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Praise for THE FOG MACHINE


“Thank you for remembering my brother. Great book! Great job!”


—BEN CHANEY, James Earl Chaney Foundation founder


“A literal page turner. Poetic and prophetic, woven from the spectrum of cultural collisions our society offers. The Fog Machine should be read, heard, and shared.”


—JACKIE ROBERTS, Seattle’s The BookClub


“Captures essential, often overlooked elements of the Freedom Schools: teachers encouraged to improvise in response to their students and African Americans courageously offering hospitality to young whites from the North. Bravo!”


—STAUGHTON LYND, Freedom School Coordinator, Mississippi Freedom Summer


“Insightful and highly readable. Written with sensitivity and insight about the nature of prejudice. The Fog Machine will resonate with teens and older readers alike.”


—JOHN DITTMER, Local People: The Struggle for Civil Rights in Mississippi


“Susan Follett beautifully weaves the story of main character C.J. Evans’s struggles: protecting herself and those she loves while following rules she increasingly suspects can change. Never patronizing, The Fog Machine paints an honest picture of the Civil Rights Movement. Follett understands that those we love shape our worlds.”


—SARA L. WICHT, Senior Manager, Teaching and Learning, Teaching Tolerance


“Immensely enjoyable, with characters you want to know what happens to after the book ends. Offers young adult readers a way to understand the world and history through relationships—the way they learn best.”


—VICKIE MALONE, McComb High social studies teacher, whose Local Culture class informed Mississippi’s K-12 public school mandated civil rights education curriculum


“Engaging and impeccably researched. Sure to spark discussion of social change in the 1960s as perceived by people of different racial and socioeconomic groups and locales.”


—DEBBIE Z. HARWELL, Wednesdays in Mississippi: Proper Ladies Working for Radical Change


“This beautifully crafted story of young people grappling with the deep wound of systemic racism invites us to remember history and ‘re-member’ relationships. It reaches beyond the silences of our history toward the connection to which faith calls. Recommended for anyone compelled by the ways in which race still divides us.”


—MARY E. HESS, Professor, Educational Leadership, Luther Seminary, St. Paul, MN


“Eloquently captures your heart and mind from first page to last. A powerful book for use in schools. A must read for anyone interested in truth and justice.”


—MICKI DICKOFF, Filmmaker, “Neshoba: The Price of Freedom”


“Wonderfully truthful on the issue of race. A treasure trove for teachers and students.”


—FAYE INGE, 1964 Freedom School student and career educator


“A thought-provoking story of the fragile relationships between black and white—as well as Christians and Jews—during a troubled time in America. The Fog Machine is especially valuable for young people who, if they know this period at all, know it only through history lessons and old newsreel footage.”


—CURTIS WILKIE, Dixie: A Personal Odyssey Through Events That Shaped The Modern South


“Follett’s ear has perfect pitch in capturing the ingrained attitudes, nuanced feelings, and voices of hope at the 1964 Meridian Freedom School. Children naturally play together; it’s the grownups who teach them to hate and fear. The more we reveal how that happens, the more we can be hopeful about changing it.”


—MARK LEVY, Coordinator, 1964 Meridian Freedom School


“A beautifully written and deeply moving, well-executed historical novel that examines a difficult time for us all. Factually accurate and socially and psychologically realistic in its representation of the Deep South in the 1960s.”


—JAMES P. MARSHALL, Student Activism and Civil Rights in Mississippi: Protest Politics and the Struggle for Racial Justice, 1960-1965


“Follett’s depiction of prejudice and its dissolution via relationships is a marvel—like seeing electrons move! The Fog Machine is something different and quite special, with so much to offer YA readers.”


—SHEA PEEPLES, Teen Librarian, Wescott Library, Eagan, MN


“A portrait of the complexity surrounding race in America, then and now. At once overwhelming—revealing so much more than we often want to consider or accept—and imperative.”


—ANNA STEPHENSON, Meridian Freedom Project: a college pathway program in the spirit of Freedom Summer 1964


“Beautifully written and impeccably researched, The Fog Machine engages as it explores the dynamics of relationship.”


—JACQUELINE BYRD MARTIN, McComb, MS Civil Rights/Labor History Curriculum Development Project


“In depicting problems and solutions from our past, Follett shines a light on the present. Civil rights-era segregation in Chicago Public Schools parallels today’s shuttered neighborhood schools and teachers forced to teach scripted curriculum. Critical and participatory education was at the heart of the 1964 freedom schools and is equally essential in the ongoing struggle for social justice.”


—BYRON SIGCHO, educator and activist, Chicago Teachers for Social Justice


“Follett’s voice gave me goose bumps of recognition.”


—JANIE FORSYTH MCKINNEY, former Anniston, AL, resident who became part of local civil rights lore by aiding victims of the 1961 Freedom Riders bus burning









Mississippi’s McComb High and 
Washington’s The Overlake School
 Adopt THE FOG MACHINE
 In innovative pilot program
 For civil rights education
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As author Barbara Kingsolver said in a 2012 NPR interview for her novel Flight Behavior, fiction has the power to create “empathy for the theoretical stranger.” Students at Mississippi’s McComb High and Washington’s The Overlake School put this theory to the test by reading The Fog Machine.


Their teachers, Vickie Malone and David Bennett, set out to explore the value of historical fiction in teaching history to young people. More essentially, they sought a shared language to allow the students to talk about civil rights history and race when Overlake visited McComb in April 2014.


Indeed, the two schools are worlds apart.


Bob Moses came to McComb in 1961 to begin the work of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) in helping secure voting rights for Mississippi’s black citizens. Herbert Lee, a black farmer, was murdered for his role in the campaign, as was witness Lewis Allen. In 1964, SNCC arrived in force as part of Freedom Summer. Violence escalated, earning McComb the name “the bombing capital of the world.” Today, the McComb school district is predominantly black, and the median household income (2011) is $28,000.


In contrast, The Overlake School is a private college prep day school with an enviably low student-teacher ratio in the affluent suburb of Redmond, Washington. Overlake’s Service Learning Program, part of Project Week, emphasizes experiential learning. The 2014 group of twelve students and two teachers was the second to visit McComb and other sites of significance in the civil rights movement.


Read about the pilot at http://www.susanfollett.com/academic.html.


With its report “Teaching the Movement: The State of Civil Rights Education in the United States 2011,” the Southern Poverty Law Center hoped to “spark a national conversation about the importance of teaching America’s students about the modern civil rights movement.” Mississippi, one of only 12 states to receive a grade of C or higher and the first to mandate civil rights education in public schools K-12, rolled out its curriculum in 2011. McComb High and Vickie Malone’s Local Culture class served as a model for the Mississippi curriculum.


As Henry Louis Gates Jr. said in The Root, August 12, 2013: “Want a meaningful ‘conversation about race’? That conversation, to be effective and to last, to become part of the fabric of the national American narrative, must start in elementary school, and continue all the way through graduation from high school.”


As Bob Moses said to SNCC workers gathered in McComb in 1964, singing “I’m on My Way to the Freedom Land” shortly after the Freedom House was bombed: “If you can’t go, let your children go.”


Let the national conversation begin.









Susan Follett


The Fog Machine
 A novel
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Susan Follett grew up in the epicenter of the civil rights movement: Mississippi in the sixties. When the first African American stepped into the Highland Park pool on the same day Neil Armstrong stepped onto the moon, she was attending summer journalism camp at the University of Mississippi. Her graduating class at Meridian/Harris High School was the first under federally mandated desegregation.


Armed with a masters’ degree in computer science from Mississippi State University, she left Mississippi. Her career in corporate technology management, coming at the height of the women’s movement, took her to the Twin Cities of Minnesota, the Bay Area of California, and Portland, Oregon.


A television documentary Ms. Follett saw as a young adult, about the March from Selma to Montgomery, haunted her, raising questions about the time and place in which she grew up. She returned to Mississippi time and again for the stories, turning an adult eye on her childhood under Jim Crow, wondering what she would have done had she been older when James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Mickey Schwerner were murdered in the summer of 1964.


She now lives in Minnesota with her husband and two children.


The Fog Machine is the story of what if. It captures history lest we forget or never even know it. Ms. Follett relates the title to the mission statement of the William Winter Institute for Racial Reconciliation, which describes prejudice as “systemic and institutionalized.”
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 This book is a work of fiction. All characters, with the exception of some well-known public and historical figures, are products of the author’s imagination. However, historical events and their context have been rendered in a manner as true to life as possible.


Grateful acknowledgment is made for the following:


Gratis use of the partial line of lyric . . . police’ll catch and you’re workhouse bound . . . from “Prettiest Train” (New words and arrangement by Benny Will Richardson. Collected and adapted by Alan Lomax.) Global Jukebox Publishing (BMI). Courtesy of The Association for Cultural Equity.


