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NORTH CAROLINA, 1940

"I hate you!” fifteen-year-old Darlene Jones screamed, ruffling her hair after a boy in her class teased her. He thought it would be funny to put a worm in her hair and watch her squirm like a five-year-old girl, which she did, but she didn’t find it funny at all. She hated nasty, crawly things just as much as she hated stupid games played by immature boys.

"Girl, you know they're just playing!” Janet fixed Darlene’s ponytail, attempting to comfort her best friend. “It’s just a worm!"

"Whatever."

Janet and Darlene had known each other since Darlene moved down south from New York. They were inseparable, but sometimes Darlene couldn't help but feel like Janet didn't understand her. Darlene often felt that way about everyone around her. That nobody understood her. She didn't even understand herself, sometimes.

"I just don't get them.” Darlene expressed in frustration.

"Huh?"

"Boys. I don't get boys sometimes. They annoy me so much."

Janet scoffed at Darlene. "Well, I don't get you sometimes, always so serious. It was just a joke."

Darlene shrugged. Although she knew her friend was only kidding, she didn’t care for her comment. "I guess so. Anyways, you want to hang out for a little while before you go home?"

"Okay. I’ve got to stop by the Rosenberg’s store to get some bread for my mama first."

Muriel and Christopher Rosenberg were a Jewish mother and son who ran the local store in town. Unlike typical southern bigots, they were a nice family. As the girls walked inside the dusty store, the loud bell attached to the top of the door jingled to the merchants of customers. Mrs. Muriel was behind the counter handling a customer, while her son was stocking a few shelves with medicines—Muriel’s homemade remedies. A thin, eighteen-year-old with thick dark hair and round glasses, Christopher moved his curly hair out of his face, as he became distracted when Darlene walked in. Every time she came by the store, it made his day. He was an antisocial young man, never having more than a few words of small talk with anyone but would muster enough courage to say hello to Darlene. He’d had a crush on her for some time now, but knew he had no chance of pursuing a girl like her. He smiled and greeted Darlene as usual.

"Hey, Darlene,” he shoved his hands in his pant pockets, “and Janet. Can I help you girls today?"

"No thank you, Christopher. We’re just here to get some bread. It’s nice to see you." Darlene smiled and continued walking past him.

"Did you see that?" Janet teased, poking Darlene’s shoulder.

"See what?"

"Every time you come in here, Christopher is always smiling at you. I think he likes you," Janet teased, still poking her.

"What?” She jerked her shoulder. “Stop poking me. No. He's just being nice. Besides, my daddy would throw a fit. That’s not going to happen."

Although she had no romantic interest in Christopher, the thought of labeling herself as something less than him because of the color of her skin wasn’t something she took well. It also didn’t help that Blacks, especially in the south, enabled that idea by being so apprehensive whenever Whites were around. She and Janet went up to the counter to pay for the bread.

"Hello, girls! You look nice today!" Mrs. Rosenberg greeted.

Muriel was a plump woman, with big hair as dark and curly as her son’s. Mr. Rosenberg passed away a few months earlier. Despite his passing, Muriel had such a positive attitude and a polite smile. Darlene knew how it felt to lose a loved one. Her mother died when she was eight years old, leaving Darlene behind with her father, Joe Jones, Grandmother Anne, and older brother Darren. They moved to Durham, North Carolina, a year before her mother passed. It was nice, but not like New York.

"Thank you, Mrs. Rosenberg," the girls replied in unison, leaving the store, heading toward Darlene’s house.

As they walked toward the porch, Darlene’s dad came out the house, marching toward his daughter, as if he was going off to war.

"Girl! Where were you? You know I don't like to worry!" He yelled.

"Sorry, Daddy, we made a stop, so Janet could get some bread for her mama."

Guilt blanketed her father’s face. Since his wife died, he became extra protective over his children. He was a hardworking man, a chauffeur for a rich White family who lived near town.

His stiff posture relaxed. "It’s okay, baby girl. You know I just don't like to worry. You kids are all I got." He pulled her into him and hugged his daughter.

Breaking their embrace, Darlene asked, "Is it okay if Janet stays for a while?"

"Of course, baby. Just not too late," he warned.

The girls rolled their eyes and replied, "We know," with a hint of attitude, as they headed inside the house and to Darlene's room.

Darlene’s brother, Darren, was in his room, working on his homework.

"Hey, Darren!" Janet waved with a cute smile. She always flirted with Darren, most girls did. But he always brushed it off.

"Hi, Janet." He was not at all amused by her attempt to be flirty.

"Your brother is so cute!"

Darlene made a gagging gesture toward Janet in a humorous manner. Not only did she hate thinking of her brother in that way, but she also didn't want to think about boys at all. Other than her brother, father, and friend Walter, she didn't find being around the opposite sex entertaining at all.

They were often boring and unpleasant.

"You want to do my hair?" Janet asked.

