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      “Our mother was never married. And we weren’t born her children.”

      I looked over the reporter’s left shoulder at my sister Betsy as she talked to me. It had been a lengthy interview, and she had sat patiently, waiting for her turn. Her long, blonde curls were turning gray, a testament to her disregard for vanity as she followed our sister and me into the life of the retired or tired. Her speech was as beautiful to watch, fluid and graceful, as the day she graduated from the Norman Tyson Preparatory Academy for the Deaf. The reporter was unaware that my sister was speaking. She spoke to me in sign language, as the three of us were deaf.

      Her cornflower-blue eyes sparkled as the reporter sensed something behind him. Looking up, he turned in the Edwardian leather club chair we always, with a wink, had called Papa’s Chair. He stared, fascinated by her sign language, as were most who watched her speak, or took her English writing class at the academy. As I watched the back of his head, it was clear his eyes were dancing with her fingers in a silent waltz, a haunting image that would stay with him in his dreams for nights to follow. She had a kind of captivating effect on people.

      His head turned and cocked toward me. I studied the side of his jaw moving as he went to ask a question.

      I reminded him. “You must look at me so I can see your lips when you talk.”

      His face flushed at his lapse of memory as he turned around. “I’m sorry. I forgot.”

      “It’s okay. Most people do.” My speech is often mistaken for being somewhere between a Boston accent and a London accent. So I would guess it means a wet mid-Atlantic. Extensive speech therapy and tutoring have made my speech almost indistinguishable from that of a hearing person.

      “I was curious about what she was saying.”

      Ignoring her pleas for us to end the interview and go to our sister’s for dinner, I pressed another crucial point. “She wanted to remind me about our mother not being born white.”

      The reporter looked down at his notes. His confusion with his notes made it obvious that what I had just said was news to him. His head jerked up, and his eyes scrunched. He assumed he had heard me wrong.

      Looking at him, I realized he had not known our mother was part black. I set him straight. “Our mother was born of mixed black—not white. She didn’t become white until she started school when she was five, in 1910.”

      My sister realized what had just occurred, and I saw her shoulders slump as she fell into defeat. Her freckles lost their luster as she pulled out her cell phone and typed in a text. I assumed it was our sister, who was hosting Sunday dinner.

      She read the return text and put the phone away in her pocket. I translated her message to the reporter. “My sister says you are joining us for dinner.” As I got up, I noticed he was making noises of protest about the intrusion. I cut him off.

      “If you want to understand about the hospital and school, you need to understand our mother. But to understand our mother, you’ll need to come to dinner at my sister’s house.” I reached the coat stand in the corner and grabbed my raincoat. Putting it on and turning, I saw the young reporter talking. I cut him off again. “If you don’t know or understand about my mother, then you can’t write about the hospital and school.” Turning, I opened the door. Turning back, I continued. “And you can’t understand about my mother, unless you know about her parents—Walter, Leatha, and Betsy.”

      As we followed my sister out the door, I continued. “You are too young to understand the weight of the black-white problem. By the end of tonight, you might grasp what it meant for my mother and her parents to navigate a world where they were black but lived like whites.”

      I closed the front door behind us. As we walked to the car, I started his education. “It was called passing.”
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            WALTER NATHAN HUMPHREY III

          

        

      

    

    
      The occasion of my birth in 1857 probably came as much of a surprise to my mother as to her husband. A probable reason for my being alive was because of my muddy green eyes and the wisps of russet hair, which were reported to Himself by the midwife. My mother always measured the fact that the midwife held a special place in his heart as both his favorite yard slave and his bedding toy.

      I took my first breath of life and most heartily lodged an angry protest for being thrust into the frigid January night in Black River, Louisiana. At the time of my birth, my father was the proud owner of over ten thousand acres of prime bottomland, four thousand head of cattle, eight hundred pigs, twenty-seven horses, forty percent share in two riverboats, and exactly nine hundred and forty-seven slaves. Fourteen slaves carried children; two were his. The Master of the land, Walter Nathan Humphrey Jr., was an icon of the Southern landholder, if nothing else.

      Early mornings were his habit, regardless of where he slept. With coffee, toast, and a touch of rum, he rode the fields until suppertime. Riding the levies in the afternoon usually followed a rest after supper or a visit to a slave quarter if the spirit moved him. Usually, the spirit was restless and moved him to no end.

      His riding the levies was more about showing off his prized Tennessee walker horse. Talking with the other landholders superseded checking the vitals of the retainers, which kept the great river from consuming his plantation. Passing flasks of sipping whiskey or bourbon was a minor detail in the Southern Gentlemen’s dance.

      I only mention my birth and parentage to illustrate that “passing” for white is not a new contrivance of the modern century. It likely started with the Athenian Amphitheater women players. However, most definitely, since the all-women acting troupes who put on wigs and mustaches to portray the male characters in the plays they perform.