Permission from the family of James Earl Chaney to incorporate young Ben Chaney as an active character in certain scenes of THE FOG MACHINE, with descriptions, behaviors, and dialogue.


THE FOG MACHINE. Copyright © 2014 by Susan Follett. All rights reserved. Published in the United States of America by Lucky Sky Press, P.O. Box 185, Rosemount, MN, 55068. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews. For permission requests, contact Permissions@LuckySkyPress.com.
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For Gary, my bashert, whose support has never wavered


For Roberta, who first nurtured me as a writer
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Fog machines are a relic from my childhood in the sixties—a memory as unrelenting as the heat and humidity of summer in Mississippi. Around supper time, as the sun began to slide down the horizon like a riff, aging pickup trucks would emerge like mosquitoes. Soon, the aerosol generators bolted to their beds began to burn oil, forty to eighty gallons an hour, and belch insecticide fog. The cloud was thick and white, like the cumulus formations that skidded across the sky during the day under our watchful eyes from our positions flat on our backs on the grass. But the cloud from the fog machine was within our grasp. We had only to chase it to find ourselves inside. And so, children were excused from the table, released into the approaching night. We ran then, down the street behind the machine, as if it carried our very dreams and hopes. Unaware of the danger.









 


 


In tribute to the James Earl Chaney family
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Until the killing of black men, black mothers’ sons, becomes as important to the rest of the country as the killing of a white mother’s son, we who believe in freedom cannot rest until this happens.


—ELLA BAKER









Historic Timeline


















	11/26/45

	

	Saxophonist Charlie Parker records “Now’s the Time” with Dizzy Gillespie, Miles Davis






	4/18/46

	

	Jackie Robinson signs with Brooklyn Dodgers, beginning demise of Negro Leagues






	1877 – mid-60s

	

	Jim Crow laws in effect






	1916-1970

	

	Great Migration brings more than 500,000 African Americans from South to urban North






	1950s – 1980s

	

	Thermal fogging trucks used extensively to control mosquitoes






	8/28/55

	

	Emmett Till murdered






	12/01/55

	

	Rosa Parks arrested for refusing to give up her bus seat






	12/05/55

	

	Montgomery Bus Boycott begins






	1956

	

	Alternative newspaper Chicago Defender becomes a daily






	11/13/56

	

	US Supreme Court rules segregation on buses unconstitutional (Browder v. Gayle, 352 US 903)






	2/14/57

	

	Ella Baker starts Southern Christian Leadership Conference with Dr. King in Atlanta






	9/15/57

	

	Little Rock 9 successfully enter Little Rock Central High School






	May 1958

	

	Clennon King committed to Whitfield Mental Hospital after attempting to enroll at Ole Miss






	2/01/60

	

	Woolworth sit-ins begin in Greensboro, North Carolina






	1/20/61

	

	President John F. Kennedy inaugurated






	1/25/61

	

	President Kennedy holds 1st presidential press conference






	3/04/61

	

	F2 tornado devastates Chicago’s South Side






	10/01/62

	

	James Meredith’s enrollment at Ole Miss sparks riots






	January 1963

	

	Chicago Area Friends of SNCC (Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee) founded






	5/28/63

	

	Woolworth’s sit-in in Jackson, MS, most violently attacked of 1960s






	6/12/63

	

	Medgar Evers assassinated






	July 1963

	

	CCCO (NAACP, Friends of SNCC, CORE, Woodlawn Org.) calls for Chicago “Freedom Movement”






	8/28/63

	

	March on Washington






	9/15/63

	

	Birmingham’s 16th Street Baptist Church bombed






	10/22/63

	

	Mass boycott of Chicago public schools, known as “Anti-Willis Freedom Day”






	11/22/63

	

	President Kennedy assassinated






	1964

	

	College students recruited to join Mississippi Summer Project






	6/21/64

	

	2nd session of orientation for Mississippi Summer Project volunteers begins in Oxford, Ohio






	6/21/64

	

	Civil rights workers James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Mickey Schwerner reported missing






	7/02/64

	

	President Lyndon B. Johnson signs Civil Rights Act






	7/21-23/64

	

	Wednesdays in Mississippi Washington/Maryland Team visits Jackson and Meridian






	8/04/64

	

	Bodies of slain civil rights workers James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Mickey Schwerner found






	8/04/64

	

	Pete Seeger performs at Meridian’s Mt. Olive Baptist Church






	8/07/64

	

	James Chaney’s funeral held at First Union Baptist Church






	8/08/64

	

	Statewide Mississippi Freedom School Convention held






	8/08/64

	

	Neshoba County Fair opens in Philadelphia, MS






	8/24-27/64

	

	National Democratic Convention held in Atlantic City






	8/25/64

	

	Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party attempts to be seated






	6/14/65

	

	Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law opens Jackson, MS, office with full-time staff






	8/06/65

	

	President Lyndon B. Johnson signs Voting Rights Act






	5/28/68

	

	Reform Temple Beth Israel in Meridian, MS, bombed






	7/20/69

	

	Neil Armstrong is 1st person to walk on moon






	7/20/69

	

	Highland Park pool integrated in Meridian, MS






	9/05/69

	

	US Supreme Court orders statewide desegregation of Mississippi schools (Alexander v. Holmes)






	

	

	
















Author’s Note


Because it is grounded in history I lived through, The Fog Machine has been with me my entire life. Yet, history is marked by watershed moments. As Freedom Summer forever changed America, so did a documentary I saw in 1984, about the March from Selma to Montgomery, forever change me. It was unfamiliar history, and I wanted to know why. After all, it took place scarcely more than 100 miles from where I grew up in Meridian, Mississippi. Though my focus remained on my career for years after seeing the documentary, I never let go of these questions: Why hadn’t I known about it? And what might be different if I had?


I did my first interview in 2000. Meridian civil rights attorney Bill Ready Sr. painted a picture of the time and place in which I grew up. Meridian had one TV station and one newspaper, each owned by the same man. Parents, white and black, were intent on protecting their children from the harsh realities of Jim Crow life. How, I wondered, did life and attitudes elsewhere in the U.S. compare? In 2007, I began interviewing in earnest, across the movements: civil rights, anti-Vietnam War, and women’s rights. With each interview of aging history makers, I became more determined to explore what enables and disables change in human beings and to capture and present the past as authentic historical fiction. Through sharing my manuscript—with those I’d interviewed, educators, and book groups—I realized that Freedom Summer was the pivotal element of my story. I had been drawn back home to Meridian, and a journey of discovery was giving birth to a novel.


Not only was Freedom Summer a watershed moment in the civil rights movement, but it took place in my hometown and home state. Once it became the pivotal element of my story, I faced a plethora of difficult decisions about what to omit. What aspects of the history would be focused on? What misinterpretations might arise from my choices?


And, at the core of these decisions, whose story would The Fog Machine be? One of the many brave black activists whose stories have been told in non-fiction and memoir? Hate-filled white racist? Freedom summer volunteer on the front lines, doing voter registration?


C.J. Evans, Joan Barnes, and Zach Bernstein emerged. And with them came dangers of misinterpretation. While C.J.’s pastor feeds her drive to stay safe with his waiting-on-heaven ministerial posture, there was a range of support for the movement among black ministers in Mississippi during the period of this story. Although Zach’s path to volunteering for Freedom Summer is influenced by his visits to fictional Mevakshei Tzedek in Chicago and there were a disproportionate number of Jewish volunteers, support for the movement was not at all a universal position in the Jewish community. Neither were the Freedom Summer volunteers all white or all teachers at freedom schools. While voter registration and the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party are included, Freedom Summer in The Fog Machine is set primarily at the Meridian Freedom School, as a way of bringing all the characters together.


In the end, the story belongs to C.J., Joan, and Zach and to as many and varied supporting characters as they can reasonably interact with. C.J., rather than one of the many black activists, because she represents someone I thought I knew and wanted to better understand. By virtue of navigating Jim Crow life without compromising her character, she is, for me, an everyday hero. Joan, rather than a hate-filled white racist, because her circumstances position her to experience the Freedom School and consider the many questions her unique experience presents. Zach, rather than a volunteer facing the danger of attempting to register voters, because in being asked to teach, he receives the opportunity to learn, as his beliefs and desires come face to face with the influences that have shaped C.J. 
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 MISSISSIPPI
 BEGINNINGS


He prided himself on being a man without prejudice, and this itself is a very great prejudice.


—ANATOLE FRANCE









Chapter 1


April 1959
 Unexpected Directions


The black wrought iron table called out to her as if it held a sign: Reserved for Joan Olivia Barnes. It was the best table in King’s Drugs, the one that let you see everyone. As she skipped across the linoleum, her petticoat billowed out the skirt of her white eyelet dress like a cloud.