Janet had long, soft, dark brown curly hair. The kind most girls like Darlene wished they had. It felt like feathers and bounced back each time you pulled out a curl. She could do whatever she wanted with it. Janet's grandmother was a White woman, which was where she got her nice hair texture. Janet never knew much about her grandmother. Her mother was abandoned as a child and didn’t like to talk about her. Janet’s mom, Mary Benson, raised her daughter alone, so Janet didn’t have much of a family growing up. Darlene’s family was the closest thing to a real family she had.

"I wish I had hair like you," Darlene said, unraveling Janet's braids.

"Why? You have pretty hair, too."

Darlene had a rougher hair texture, full of naps and coils. She couldn’t do much with it, but tie it back into a ponytail, unless Grandma Anne braided it for her. Rough, dry, and unmanageable, she sometimes wore her hair down if the weather allowed, which was hard living in the south with humid summers.

"I hate my hair. It’s too thick." Darlene picked at a strand of her hair.

"You hate everything, girl—boys, your hair, having fun. What do you like?"

“I do not hate everything! That’s not true!” Darlene shoved Janet on the shoulder in a playful manner.

Darlene often wondered about herself. She knew she was different, but never quite understood why.

"I... like you," she replied with a soft tone in her voice as she ran her fingers through Janet's soft hair. "I mean, I like you because you're my best friend. My only friend, really."

"You're my best friend, too Darlene.”

The girls shared a quick moment of silence and smiles. "So,” Janet said with emphasis, “what about Christopher?" She teased.

"What about him? I told you he doesn’t like me, and I don't like him, anyway." Darlene was becoming annoyed with the subject of Christopher. It was getting old, and she wanted to skip the subject. "I think we should get started on our homework soon.”

***
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THE NEXT MORNING, DARLENE got up a little early for school. Grandma Anne was in the kitchen making pancakes. She always made her special pancakes on Friday. Darlene never knew what was so special about her grandma’s pancakes, but a part of her didn't want to know. After Darlene and Darren’s mother died, Grandma Anne made pancakes every morning for a month to help them cope with the loss. 

Darlene once asked her grandma, “What’s so special about your pancakes?”

"Honey, let me tell you something." Her grandmother began. "If you enjoy it, and it makes you happy, then you don't need to ask questions. Just enjoy it while you can because the things you love the most can be gone in the blink of an eye."

Darlene thought of her memories with her mother every time she thought about her grandmother’s words. Since that day, those words stuck with her, and she tried to apply them to her everyday life of living in the moment. She grabbed her plate of pancakes and pulled up a seat at the table.

"I’m glad you made this today, Grandma. I needed this." Said Darlene, taking a bite out of her food.

"What’s going on, baby?"

"Nothing, really, just stupid boys at school." 

"Well, what did they do to you?"

"They played a stupid joke on me. I know it was just for fun, but I hate it when boys do stupid things. I hate boys!" Her father overheard her as he entered the kitchen.

"Whoa now, sweetie! I don't want to hear my baby girl talking like that!"

Darren followed their father into the kitchen. "Yeah, what do you like, girls or something?” he teased and laughed.

Appalled and angry, Joe twirled around and slapped Darren across the face. Stunned, Darren’s eyebrows shot up in surprise and his mouth gaped open, as he stumbled backwards, grabbing the side of his face.

Between clenched teeth, Joe spewed, “Don’t you ever let me hear you say any of the devil’s foolishness like that again, boy! You hear me?"

Darlene and Grandma Anne jumped, startled by Joe’s sudden outburst.

"Jesus Christ, Joe! Don't hit the boy like that!"

Darren noted his father’s set face, his clamped mouth and fixed eyes and muscle flicked angrily in his haw. "I’m sorry, Dad." Darren’s bottom lip quivered, as he held back tears.

Although Darlene felt embarrassed by her brother’s comment, she was sure her brother felt worse. The family spent the rest of breakfast in silence.

During her walk to school, Darlene couldn't help but think about her brother’s comments. Why would he say that? Me? Like girls? How stupid!

Darlene walked into the classroom and found a seat next to Walter Smith, who was tall, dark, and looked much older than the other kids due to his height.

"Hey, Darlene!"

"Hey, Walter." She wasn't in the mood for her friend’s conversation.

"What’s wrong? You look sad."

"Nothing. Just tired." She didn't want to tell anyone about what happened at breakfast.

***
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"WHO WANTS TO GO FIRST and present their book report to the class?" Mrs. Fontaine, the teacher, stood up behind her desk and faced the class.

"Oh! Me!” Emily yelled out from the opposite end of the room. “I want to go first, Mrs. Fontaine!"

Emily Carter was one of the pretty girls. The boys liked her, and the girls wanted to be her, except Darlene and Janet. Darlene was far more comfortable being an outcast, than associating with the likes of Emily and her bourgeois attitude.

Emily was repulsively vain and carried herself as if she was better than everyone and everything. Darlene and Janet couldn’t understand how she had any friends at all. Emily pranced to the front of the classroom, swinging her long, smooth hair.

