness didn’t alleviate the regret she felt.

Bud and Grace put several wrapped plates on
the table. “Your sister, now Sister Mary Grace, did you know she
was taking my name?” Regina shook her head.

“Well, she insisted that we bring
you a sample of everything,” Grace went on. “She made the
strawberry cake for your dad, and he stuffed himself. But there’s
still some left for you.” Grace began taking the covers
off.

“I only had three pieces,” Bud
countered.

Regina was on the floor with the girls in her
lap rocking them back and forth, back and forth.
Angela had taken her mother’s name. Always the
perfect daughter, Regina thought.

“And here’s the lily Sister Mary
Grace carried down the aisle. She wants you to press it in your
prayer book.”

Regina looked at the lily and felt nothing but
emptiness.

“The girls slept the whole way
back,” Grace said as she put the lily in a glass of
water.

“Even when I almost hit the
ditch,” Bud added with a laugh.

Something snapped in Regina. She brushed the
girls off her lap, stood up and faced her parents. “You let them
sleep the whole time? How do you expect me to get them to bed now?
I’ll be up all night. You know how hard it is to get them down
after long naps especially this late? Why can’t you use your
heads?” Her eyes were wild. She paced around the kitchen table like
a caged animal looking for an escape route.

Grace and Bud backed away from the venom
spraying the room. She’s beginning to act
just like Billy Wayne, Bud thought. “We’ll take ‘em
home with us. Don’t get yourself all worked up.”

Regina fell into one of the chairs and started
sobbing. Then the girls started crying. Grace was beside herself.
She pushed a plate of food towards her. “Maybe if you eat
something, you’ll feel better.”

Regina grabbed a dish cloth and blew her nose.
“Mama, Daddy, I want to come home.”

“Then get your stuff,” Bud
commanded.

“But isn’t this your home
now?” Grace said just above a whisper. “You weren’t a good mother. Just look at how this kid has
turned out,” her dad’s accusing voice darted through
her awareness.

Bud shot Grace a look. “Her home is where she
wants it to be.”

Silence overpowered sniffling girls and
cicadas strumming their legs just outside the open windows. The
unwound clock was stopped at three fifteen. Grace wished she had
held Regina more as she gazed at this daughter with the pale drawn
face partially buried in a dish towel, the bony body with the belly
bump and the straggly, dull, light-brown hair. She could hold her
now, but it would feel uncomfortable for both of them.

Regina took a chicken leg off one of the
plates and bit into it. “Ya’ll go on. Mama’s right. Me and girls
will be okay. I didn’t mean to yell at you like that.”

“You sure? At least we can take
the girls.” Bud’s voice carried a pleading tone. Grace felt how
much he cared. She couldn’t have raised the children without
him.

“Remember the last time. Tessie
wouldn’t go to sleep without me. Besides I need them close
tonight,” she pulled the girls up on her lap and began feeding them
strawberry cake with her fingers.


Chapter Four

 When Bud and Grace got in bed, he reached over and petted her
arm, then began rubbing her stomach. Even though she was tired
after all the day’s ups and downs and didn’t feel like it, she
wasn’t going to refuse. He asked so little of her. She cooked,
cleaned, washed, mended, raised chickens and kept a garden, but she
never did any field work like so many of the farmer’s wives. He
wouldn’t hear of it, and she never set foot in the pasture, either,
except for picnics. A few times since Andy had left she’d helped
him birth calves.

After the two miscarriages early in their
marriage, he put in a bathroom just for her, even though she told
him that the outdoor toilet wasn’t the cause. But later when she
got pregnant and went full term, she conceded he may have been
right. They were gifted with beautiful Angela. Now today, God had
taken His gift back. She could imagine Sister Mary Grace sound
asleep in her tiny cell holding her rosary, serene in
slumber.

Bud was kissing her throat and breasts. She
rather liked that. She often wondered why she couldn’t get more out
of this. She did in the beginning, but not since Peter. Some women
her age, the coarse ones, would sometimes openly speak about their
bed pleasures. One woman at the cake sale said it got rid of her
worrying. She said the next day she could let the dishes go all day
and not give a tinker’s dam.