“May I, Mademoiselle?” said her dad.


She giggled as he held one of the heart-back chairs out for her, just as he had for her mom, scooted her up to the table, and wandered off to chat with the druggist. She swung her legs, careful not to scuff her new patent leather Mary Janes. Her mom peeled off her gloves, one finger at a time, and set them on her purse. Studiously, Joan did the same.


Now what?


“We’ll go out after Mass to celebrate,” her mom had said after both grandmothers sent cards with money for Joan’s First Communion. “Anyplace you want.”


“Just the three of us?”


Her mom agreed. C.J. was called to take care of Joan’s little brother. She was at their house right now, missing her Sunday services, but Joan’s mom said that was okay for Baptists.


Well, here they were. Right where Joan asked to be. But where were the other kids? No one else was in the store—unless you counted Howdy Doody on the Colgate display, waving just like he did on the show, the Negro sweeping the floor nearby, and, of course, Mr. King.


Joan slid lower in her chair. She poked her little finger through one hole, then another in her skirt. Her mom chatted about the morning at St. Stephen’s—whose communion dress she liked the best and how proud and tall Joan had stood, waiting her turn to receive the host. But Joan was thinking about Carol Gleason. Carol was so lucky, celebrating at this very minute with more relatives than any one person ought to have. She almost hated Carol, even though Carol was her best friend. And what about every other first-grader at St. Stephen’s Academy? Celebrating with dozens of cousins, aunts and uncles, grandmas and grandpas, no doubt. Grandma Olivia lived in Wisconsin and Grandma Joan in Illinois, too far away to come for Joan’s big day. Good thing, too. If her friends heard her grandmothers talk, they’d be thinking Joan was a Yankee for sure.


The bell over the side door jingled. In came a wave of late morning April heat and a girl about Joan’s age. The girl’s skin was dark, like C.J.’s. She kept her head down and slid soundlessly on worn-out shoes over to the man sweeping the floor. Joan sat up. Now things were getting interesting. Maybe the girl’s dress was from St. Vincent DePaul. Joan’s Brownie troop helped organize donations, but she only knew one other person who wore clothes from there. She peered at the girl, studying her. She hadn’t seen many Negroes this close—just the men who rode on the back of the garbage truck, women coming and going from neighbors’ houses, and C.J.


“Must be Sam’s youngest. Addie, I think,” Joan’s dad said, sitting down.


With their heads bent toward each other, the Negroes whispered, like they had secrets. How did her dad know them? Negroes didn’t get sick much. She’d never seen a single one in the waiting room at her dad’s office, and C.J. had certainly never missed a day of work on account of feeling bad.


The Negro man pulled a coin from his pocket. His daughter stretched to kiss his cheek, then hurried over to the red case with “Coca Cola” in big white letters. Joan liked the way the girl’s hair crinkled away from her forehead and gathered at her neck, all wrapped up in a braid. Addie—she liked the girl’s name, too.


Addie fumbled with the bottle opener, finally got the cap off, and disappeared back outside. Through the window, Joan could see her sitting in the sliver of shade cast by the drugstore’s wall, nursing the stubby green glass bottle.


Even inside under the giant ceiling fan, sweat ringed Joan’s face like beads on a tiny rosary.


“Why doesn’t Addie stay inside where it’s cooler?” she asked.


“The Negroes don’t get as hot as we do,” her mom said. “Now what would you like?”


“Cherry Coke, please. At the counter.”


When her dad nodded, Joan ran over to the stools. She was certain she could get up all by herself if she grew just an inch or two more.


“Here, Joani.” He hoisted her up.


“Spin me, Daddy.”


After sending her around in several circles, he warned, “Now don’t do that by yourself,” and went back to the table.


Joan patted the gleaming Formica countertop and watched Mr. King work. Dark brown liquid shot out of a spout, followed by cherry flavor and the fizzies. In the mirror behind him, she saw a man and woman come in with two children.


“Another fine sermon this morning, Mr. King,” called out the woman. “Such a shame your business keeps you from joining us at First Baptist.”


Mr. King handed Joan a tall frost-glazed glass and a straw in a white wrapper just as the boy and girl hopped onto stools.


“My sister and I’ll have us some banana splits,” said the boy.


Joan ran a fingernail up and down her glass, making patterns on the frost, watching Mr. King peel bananas and slice them lengthwise into long glass dishes. He doled out perfectly round scoops of vanilla, chocolate, and strawberry ice cream, drowned it all in chocolate syrup and whipped cream, and added a cherry with a stem.


“Your parents letting y’all sit here, too?” Joan asked.


“’Course,” said the boy.


“What you wearing such a fancy dress for?” asked the girl, her spoon poised over her dish. “Easter’s done come and gone.”


“Today was my First Communion.” Joan touched her hair where her veil had been.


“Huh?”


“At St. Stephen’s.”


“Must be one of them Catholics,” the boy said.


“Oh.” His sister was busy making a muddy river of syrup and ice cream.


“No. Cath-licks. Get it? Like this.” The boy leaned over his dish, stuck out his tongue, and slurped up a gob of whipped cream. The girl laughed.


What a dumb joke; they were dumb. Joan wouldn’t let them ruin the day for her. She shifted to keep from seeing them and concentrated on peeling paper from her straw. The Coke tickled her tongue. She sucked on the straw, absently twisting her stool ever so slightly. The arc grew wider and wider until, glass in hand, she spun full around. Suddenly, the glass slipped from her grasp. It crashed to the floor, sloshing cherry Coke all over her dress.


Joan came down immediately behind the glass, grabbing the seat to break her fall. She clung to it guiltily.


“Joan Olivia, what did I tell you?” Her dad was at her side, plucking her from the stool and standing her away from the broken glass. “You could have been hurt. And look at this mess.”


Sam hurried over. “I’ll clean that up, Doc Barnes.”


“Oh, thank you, Sam. Joan, wait outside until your mom and I are finished.” Before her dad headed back to the table, he gave her that look that said how disappointed he was.


She stared at the stain creeping across the front of her beautiful dress. The snickering of the awful boy and his sister seemed to roar in her ears.


Someone jabbed her shoulder. She looked into the boy’s nasty face, crowded with freckles and a smear of whipped cream still on his cheek.


“You deaf?” he hissed. “Your daddy said get on outside now. Niggers—” He was shaking his head.


Joan’s eyes shot clear across the store to her parents. She’d gotten in big trouble for repeating that word one day after school. Her mom and dad said it was disrespectful and they wouldn’t have it. She peeked at Sam. His head was down, as if the figure-eights of his rag mop needed to be perfectly drawn.


“—and Cath-licks,” the boy went on.


Enough with the dumb joke. Joan planted her feet and got ready to say so.


“Shouldn’t niggers or Catholics be in here.” He glared at her.


Her mouth flopped open. As tears stung her eyes, she rushed through the side door into the bright sunlight and tripped over something. She looked down and realized it was only the Negro girl. Excuse me died on her lips.


“What’d you do wrong to have to sit out here?” Addie asked.


“Got born wrong is all I can figure.” Joan slid down against the wall.


Addie nodded knowingly. “Me, too.”


*  *  *


The last few weeks of school rushed by. Suddenly, the first day of Joan’s first summer vacation stretched before her, wider than the big picture window. Raindrop gems from an early morning thunderstorm decorated the grass and her mom’s prized tea roses. And there came C.J. from the bus stop, skirting puddles as she wound her way up their long driveway.


Joan dashed to the door. Standing on tiptoe, she wrapped her arms around C.J.’s waist.


“Hey there, little friend.” C.J. hugged back. “Can you talk with me while I iron, tell me what all you got planned for summer?”


Joan beamed as she followed her into the dining room. C.J. called her “little friend” but treated her like she was a teenager, too.


A mountain of fresh laundry waited by the ironing board. She dropped onto the floor at C.J.’s feet. “I’m having company!”


C.J. donned a calico apron over her sleeveless work dress. The pink cotton was faded nearly white but, just like her other dresses, this one had a tiny touch of embroidery. She said it was her momma’s mark. She picked a bed sheet from the basket, spread it across the board, and sprinkled a section with water. “Who’s coming?”


“Girls in the neighborhood. We’re gonna play Barbies.”


“You sure are lucky to have you one of those new dolls.” C.J. moved the iron back and forth.


“I got new outfits just in time to play with Cindy and Sally Ann.”


“They’re important, then? These girls?”


Joan nodded, impressed by how C.J. understood things she hadn’t even explained. “We’ve been friends, but now we go to different schools. I’m hoping that won’t matter.”


“I reckon they’d be pretty lucky to be your friends.”