She was one of the lighter girls, with creamy skin, feathery hair like Janet’s. Emily came from interracial parents—a White father and Black mother—so her mixed features were more prominent than Janet's. While Emily read her report, Darlene gazed out the window to her left, distracted as usual, and hoping Mrs. Fontaine would call on her last. She thought about what happened at breakfast that morning with her father and brother. It had her feeling uneasy all day; not so much her father’s reaction to Darren’s comment, but the comment itself.

After school, as Darlene and Janet were walking home, Emily caught up with them and approached Darlene.

"Hey, Darlene, we're friends, right?" Emily asked with a hint of smug.

With a confused expression, Darlene shrugged. "Umm, sure."

"Great! I was wondering if you could talk to your brother for me. I think he's really cute!"

Darlene knew Darren would have no interest in Emily. He was two years older and too mature to entertain a girl like her.

"Umm, yeah. Okay, I will." Darlene lied.

"Thanks, hun!" Emily ran to catch up with her friends and then turned around. “Oh, Darlene!"

"Yeah?"

Emily and her friends giggled. "Nice hand-me-down skirt! My maid has one just like it."

Emily was mean, making fun of her old, wool skirt that was a hand-me-down from Grandma Anne’s younger years, but Darlene ignored her.

"Oh forget her! Nobody likes Emily anyway. They just pretend to. Bunch of fools." Janet hugged Darlene.

Darlene smiled. Janet was a good friend to her. She was smart, kind, and beautiful, a girl any boy would be lucky to have.

When Darlene got home, she tossed her books on her bed, and walked out to the porch where her grandmother was sitting and sat on the chair next to her.

"Grandma Anne, can I ask you a question?" 

"Sure, baby."

"Why did Daddy get so angry at Darren this morning?" "Well, baby, your brother said something he had no business saying."

She looked at her grandmother. "Can I ask you something else?"

"Sure, baby."

"Why is it a bad thing? Race mixing, girls liking girls, or boys liking boys? I mean, I know God says we’re supposed to be man and woman and race mixing isn't right, but why is it a sin? Shouldn't God love His children anyway?"

Grandma Anne’s face held a questionable look. "Well, can I ask why you want to know so badly, little girl?"

Darlene was embarrassed, again. "Just asking, Grandma."

"Well, you should know better than to question God’s ways.”

Darlene got up from the chair. "I’m going to go get started on my homework. Love you, Grandma." 

"Love you, too, baby."

Later that night, Darlene sat on the edge of her bed, holding a little flowerpot, with one daisy. She held it up to her nose, taking in the sweet aroma. Grandma Anne had given her seeds to plant and, after keeping it at the window in the front of the house for months, it sprouted.

Her father entered her room. "Can we talk, sweetie?"

He piqued her curiosity. "Okay, Daddy. What’s wrong?"

"Your grandmother tells me you're curious about things."

Darlene felt an instant nervous pain in her stomach. She felt betrayed.

"About what, Daddy?"

Joe paused. "Have you been doing anything with that Rosenberg boy?"

"Christopher? Of course not, Daddy. We’re just friends, I guess. I barely know him that well."

"Good. Because you know that's not right. You can't go around messing with these White boys. You’re a good Christian girl. You know better."

Darlene was fighting back the urge to squeal at him. She was more irritated than upset with the idea that everyone seemed to think she had any interest in Christopher. Or, that he had any interest in her.

"Okay, Daddy. Nothing’s going on, I promise." She was ready to end the conversation. "How was work today, Daddy?" She wanted to skip the awkward subject of her love life.

"It was okay. Mr. Caldwell wasn't in too much of a bad mood today."

The Caldwell family was a White rich family that lived in the northern part of Durham. Darlene didn't know too much about the family her father worked for, except that some days he came home in a good mood and a bad mood other day. The days he came home angry, Darren and Darlene tried their best to stay out of his way.

"Get some sleep, baby girl. You’ve got school tomorrow." He kissed her forehead and left her room.

Darlene didn't know what to feel, but she knew breakfast would be awkward the next morning. 
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Chapter 2
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"TURN THAT NOISE OFF, Rose and come to dinner, please!" Mrs. Caldwell yelled upstairs from the dining room.

Stretched out across her bed, nineteen-year-old Rose Caldwell smashed out her cigarette and turned off her record player. She had been listening to “When the Saints Go Marching In” by Louis Armstrong. It was her favorite song. Listening to music was her escape from her humdrum reality.

She made her way downstairs to join her parents for dinner, singing along with the song still playing in her head.

She walked into the dining room. Her parents, Albert and Barbara Caldwell, sat at the table. Their servant, May, an older Black woman, who had been working for the Caldwell family since Rose was two years old, handed Rose her plate.

"Thank you, May." Rose said politely.

"You don't have to be extra polite to May, she's doing her job," her father said.

"I know that, Father, but she's still a person and I treat her like one."

Brought up in a wealthy family like most of her peers, Rose was different. In more ways than anyone ever knew. Her father gave her a look of annoyance by every sentence that came out of her mouth. Her mother broke the awkward silence.
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