Grace returned Bud’s kisses. She did love him.
She just wished she could show it more. He was on top now, and she
helped him get inside. These days, he took more time. She guessed
it was from all the hard work and worry. Even though they hadn’t
spoken a word on the way home, she could tell by his sighs that he
was sick about Regina and her life. He needed this.

As Bud entered and manipulated her body to fit
his needs, her mind kept going over the past, the things she
couldn’t remember, just imagine. Out of loyalty to Bud, she’d force
her awareness back to the bed and what she was participating in.
Did Bud know she was merely going through the motions? Did he care?
Having had no experience prior to Grace or since, did he simply
accept their coupling as normal and think nothing else of it? She
knew Bud didn’t analyze life too closely, especially if it couldn’t
solve anything.

After several hard thrusts, Bud arched his
back and moaned in pleasure. Grace moved her hips to give him even
more. Then from somewhere in her came the words, “I love you, Bud.”
She could tell in the darkness that he’d opened his eyes and was
looking at her. She had rarely said it first. Maybe she was
learning how to be more loving. As Bud rolled off, he whispered,
“You know I love you more than anything.” He hardly finished the
sentence before he was sound asleep.

Grace was glad because she could feel the
tears start to come. She jumped up and went to the bathroom to
clean up. As the water ran, so did her tears. Tears for her lost
Regina and her lost Peter.

SHE held the baby in her arms. He couldn’t be
dead. He just couldn’t. When anyone came to take him away, she
screamed at them, told them he’d start breathing any time now.
Bud’s older sister, Pauline, took Angela and Andy outside to the
pig pen to watch the baby pigs. They mustn’t hear her
craziness.

He was beautiful with dark brown hair and ten
fingers and toes. He had strong limbs, fat cheeks, perfect boy
parts and he had kicked up a storm while inside her. But now he
wouldn’t move; he wouldn’t cry. As with the other babies, she had
pushed and pushed and held onto to Bud’s arm while he supported her
back, but then the contractions stopped. What was wrong? She
thought the baby was on its way out. They waited and waited.
Finally drunken Dr. Clarkson gave her a pill and before long, hard
rolling cramps started up again. Twenty minutes later, her second
son was out. She fell back and looked up at Bud’s face. Why wasn’t
he smiling? There was no cry.

She bolted upright in the bed. Her mother
cautioned, “You should lie back down.”

“Give me my baby, give me my
baby.” She was screeching like a hawk pouncing on its prey. “I
said, give me my baby.” With beating wings she threw off the covers
and knocked Bud aside, grabbed her baby from her mother and settled
down again. She cuddled him next to her breast. “He’s the cutest
one so far, Bud.”

She looked up. Bud was crying. His mother had
her arm over his shoulder. She’d never seen him cry before. But she
didn’t care about him or any of them. It was just her and her brand
new baby. She sang to him and kissed his forehead. He was cold.
“Get me some more baby blankets. He’s freezing.”

Bud leaned over her. “Gracie, let me have him
for a moment. I want to hold him, too.”

Reluctantly, she handed him over. “Do you
still want to call him Peter?”

Bud let out a sob and handed the baby to his
mother, who began to leave the room. Grace let out a long shrill
scream which lasted until the doctor gave her something that put
her under water. She was floating, waving back and forth, to and
fro. She saw hazy forms looking down through the surface at her.
Even though she couldn’t speak, she could breathe. She looked
through the shimmering ripples surrounding her. Was Peter down here
with her? He had been swimming for nine months. She wasn’t worried
that he didn’t know how.

For days, maybe weeks, the shots kept her
under the water. When she finally resurfaced, she was gently told
that Peter was buried in the garden next to her Queen Elizabeth
roses. “You know he hadn’t been baptized,” Pauline told her. This
meant he couldn’t be placed in the family plot at the Catholic
cemetery. Bud’s father sat on the bed and took her hand, “Ground is
just ground. Your rose garden is as holy a place as some patch
where a priest sprinkled magic water over it.”