She tilted her head at C.J., picturing the mean boy and girl in the drugstore. “They’re Protestants, you know.”


“Well—”


The doorbell rang. Joan didn’t move.


C.J. started to smile but put her hand to her mouth. “Well, you’d best go see do these Protestant girls want to come in.”


The bell rang a second time. Joan hurried to the door.


“Hey, y’all.” Cindy and Sally Ann stood on the porch, loaded down with shoeboxes. Joan gestured toward the living room. “We can play in there. Mom said she’ll get us a snack when my brother wakes up.”


The coffee table had been moved aside. Joan squatted by the upright trunk that held her Barbie things—clothes on tiny hangers, accessories in drawers.


“Wow! Where’d you get that?” Sally Ann said, peering over her shoulder.


“It was my mom’s.”


“Look what all Joan’s got,” Sally Ann said, pointing.


Cindy glanced over, humphed.


“What are these stretchy pants?” Sally Ann asked.


“They go with ‘Winter Holiday.’ It’s for snow skiing. My mom’s done it—”


“Well, I’d shove that to the back, ’cause we don’t do that here.” Cindy nudged Joan’s trunk out of the way and spread her doll’s dresses out. “Let’s put on these.”


She watched Cindy slip the apple-print sheath over her doll’s head, then reached for her trunk. The best outfit was the “Commuter Set.” Her Barbie looked so sophisticated.


“How’re we gonna tell our dolls apart when they’re all named Barbie?” Joan wondered, fixing a sleeve on the tiny plastic arm.


“Easy,” Cindy said. “Yours is different.”


“No, it’s not.”


“The hair, Joan. Your Barbie’s hair is dark.”


“Yeah,” Sally Ann said. “Our Barbies have blond.”


Joan jammed her long brown hair behind her ears. She added a Chanel-style jacket over the checked blouse and navy skirt.


“Tada!” Sally Ann said, waltzing her Barbie forward in a blue-and-white sundress. Cindy and Joan pushed their Barbies forward, too.


“What you so dressed up for, Joan?” Cindy frowned. “We got beauty shop appointments.”


“I’m going to the office.”


“My mom says girls who work turn into old maids,” Cindy said.


“That’s not true! I’m getting married.” Joan pointed to her trunk. “See, my Barbie already has her dress.”


Cindy snatched up the white satin gown. “Let’s have us a wedding. My Barbie will be the bride.”


Sally Ann let out a small sigh. Joan quickly dug in the jumble of their shoeboxes and pulled out two pink “Plantation Belle” dresses. “Sally Ann, these can be our bridesmaids’ dresses. Help me find the picture hats.”


“Y’all get dressed,” Cindy said. “You have to help the bride.”


But Sally Ann hopped up and began walking across the living room, bringing her feet together after each step. “I’m gonna be a beautiful bride. I’ll have a dress just like that when I get married.”


“Me, too,” Joan said.


“I’ll be walking down the aisle at First Baptist—”


Joan joined her, humming “Here Comes the Bride.”


“Pitiful,” Cindy said. “Y’all make pitiful attendants.” Her hands were on her hips. “Let’s play garden club.”


Sally Ann dropped to the floor, reached for a dress. “Oh, no!” she said, seeing Joan’s. “We can’t both wear the same thing. My mom said she near about died when two ladies walked into church last Wednesday in the exact same dress.”


“Here, Joan, put this on.” Cindy handed her the chef’s apron from the “Barbie-Q” outfit. “We need us a maid anyways.”


“I’m not doing it. You do it.”


“Well, never mind, then. I’m thirsty. Get your girl to fetch us something.”


Joan’s stomach did a little flip as she followed Cindy’s finger to the dining room. It wasn’t so much Cindy’s words as the way she said them. Joan could almost hear the nasty boy in the drugstore saying “niggers.” So she hedged. “C.J.’s awful busy.”


Cindy’s hands were back on her hips. “Won’t she do what you tell her? Mine does. Maybe yours is one of them uppity niggers.”


Joan thought she heard the phone ringing, then realized the noise was coming from inside her head. Maybe C.J. hadn’t heard that. Her eyes darted to the hall. If her mom would hurry up, she could fix the drinks. Or maybe Joan could, then pretend C.J. did it. One thing that probably wouldn’t satisfy Cindy was asking politely.


“C’mon, Sally Ann. We can get something at my house.”


Cindy was stuffing outfits back into her shoebox. Joan counted pieces of clothing and accessories, suddenly seeing each one as a day she would be playing alone this summer.


“Y’all stay, please.” Joan hated the whine in her voice. “She’ll mind me. I’ll be right back.”


Stepping into the dining room, Joan said loudly enough for her friends to hear, “C.J., we’ll have us some lemonade outside on the porch.”


C.J.’s green eyes flashed a disappointment that was worse than her dad’s when she’d spilled the Cherry Coke. Without a word, C.J. turned for the kitchen.


“I’m sure it’ll just be a minute.” Joan tried to look confident as she led her friends to the porch. She nodded and smiled while Cindy and Sally Ann talked and giggled, but she really had no idea what they were saying.


“Here, Miz Joan.”


Joan’s head jerked up at the strange sound of C.J.’s words. C.J. stood so stiffly she seemed to have grown a few inches beyond her six feet. She carried a tray with a pitcher and glasses.


“Thank you,” Joan mumbled as C.J. poured each girl a glass, left the pitcher and tray on the round wicker table, and disappeared.


“Delicious,” Cindy said, sounding like she was playing garden club. She and Sally Ann swung their flip-flopped feet and clinked their glasses. Joan’s first sip was as hard to swallow as pickle juice.


Soon her friends had set down their glasses and gathered their shoeboxes. As they waved goodbye, Joan slumped on the porch steps, watching steam rise from the puddles like upside-down rain. If only it would rain again and she were still waiting for everyone to come. Finally, she crept inside, hoping to make it to her room.


“Joan,” C.J. called softly.


Joan stopped but did not turn. She could feel C.J. watching her from the dining room. “I think I had too much lemonade. I’m feeling kind of sick.”


“Well, I’d like to tell you a story. That is, if you can stay a mite longer.”


C.J.’s voice was low and gentle like always. If she was mad, why didn’t she just say so? Joan backed up against the door jamb. She wanted to put her hands over her ears. She crossed her arms over her chest instead.


“I was born in the Wilsons’ house, north of town.”


The story C.J. had been telling since Joan was three years old started just like that. Joan nodded helplessly, carried away again to the farm where C.J.’s parents worked. To the tiny cabin the Evans family called home until C.J. was nine. With its tin roof rusted red and walls that let in the winter dampness, the three-room cabin sat way back on the property, well hidden from the big white house where C.J.’s mom cleaned and tended the Wilson kids while C.J.’s dad worked the fields.


Joan could feel C.J. waiting for her to play her role. “Why weren’t you born in a hospital?” she said dully. “My daddy came to see me through the window where all the new babies stay.”


“That cost too much money. Momma’s friends all helped each other when a baby was being born.”


Joan wriggled against the door jamb, trying to get at an itch that was hard to reach.


“Momma was getting the house ready for the Wilsons’ big party when she got a pain and asked for someone to fetch Nellie from down the road. It took a while ’cause Momma’s friend couldn’t just leave work right off. By the time they showed up, I was lying right there on the bed beside Momma.”


“Just like a magic trick,” Joan snapped.


“That’s right. Momma said, ‘Y’all meet Crystal Janelle. This girl wasn’t waiting for me to finish making Miz Wilson’s crystal and silver all shiny. She got ready to come on, and here she is. She’s gonna be strong, with a mind of her own.’ ”


C.J. was silent then. Her eyes walked all over Joan’s face, like she had misplaced something there.


Finally, C.J. spoke. “My little friend, that’s what I want you to always remember.”


*  *  *


After yesterday, being alone with C.J. just didn’t feel right. Joan pushed her supper around her plate while Andy, one chubby fist wrapped around a fish stick, chomped happily. At this rate, she’d still be at the table when her parents got back from the movies. Why did they have to go out anyway, leaving C.J. to babysit?


“Isn’t your food the way your momma makes it?” C.J. asked.


“It’s fine, thank you.”


C.J.’s sad look made Joan dip her head. She forced down a few more bites before asking, “Can I go outside ’til dark?”


“All right. Let’s take Andy for a walk.”


Outside, C.J. held Andy’s hand and encouraged him down the driveway. Gauging the dwindling light, Joan chafed at their pace. What if she just ran ahead by herself? C.J. hadn’t told Joan’s mom about the lemonade. Maybe she wouldn’t tell no matter what. Without a word, Joan scooted past her mom’s two-tone station wagon, picking up speed when C.J. didn’t object. She cut across well-tended yards until she’d arrived in Sally Ann’s driveway.


“Hey, Joan!” Sally Ann said. “I got a new jump rope. Now there’s three of us, we can play.”


“And since it’s Sally Ann’s,” Cindy said, “I guess she gets to jump first.”


Joan and Cindy swung the rope low, back and forth, while they chanted, “I like coffee. I like tea. I like the boys, and the boys like me.” When Sally Ann ran in, they began looping the rope and repeating, “Yes. No. Maybe so . . .” They finally tripped Sally Ann up on a yes.


“Ooh, my fortune is good. The boys like me.” Sally Ann clapped her hands.


“My turn,” Cindy said. The rope circled just three times before Cindy stumbled on a yes. “Me, too. I knew it,” she congratulated herself, hopping up and down and twirling in circles. When she stopped, she was facing C.J. standing in the street with Andy. “What’s the matter, Joan? Can’t go outside without your girl tagging along?”


Joan felt what little she’d eaten of supper beginning to rise and she swallowed hard. As she handed her end of the rope to Cindy, she said, “You know how they are.”


Cindy laughed. While her friends turned the rope, Joan jumped and jumped, not noticing the fog that crept up the street, overpowering the sweetness of the azaleas in Sally Ann’s yard. Only when Cindy suddenly stopped looping the rope did Joan hear the old truck clanking down the street on its mosquito-control mission. She turned to see the lumbering white pickup with the machine bolted to its bed. The nozzle burned red-hot and belched thick clouds of insecticide.


“It’s the fog machine, y’all. C’mon!” Cindy yelled.


Like mice after a piper, the girls threw down the rope to trail the billowy stream. They chased it, fading in and out of view whenever a slight breeze took the fog in unexpected directions.


Joan ran with them, as if she were riding one of the thick white clouds that skidded across the sky, delighting in the feel of being inside.


But then C.J. had to ruin it all. “We’re losing the light, Joan,” she called. “It’s best we head on back now.”


Joan turned to go, but one of the girls bumped into her. What if it was Cindy? She couldn’t just run on back, not after Cindy had already made her feel like a baby because C.J. had tagged along. So she ran on with her friends, until the truck rounded the corner and left their street. Only then did she emerge from the cloud, walking backward toward home.


“Goodbye,” Sally Ann called to Joan. “It sure was fun using my new jump rope!”


Joan waved, and as she finally followed C.J. and Andy, she was glad for the falling darkness that hid the slight flush on her cheeks. Embarrassment was all it was, she told herself, though she knew it was more. Satisfaction suffused with shame, over learning what to do to fit in with her friends. And as much as C.J. knew, that was something she would never understand.









Chapter 2


—FIVE YEARS EARLIER—


April 1954
 For Charlie


Yesterday, Crystal Janelle Evans had been, more or less, a carefree twelve-year-old. Today, right after school, she would become one more Negro woman cleaning houses for white folks in Poplar Springs, Mississippi.


While she sat on a city bus headed for one of the fine homes off Langley Road, her brother Charlie would be walking home alone. She wouldn’t be able to hold his hand, the way she had on his first day of first grade. Or follow twenty paces behind, the way she had for the past week, watching to make sure he looked both ways before he crossed the road. This morning, though—with Daddy out in Mr. Wilson’s field since dawn doing the spring planting, Momma up at the big house, and their sister Metairie walking the three and a half miles to the colored high school—C.J. could take care of her little brother same as always.


“Brush your teeth and go to the bathroom fast as you can,” she yelled. Her hands moved from memory, scouring the cast iron skillet with salt, rinsing, and seasoning. When Charlie came back, she threw the dish towel over her shoulder and grabbed his arm.


“Ah, C.J.” Charlie twisted to get away while she buttoned a button he’d missed and spit on a corner of the towel to wipe away a speck of egg caked on his cheek.


“Okay, we got to go. Here’s your—what on earth? Has Momma put a rock in here with your sandwich?”


Charlie lunged for his pail, but C.J. had already lifted the lid. She held out a baseball. Not just any baseball, but the one their daddy brought home from the Army in 1938. Its red lacing, sewn as neatly as if by their momma’s hands, was still tight. The smudges here and there were Louisiana dirt and grass. Until now, the ball had sat in the curio cabinet, turned just right so they could admire the signature—John L. Bissant of the New Orleans Black Pelicans. “Daddy would take a stick to your behind if he saw this.”


Charlie had his hands on his hips and his face scrunched up in a frown, but he didn’t meet C.J.’s eyes. “I’ll put it back.”


“What you’ll do is explain what’s come over you.”


“I wanted to have a catch with William is all.”


“With Daddy’s special ball?” Her voice grew louder. “Have we ever played with this?”


Charlie stared at his feet.


“What do we play with?”


“The one Daddy made us with the rags.”


She put on one of their momma’s stern faces. “This sure isn’t any way to be starting your very first day being a big boy.”


“You gonna tell?” he asked in a voice so small she nearly relented.


“Don’t you remember what all we talked about?”


Her bright and eager little brother, the child she loved almost as her own, looked up at her now. “Watch out for cars and go straight to Momma at the Wilsons’?”


C.J. sighed. She wanted him to remember and do so much more. But what she really wanted was to be there with him. She looked around the living room and kitchen as if memorizing a place she would not see again for a long time. Then she took his hand and led him outside.


*  *  *


The bus stop outside the Mill Road School was busy in the afternoons, with so many colored girls headed across town for work. C.J. watched Charlie until he was out of sight, then stepped to the edge of the crowd. She could tell who’d done this before from the way they stood—some like they owned their little patch of dirt, others like they were already dead on their feet. C.J. would be starting once a week for a family her momma’s boss had referred her to, but if all went well she’d soon pick up families for other days too.


“Bet the house I work at is finer than yours,” said a big eighth-grader named Essie.


“Don’t want no fine house,” said a scrappy girl named Mae. C.J. and Mae Willis had been best friends since they sat next to each other in Miz Clayton’s room for first- and second-graders. “Fine don’t get you more than twenty cents an hour. Just means more work.”


When the number ten bus pulled up, Mae gave C.J. an encouraging hug and climbed onboard, the doors closing behind her.


“Your first time, too?” C.J. asked a scrawny sixth grader who was suddenly standing much too close.


“Yeah.” Lucy started rocking faster from one foot to the other. “Ain’t never rode the bus before. All’s I know is I got to catch the number seven.”


“Well, I’m waiting on number seven my own self. Just do what I do.”


The sight of their bus caused Lucy to shake hard enough to get ticks off a dog. As the other girls pushed past them, C.J. pried the nickel from Lucy’s fist. She pulled her up the steps and dropped both their nickels into the glass cage. But it was too late; every seat behind the “Colored” sign was occupied. By the time she realized the white section was totally empty, the driver had moved the sign forward a couple of rows, allowing her and Lucy to be seated.


The bus meandered through narrow dirt roads without stopping, but once it crawled up onto smooth paved streets, the white section began to fill up. At the stop across from Poplar Springs High, three white girls with long ponytails got on. They squeezed together in one of the last available rows.


“If too many more get on, we’ll lose our seats,” C.J. whispered, all the while watching the white girls and listening.


Their ponytails swished to the beat of their laughter. “The new Photoplay should be out,” said the one in the middle. “Reckon Bobby will be there today?” asked the one on the right. “Maybe he’ll get a cherry Coke and two straws!” said the one on the left, nudging the one in the middle and starting the giggling again.


C.J. wondered how Metairie didn’t stay mad all the time. Boarding the bus at Booker T. High, stopping at the white high school to pick up girls free to do as they pleased, then going on to work. She felt anger grip her and realized Lucy had a firm hold on her arm.


“My Lord a mighty! They gonna do that to us?”


She followed Lucy’s finger to the Negro men scattered along Langley Road, chained at the ankles and sweating under the menacing stares of a couple of white men. “No.” She peeled Lucy’s hand from her arm and patted it reassuringly. “It’s men from jail keeping up the roads. Look at the trees instead.”


The magnolias were coming into bloom, their saucer-shaped white blossoms unfolding like so many sheets to be ironed. Through the trees, they could see enormous houses with beautiful yards. Here and there, children were playing. “Wonder how many families live in those places?” Lucy asked.


“Oh, all that’s for just one white family.” C.J. spoke with authority, though she could scarcely believe it herself. A block or so down the road, she spotted the large white church her mother had told her to watch for and reached up to pull the cord. Before she stood to go, she squeezed Lucy’s hand. “You’re gonna be fine. Just give your fear to Jesus.”