The priest came to bless her but she stared at
him vacantly. When he began to make the sign of the cross over her
head, she raised her hand to ward it off. “I don’t want your
blessing. Go bless the devil.” She leaned back on the pillow and
closed her eyes. “Put your blessings in that holy cemetery. I’m
finished with God.”

After that, she entered into the desert of
going through the motions of being alive while actually being dead.
Her limbs moved, her lips spoke, but a great curtain had been drawn
over her mind and her feelings. Bud would find her in the middle of
the night running through the garden chasing Peter. “You see him?
He’s hiding behind that tree. He’s the most active one of them all,
wakes me up all the time to play. Bud, you go back to bed. You have
to plow the south forty tomorrow. I can look after him.”

Bud would pick her up and carry her back to
bed, all the time terrified that she’d end up in the state
hospital. He said nothing to anyone, not even his mother who had
told him on several occasions, “I tell you honey, I think Grace has
dropped her basket.”

Sometime later, her mother asked her if she
were pregnant again. Grace had no idea. She looked down at her
stomach and saw that it was stretching out of her blouse, almost
popping the buttons. How had that happened? She couldn’t remember
doing anything with Bud. Had she been visited by an angel?
Behold, the Handmaiden of the Lord, you are with
child. It’s a miracle. No, it couldn’t be. It was a
curse, a punishment for letting them take Peter.

“Leave,” she commanded her mother.
“I’m cursed. You must get away from me.”

When Bud realized she was pregnant, he cursed
himself for doing that to her. He tried to take her to Dr.
Clarkson, but Grace flatly refused. “You want this one never to
cry? Babies got to cry.” That’s when Bud gave in and took her to
Mayphelia.

MAYPHELIA had the powers; she knew things and
her eyes could see things inside you. She could tell if your blood
needed iron or if your spirit needed forgiveness. After the first
visit to Mayphelia, Grace began to emerge from the desert. She was
surprised to see how much Angela and Andy had grown. They looked
healthy, but she didn’t remember feeding them. They were clean, but
when had she last bathed them? She wanted to tell herself that Bud,
his mother or her mother had done everything, but she knew that
wasn’t true. She just didn’t remember. God, what all had she not
remembered? She had no idea how long she’d been pregnant. Bud said
he figured it was about four months, and Mayphelia said it was four
months on the fifth of the month.

Many people were afraid of Mayphelia and her
powers. She was taller than most women and could look most men
straight in the eye. She was midnight black, beanpole skinny with
long legs and arms and eyes that, some said, could cut through
steel. Mr. Carbon, the grocer, always laughed at the rumors. “That
ole nigger wench has about as much power as my limp dick,” he would
say.

But then one day Mayphelia came into his store
instead of walking over to the colored grocer’s a mile out of town.
She was there for a reason. Word was that Mr. Carbon put his right
thumb on the far corner of the meat scale, where no one could see
so he could overcharge the coloreds and some of the poor white
folks.

As he weighed a pound of salt pork for
Mayphelia, not daring to look her in the eye (he was more
frightened of her than he let on), his thumb was in its usual spot.
Suddenly the scale became as hot as a pot-bellied stove. Mr. Carbon
jumped back and yelled, expecting to see his thumb seared. There
was no sign of a burn. But the next morning when he picked up his
cup of coffee at breakfast, his right hand began shaking so much he
dumped the burning liquid right down his crotch, blistering and
scalding his most tender parts.

After that, every time he so much as walked by
the meat scale his right hand shook uncontrollably. He couldn’t put
his thumb on the surface without the dial dancing back and forth so
much that even the most backward of the poor would notice. Plus
there was something else. Every time he started to go up a cent or
two on items that a colored was buying, he’d get something caught
in his throat and would cough and cough. Nothing would stop it
until a penny or two was taken off the regular price. He knew he’d
been hexed.
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