Up the hill, C.J. took the fourth left, then the third right. Two ladies chatting across a box hedge and children riding bikes seemed to look straight through her. Brick houses pressed toward her, though they were set far back from the street. In the Harwells’ front yard, two boys about C.J.’s age were having a catch. The boy facing her was tall and big-boned, with hair almost as white as milk. When he glanced her way, he threw high.


The ball rolled to C.J.’s feet. As if she were playing with her daddy and Charlie, she scooped it up, feeling the smooth leather but seeing the horsehide-covered ball Charlie had wanted to use. She rifled the ball back to the pale-haired boy, throwing for Charlie. Her aim was true, her arm strong, and the ball thwacked against the boy’s glove.


“Wow, what an arm!” he said. C.J. put a hand to her mouth to cover her smile.


“That’s nothing,” said the other boy. “That’s just my momma’s new girl.”


Still, the look on his friend’s face somehow said respect. C.J. nodded ever so slightly, walked to the doorstep, and rang the bell. To the unsmiling woman who answered the door, she said, “Ma’am, I’m Crystal Janelle, Sadie’s daughter, here for the work.”


*  *  *


C.J. trailed Agnes Harwell through the parlor and into the hallway, where French doors opened to the dining and living rooms. She gaped at the furniture, heavy yet graceful, the paintings on the walls colored soft peach. Vases and glass eggs waited to be dusted, threatening to crack under her touch. Up the stairs and down again, in and out of rooms, she counted toilets, sinks, and tubs to scrub, floors to wash, carpets to vacuum, and beds to change. Suddenly the three and a half hours she had to be in this house seemed impossibly short.


When Miz Harwell finally led her into the dining room, she had to stop herself from reaching out to caress the top of the buffet. Her daddy built fine, sturdy furniture from pine and oak. This furniture had curves like the delicate necks of birds and wood like the petals of a pressed rose—dark, almost black, with a memory of red. She dared not begin her dusting in this room, for fear she would linger too long.


In the living room, Miz Harwell stroked the piano. “This was Mother’s,” she said, her eyes remembering. “She used to play it so beautifully.” C.J. wished Miz Harwell’s mother would play it now. As fine as it looked, this piano must surely sound a hundred times better than the scarred upright with the broken key that C.J. listened to Sundays at Hope Baptist.


Just inside the kitchen doorway, Miz Harwell stopped. “I can’t have you in here until my cake comes out. It’s got to be just right for the Johnsons. They’ve had their first child.”


“Yes’m. I’ll start upstairs then.”


She swished the feather duster so carefully at first, afraid she might break something or move things and not get them back exactly where they belonged. But growing up with a momma who couldn’t abide dirt, she had learned early on how to clean thoroughly and quickly. Her hands grew a little steadier and her pace quickened as she imagined she was cleaning her own house. In the second bathroom, she knelt on the cold, hard tile and leaned into the tub, sprinkling Comet and scrubbing in small circles, feeling as she rinsed to be sure the grit was gone. She sat back on her heels and rubbed the small of her back, smiling at the way the tub sparkled.


“Crystal,” Miz Harwell called. “Come to my bedroom.”


Could she have done something wrong already? She dried her hands on her skirt and hurried. Miz Harwell stood by the four-poster bed holding fresh sheets.


“Let me show you how I like the bed made.” C.J. watched patiently while Miz Harwell made the bed exactly as she would have, but in twice the time.


When C.J. had finished the other beds, she went downstairs and peered into the kitchen. An angel food cake pan cooled on the counter, perched upside down on a Coca Cola bottle. She took a moment to breathe in the cake’s sweetness before opening the Pine Sol. She had almost finished the floor when she heard, “Crystal, come in the living room.”


Miz Harwell was kneeling on the floor, squinting at a yardstick. Her daughter stood on a chair with her arms crossed, tapping the toe of one low-heeled pump. Her skirt was lined unevenly with pins.


“I’m having the hardest time getting this straight. Hold the hem just this way so I can get a better look.”


C.J. folded and flattened the fabric, closing her eyes and sinking into its smoothness, so unlike the sackcloth and muslin of clothes that had to stand up to life against the washboard. As Miz Harwell came to a dip or a rise, she rearranged pins.


“Ouch! I’m not a pin cushion, Mother,” Lacey whined. “Can’t you hurry up? I need to call Janine.”


“All right, Lacey, go take that off. Crystal, you can get to the dusting. I’ve got pie crusts to roll out.”


“But . . . I was almost finished with the kitchen floor . . . ma’am.”


“You can do that later. I’ll likely spill flour on it anyway.”


C.J.’s shoulders sagged. It was almost certain she’d miss her bus home now. She rushed through the rest of the downstairs, then slapped at the linoleum. “Miz Harwell!” she called, running from room to room until she found her, upstairs hemming the dress. “I believe everything’s done, ma’am. I’ll need to hurry to make my bus.”


Miz Harwell took her time, finally handed over two quarters and two dimes, and showed C.J. to the door. As C.J. flew down the hill, she could see people boarding. She pumped her arms and legs harder, but the bus pulled away, leaving only lingering exhaust fumes.


Her family would all be home by now, Momma fixing dinner while Metairie sat nearby doing homework, Daddy working in the lean-to off one side of the chicken coop—crafting a toy or piece of furniture, something to barter with neighbors. Before that, her parents would have finished another in an endless stream of days laboring for the Wilsons, and Metairie would have cleaned someone else’s house. This was C.J.’s life now. Only sweet Charlie was still free, his days not yet stolen, the course of his life not yet set.


She stared at the church before her. Up and up, into the clouds, its steeple climbed. She dared not go in. “Be strong and of a good courage.” It was Brother James’s soothing voice she heard, as if from the pulpit of her little church. “Fear not, nor be afraid of them: for the Lord thy God, he it is that doth go with thee; he will not fail thee, nor forsake thee.”


She turned to face the hill and willed herself to put one foot in front of the other, back the way she came. She would call their nearest neighbor and ask them to fetch her Uncle Eugene. He could come get her in his wagon.


Arriving for the second time on the Harwells’ front step, she looked at the doorbell as if it were made of fire, but forced herself to push it. When the door finally opened, there stood Lacey. “Mother!” she yelled. “Your girl is back.”


Miz Harwell came to stand behind her daughter. She was wiping her hands on her apron. “My word, Crystal, what are you doing still here?”


“I missed the bus.”


“I’m right in the middle of fixing dinner.” Miz Harwell sighed.


“If I could please use the phone . . .”


Miz Harwell led her to a little table in the hall. C.J. picked up the phone and dialed three numbers before her hand froze.


“You don’t know your own number?” Lacey said.


C.J. directed her response to Miz Harwell. “Our neighbors. We don’t—”


“You don’t have a phone?” Lacey crowed.


“Anyways, they can go find my uncle. He’ll come in the—” C.J. stopped herself.


“Probably don’t even have a car,” Lacey went on, despite the look her mother gave her. “Wow! No phone. No car. How do you get on?”


“We’ll call the operator,” Miz Harwell said, just as the kitchen door opened.


“What’s holding up supper?” Mr. Harwell’s voice was harsh, grating. He pointed to the table that had yet to be set.


“Crystal has gone and missed her bus.” Miz Harwell made it sound like it was all C.J.’s doing. “We were fixing to call her uncle.”


“We could be waiting on him ’til who knows when.” Sweat trickled from C.J.’s underarms as Mr. Harwell watched her. Arms crossed, his expression like those of the white men who lolled while the Negro chain gang labored on Langley Road. What if he told his wife they ought to find themselves a girl who wasn’t so much trouble?


“I’ll carry her on home,” he said finally.


Miz Harwell was taking silverware from the drawer and beckoning to Lacey. Lacey rolled her eyes at C.J.


As she reached for her purse, C.J. noticed her reflection in the French doors. With effort, she pulled back her shoulders and held her head high. She was a grownup now, and that meant more than just working to survive.









Chapter 3


August 1955
 No Second Chances


Nearly a year and a half of working for the Harwells made the time C.J. spent home with her family all the more precious. She swiped her brow with her sleeve and shooed the squawking birds into the corner of the coop. Slow, shallow breaths, she reminded herself. On a Mississippi August afternoon, the smell of chicken manure could overpower a strong man.


“Where’s that boy gone off to now?” C.J turned toward the garden, where her momma was bent low, plucking snap beans for supper, dropping them into the pockets of her bright yellow apron with the orange rickrack. “That’s Charlie’s job,” Momma said.


“I don’t mind, really,” C.J. lied. “I’d just as soon be outside.”


Momma snorted and headed back to the house. C.J. just kept shoveling.


“Look at you, your clothes all wet!” Her momma’s angry words carried clear out to the yard. “Where have you been?”


C.J. latched the coop and headed to the front of the house. Through the open door she saw Momma wipe her hands on her apron, waiting. Charlie’s relaxed look said he didn’t see trouble coming.


“Me and William was just cooling ourselves off. It’s blistering hot today.”


C.J. cringed.


“Well, it wasn’t too hot for your sister to do your chores.”


“I’m sorry, Momma. I didn’t know it’d got so late.”


C.J.’s momma moved toward the stove and lit the burner under a skillet. It seemed she would leave it at that. But she stopped, turned. Her wide-set eyes now took over her face. “Just how did you boys cool yourselves off anyways?”


“We had us a swim in the lake. That water felt mighty good.”


“Tell me your daddy knows about this.” Her hands folded across her chest in alarm.


“No, ma’am. Daddy was busy working.”


“Lord, have mercy!” Momma’s voice fluttered as it rose. Turning in circles, she muttered, “We did. I know we did.” She reached for a chair to steady herself and looked Charlie dead-on. “I know your daddy and I taught you better than to think you can do as you please on the Wilsons’ property.”


C.J. could hear the onions sizzling in the skillet. She willed Charlie to take their momma’s words quietly.


 “But, Momma, Daddy’s taken us fishing there so many Saturdays I can’t count them no more.”


“Charles Lewis Evans! Don’t you know there’s not a one of those times he didn’t ask Mr. Wilson first, making sure they had no need of the lake for themselves?”


“Why would Mr. Wilson mind, Momma? He and Daddy were cutting pine trees near the barn.”


“Son, it ain’t about him minding.” Momma’s voice had gone low and slowed way down. “It’s about knowing your place and staying safe.”


Charlie’s small face crinkled. “What you mean?”


“Mr. Wilson is Daddy’s boss.” Stooping to bring herself eye to eye, she grasped him firmly by both arms. “More important, Mr. Wilson is a white man.”


Suddenly, Momma crushed Charlie to her chest, unaware of the smoke rising from the skillet. As if a powerful wind would snatch him away from her, she held on with all the might of her small round body. When the smoke turned black and thickened, C.J. rushed into the kitchen.


“Oh—Oh my!” C.J.’s momma moved toward the fire but never let go of Charlie.


“I’ll take care of it, Momma,” C.J. said. She clamped a lid on the skillet, turned off the burner, and opened the windows wider.


When Momma finally let go, she said, “Now put on some dry clothes and finish your chores. Daddy and I’ll see to your punishment later.”


The set of Charlie’s jaw told C.J. he was peeved. The quiver of his mouth said he was worried. C.J. reached to give his shoulder a sympathetic squeeze. But he slouched away, leaving her alone with their momma. C.J. helped her into a chair and brought her a glass of water.


“Don’t punish him too bad, Momma. He’s just a baby.”


“He’s near a man and getting bigger every day.” Her momma took tiny sips.


“What you thinking on doing?”


“First off, he’ll apologize to Mr. Wilson. And I won’t have him near that William. He can help your daddy ’til school starts back up. Daddy will know how to keep him out of trouble.”


C.J. felt Momma’s fear. Knew she must be thinking of her own brother, who’d disappeared. But summer was freedom. Even for a Negro child in Mississippi. C.J. knew all too well how quickly the days of summer gave way to years of work. “But, Momma, it was just a mistake!”


C.J.’s momma shook her head, causing the curls at her forehead to bob. “Daughter, hear me good on this. There’s no such thing as mistakes with white folks, especially for boys. They don’t get no second chances.”


The next day, C.J. arrived home from the Harwells’ to find Charlie lying in the yard like a dishrag, ready to complain that working in the field all day and coming home to chores had him too tuckered out for a catch or anything else she might suggest. She wasn’t having it.


“Run, put on long pants and sleeves,” she ordered. “We’re going blackberry picking.”


She was changed and holding two pails when he finally came back. They walked in silence until they reached the hill where jet-black clusters of fruit shimmered in the evening sun. Scarcely a trace of green or red meant the blackberries would soon be gone, as sure as summer.


Charlie tugged at berries, getting very few in his pail. “C.J.? I want you to do something for me. Will you?” He looked up at her with his emerald green eyes just like hers.


“Leave those that don’t pull off easy. The easiest ones are the ripest and the tastiest.”


“C.J.” He stopped picking altogether. “I want you to ask Momma can I go to work with you.”


“Have you taken leave of your senses?”


“Just ’til school starts is all.”


C.J.’s bucket slapped at her side as both hands went up in the air. “I wish I could go to work with you and Daddy.”


Charlie jutted his chin forward. “Then let’s trade places.”


“Okay . . . let’s pretend . . . we could do just that.” Faster and faster, she flung berries into her pail until the mound neared the top. “You can scrub other people’s toilets for twenty cents an hour and a lot of gum flapping. I’ll spend the day in the fresh air with Daddy.”


“Least you’re making money. Daddy don’t get extra for what I do. And you get to meet people and see different things.”


“What I see is how boys got different opportunities and you ought to be grateful,” she snapped. “Watch out!” She grabbed his arm and pulled him away from some poison ivy. “How many times have I told you? Leaves of three, let it be. That’ll eat you up with the itching.”


“Well, you’re not Momma! I reckon you ought to stop acting like you are.”


But C.J. suddenly saw herself in Momma’s shoes, hurting for her brother. She held onto Charlie’s arm, and her eyes glinted back at his. “I’m gonna act like Momma. Or tell you what to watch out for. Or do whatever needs doing. Momma has good right to be concerned. Did you know she had another brother, named Karl?”


Charlie shook his head.


“Momma was about your age. Her brothers went off for a swim in the creek. They cut across a white man’s land. He hauled them down to the sheriff, said they were trespassing. Uncle Eugene was about ten and puny. But Uncle Karl was fifteen, big as a grown man and strong as a horse. That sheriff said Uncle Eugene best get on home and never let anybody catch him doing anything wrong ever again. But he saw a good worker in Uncle Karl. They took Uncle Karl to Parchman Farm.”


“He want to go?” Charlie asked.


“Don’t let the name fool you. It’s jail, the Mississippi State Penitentiary.”


“Uptown?”


“Naw, in the Delta, almost to Memphis. A huge farm, like a plantation. Men work like slaves.”


“How do you know about it?”


“Momma sings about it when she’s awful tired and sad:  . . . police’ll catch and you’re workhouse bound.”


“He still there, Uncle Karl?”


C.J. didn’t hear Charlie. She was remembering the letters she found in their momma’s Bible. Every letter started the same. Dear Sister, my friend Melvin is writing this. He got himself some schooling, so he writes for lots of us. Some letters talked about the sun baking down on their backs as they stooped in the cotton fields, working from can-see to can’t-see. Another letter mentioned the fool who tried to get away, but there were bloodhounds, trustees with guns, and no place to hide in the mile upon mile of flat, open land.


“C.J. Where is Uncle Karl?”


“That’s just it, baby brother. No one knows. The letters stopped coming. And Momma, Uncle Eugene, Grandmomma and Granddaddy, not a one of them ever saw Uncle Karl again.”


It all weighed on C.J. then, as she imagined it did their momma. The awful pain of never. Never seeing her brother again. Never knowing what happened. Never being able to help him know how to do right. Never seeing him grow up and have his own children.


“Still,” Charlie said, trying but not quite managing to look tough. “You’re not Momma, and—”


“And if I got anything to say on the subject, you’re gonna follow the rules and stay safe. ’Cause you do that, and go after your opportunities, and your life’s gonna be at least some better than mine. Now get to picking.”


*  *  *


The first Sunday in September came, and with it Charlie’s punishment ended, but there was no getting back the freedom he’d lost. As C.J. approached Hope Baptist with her family, her step was a tad slower than usual. School would resume in two days, effectively doubling her workload. Still, she smiled to see the chipping, peeling paint on the exterior. She knew just what Brother James would talk about today, how he would ask for a little extra in the collection plate and volunteers to do the painting. In a way it hardly mattered what he preached on. It was as much the rhythm of his voice mixed with the choir singing, the battered piano playing, and the tiny building resounding with “Amen, Brother” or “Praise the Lord” that she counted on each week to replenish her spirit.


“Welcome, brothers and sisters,” Brother James said to settle the church.


Sitting between her family and the Willis family, C.J. shifted slightly along with everyone else. Part of Brother James’s routine each Sunday was to pass on news to the congregation. Some didn’t have electricity to run a radio. More than a few, including C.J.’s daddy, had never learned to read. Most who could read wouldn’t waste their hard-earned money on a newspaper that only mentioned colored folks when they got arrested or killed.


Brother James paused, gathering their full attention. Finally, he said, “One of our children has gone on to be with Jesus.”


“Home to Jesus,” cried old Miz Miller.


“Sweet Emmett Till.” Brother James closed his eyes.


“I don’t know any family named Till. Do you?” Mae Willis whispered.


“Found drowned in the river.”


C.J.’s eyes widened as she shook her head.


“From Chicago, he was visiting his great uncle up in the Delta. Perhaps he did whistle at the white woman, as they say he did.”


“Who wouldn’t know not to do that?” C.J. said a little too loudly. Momma leaned over to shush her.


“Somehow,” Brother James continued, “this child was not taught, such that his way on this earth might be one of safety. For that, his life was taken in the most heinous of ways.”


“What’s he saying? What’s heinous?” Mae said.


“It is not for us to understand. No, not in this world.” Brother James raised his eyes to the heavens and smiled, like he could see a day when they would understand. Then he spread his hands, as if to pat the collective heads of all those assembled. “Today, parents, teach your children. Children, hear your parents.”


C.J. shivered and reached for Mae’s hand, wishing Charlie weren’t sitting so far away.


“Let us turn to the book of Matthew and receive our guidance from Our Lord. Peter was confessing to Jesus, looking for an answer that would allow the disciples to carry on. They were feeling doubtful. Worried. Sore tempted to go another way.


“Jesus answered unto them, ‘Every one that hath forsaken houses, or brethren, or sisters, or father, or mother, or wife, or children, or lands, for my name’s sake, shall receive a hundred fold, and shall inherit everlasting life. But many that are first shall be last; and the last shall be first.’


“Hear the encouragement of Jesus,” Brother James concluded. “Fix your mind. Hold it steady on his promise of the last being first.”


C.J. tried to feel what had always come so easily. In her lifetime of Sunday services and Baptist Training Union classes, every word from every sermon and each learned passage of the Bible had done its job to comfort and give faith. Not so today.


“Amen,” resounded the congregation. Miz Perry began to play “’Tis So Sweet to Trust in Jesus.” Everyone was singing.


She wished they would sing louder. To drown out the fear always lurking in the distance. And the promise Brother James had offered once too often: Wait for a better time.


*  *  *


But better times had seemed far off the day Miz Harwell wandered into the kitchen while C.J. was washing the floor.


“You hear about the new doctor in town?” Miz Harwell had begun, her gaze on the new neighbor’s backyard.


“No’m.” C.J. looked up but continued mopping.


“Of course people coming in, especially from up north, is never a good thing. And they do their worshipping at St. Stephen’s—Catholic. But Poplar Springs is lucky, I reckon, to get someone so quickly to take over for old Doc Adams. We want to help Doc Barnes learn our ways.”


C.J. couldn’t imagine what that had to do with her.


“I told Miz Barnes you could help out. She just has the little girl, but I’m sure there’ll be more kids directly. I’d rest easier knowing you were there and could tell me if anything seemed—well, not right.”


“But Miz Harwell—”


“And I know you’re the kind of girl who can keep her wits about her around Yankees.”


That had settled it. And now, a month of Thursdays later, here C.J. sat in the back of Miz Barnes’s car with the woman not one bit smarter about Jim Crow ways, insisting on driving C.J. home and each time determined to persuade her to sit up front.


Huge, fat drops pelted the windows, but Joan dozed peacefully in C.J.’s lap. She smiled, thinking that even this three-year-old seemed to know better. Each time her mother asked, Joan would put on one of her make-you-want-to-do-it-my-way smiles. “Please, Mommy. C.J. has to sit by me.”


The child was smart and polite. All yes ma’am, no ma’am, please, and thank you. Even to C.J. And she minded well. She’d taken C.J.’s hand that first Thursday and walked her down the driveway, stopping halfway and pointing to the seam in the concrete. “This is the magic line.”


“What’s magic about it?” C.J. asked.


“I can’t go over it. Not even my toe.” Joan lifted her foot and waved it close to the line, then snatched it back.


“What if you do? Will you turn into a pumpkin?”


“No.” Joan giggled, then became serious. “I have to sit in my being-bad chair.”


“That happen much?”


“No, ma’am. Just sometimes.” Joan had looked up at C.J. solemnly and added, “I won’t be bad on C.J. days.”


This evening’s rain was one of those downpours that seemed to stop in frustration because it wasn’t possible to make the air any wetter. Well before the car approached the point where paved road became a narrower dirt trail leading down to C.J.’s house, the late sun had blasted through the clouds and set to work wicking away puddles.


But standing water could hide the ruts. You had to be able to feel your way as if blindfolded, the way Uncle Eugene could in the wagon. As soon as the Wilson property was behind them, C.J. craned her neck, trying to determine the condition of the dirt road. “Miz Barnes, I really ought to walk the rest of the way today.”


“Nonsense, dear. You’ll get all muddy. I’ve driven roads like this many a time, on my parents’ farm in Wisconsin.”


“Oh, yes’m. It’s tricky here is all I was meaning. Unless you know where the ruts are.”


“Let’s give it a try.” Miz Barnes slowed but moved confidently ahead.


The road began to slope, past the neighbors’ house, then Uncle Eugene’s. C.J. gripped the hem of her skirt, twisting back and forth. They were almost there when Miz Barnes turned the wheel away from one puddle only to come immediately upon another. The car buckled like an animal with its front legs knocked out from under it.


 Joan twitched but did not wake up. C.J. gently laid her down on the back seat, then opened the car door and looked for the best place to step. “I’ll just fetch my uncle. He can pull you out with the mules.” 


“Wait, please.” Miz Barnes met C.J.’s eyes in the rearview mirror. Her auburn movie-star waves lacked either bobby pins or the thick coat of hairspray that characterized southern white ladies’ hair, yet held their own against the heat and humidity. “I’m sorry. I should have listened to you.”


C.J. nearly fell out of the car. “Just sit here, ma’am,” she managed to say. “I’ll be quick.”


She watched with Momma from the porch while Uncle Eugene coaxed the mules and the car back up to the paved road.


“Someone ought to tell that woman what’s what,” Momma sniffed. “Not knowing better than to drive down in the hollow after a rain or ask my child to sit up front in her car.”


“I reckon she’s just learned the first part, Momma.”


“Well, better she’d do her learning somewheres else.”


C.J. shook her head, thinking of Miz Barnes’s apology, wishing her momma would let up some. Yes, one mistake by Miz Barnes could cost her and C.J. both. But Miz Barnes was a good person, just like the Wilsons. After all the years Momma and Daddy had worked for the Wilsons, C.J. just didn’t see any danger with them for Charlie. She wanted to be able to trust Miz Barnes, too.


*  *  *


You know where Chicago is?” Mae asked as she and C.J. spread the contents of their lunch pails on the table. “Where that boy was from.”


It was their second week at Booker T. Washington High School and Community College. C.J. was still getting used to the dilapidated yellow school buses that came into their neighborhood to take them the three and a half miles Metairie had walked until now.


She wanted to be happy, just the way Brother James said they should be. Money had finally found its way from the Mississippi legislature to Poplar Springs, money approved nearly two years earlier for new Negro schools, pay increases for Negro teachers, and buses for Negro children. Never mind that the legislature was trying to keep the separate by increasing the equal, or that the brand-spanking new buses had gone to the white kids. Better was better, as Brother James said.


But Emmett Till was still on everyone’s mind. From one boy or another and what their fathers had told them, C.J. and Mae had pieced together the details Brother James left out. Found that Till boy in the Tallahatchie, beaten so bad couldn’t nobody recognize him. Had a bullet hole in his head, too. And a cotton gin fan tied around his neck with barbed wire. Talk is the white men who did it may not even go to jail.


“I don’t really even know where the Delta is,” C.J. said.


“I asked her that, too, the librarian. Don’t that just beat all, C.J.? We got us a librarian at this big school of ours.” Mae slapped the table and grinned. C.J. could picture her questioning the librarian, seeming much bigger than her actual size because of her boldness. “The Delta is only four counties from here. But Chicago, you can get there in a day on the Illinois Central.”


“That close?” C.J. shivered. She didn’t much care where Chicago was, but the Delta suddenly sounded much too close for comfort.


“Yeah, the librarian showed me maps. She said Negroes been going there since the turn of the century. Making more money. Getting treated better.”


“To the Delta? That boy sure didn’t get treated better.”


“Ain’t you been listening, C.J.? I’m talking about Chicago.”


“Well, I’m talking about the Delta. It’s too close. Momma was right.”


“Right about what?”


“The rules, Mae. We can’t make mistakes.”


“Well, yeah. We always knew what to do. That boy should have, too. He was fourteen, same as us. I can’t figure why he’d even want to come down here, him living in a grand city like Chicago.”


“Fourteen. And here Charlie’s just turned eight.”


“Uh huh. Wonder what it’s like up there—”


“Mae?” C.J.’s voice trembled. “How am I going to make sure Charlie gets on in such a world?”
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