      The happenstance of my real father being a mixed-blood house slave with a complexion of high color contributed to the color of my skin. The wavy reddish hair and green eyes were a bonus that didn’t surface until months later. But those did nothing for my father’s humor at not having sired me, nor having shared my mother’s bed for almost the duration of their marriage.

      Shortly after my birth, Thomas, my blood sire, was sold on the auction block in the center of Natchez, Mississippi, for the total consideration of $421. The bidding lacked a reserve floor. Cora May, his wife, remained and nursed me for my first year. Not because I needed a wet nurse, but because it resulted in her being in the big house, and easier access to my father’s preferences.

      What didn’t figure into our lives was the war. With secession and conflict looking imminent, my father sent my mother and me packing to shirttail relatives in the Texas Territory. Most of the house slaves, except my wet nurse, as well as some of the preferred yard hands, were sent along to care for us. Many my father kept on after the great emancipation as indentured help. But conditions would never be the way they were in my father’s prime.

      My father’s summons arrived long after the war’s end; I was nearly twelve. The Army occupied the big house for much of the war. My father secured funds and gold to cover rent and what passed for medical expenses at the time. Surgeries mainly comprised cutting away rotting limbs and removing offending scraps of lead and shrapnel. Anesthesia of the day involved nothing more than a stick between the teeth.

      As I matriculated into my secondary studies, the final plantation sale concluded, we were shunt of acreage and retainers.

      We moved into the Townhouse in Black River. The house was a forward-thinking affair. The plumbing was indoors, as was the winter kitchen.

      My father pioneered household electric wiring via gas pipes, following Edison’s arrival in Louisiana in 1886. Then, workers installed Edison lighting bulbs where gas wicks and flames previously adorned the walls. The light from the electricity was dim, but the electrification allowed us all to sleep at night. No one needed to remain awake guarding against gas leaks from a dimmed lamp or one that had blown out.

      “What’s this old bicycle for?” Anthony Jamison was the son of the dry goods owner from whom my father had bought the contraption the year before. “You kin have your slave drive you anywhere in your’n wagon.”

      I never thought of our gardener, Samuel, as a slave. “He is not a slave. He is our gardener and manservant.” I was already having a confusing feeling about how nice the man smelled when he manicured the front yard, complete with its showy bushes and tightly mowed grass. “He’s my father’s retainer.”

      “Do he sleep in the barn with the horses?”

      “Yes. Because it smells good out there.”

      “Hah! He be a slave. Same as that woman, Leatha.”

      “She don’t sleep in the barn. She sleeps upstairs with me.” I pointed to the attic window above the third floor.

      The house was a big white affair on the corner of Jefferson and Elm. I could see both ends of town from the two ends of the attic above the third floor, which I shared with my nanny, Leatha. My only play area: the small backyard, nestled between house and barn. The front was the “show” yard and was constantly being manicured by our gardener, Samuel. Samuel had been one of my father’s favorite field slaves. We had taken him to Texas with us, and he now slept with the horses. Leatha was a colored girl my mama found in Texas, to look after me.

      Her name was truly Alisha Jones, but since I couldn’t pronounce my “S” sounds, my mama simply informed the girl that she was now Leatha. Years later, Leatha confessed to me she loved the sound of her name coming from my mouth, just the way I had done it upon first meeting her. As I matured, there were other aspects of me that she found to her liking. Our bond was why, when I was in my secondary school, I insisted I could not sleep or eat if Mama turned her out. So Leatha Jones became a family retainer.

      Upon my matriculation from secondary school, my father had arranged for me to sit my college at Tulane University. It was his alma mater, and with the correct palms greased, it would see me through my medical education as well. Not having been able to control my inception, he would be damned if he would not control my destiny. I was supposed to be the next Doctor Humphrey, practicing in the parlor of the big white house in Black Water, Louisiana.

      My first semester away from home was nothing short of turning loose a pent-up stallion in spring. Securing nearby housing—close to classes and the French Quarter—consumed a day. As luck would have it, the artistic humors of mankind lent themselves by many in the quarter to my predilections of bed companion or companions, as the event may be.

      Many late nights and excessive drinking resulted in grades unbefitting a prospective doctor. But as luck would have it, my mother prevailed in her explanation. It was simply a case of my being alone and away from the dedicated care of my beloved Leatha. So, I secured a new apartment, distant from the French Quarter, to allow for a caretaker and, as I would soon find out, a disciplinarian.

      The morning after returning to the new apartment with a young trumpet player, the shock of icy water jolted us awake. The pan clattered to the floor, and the once-cozy sheets clung to our skin, now a sopping mess. Blinking through the haze of sleep and cold, we lifted our heads to see Leatha standing over us, her expression a storm of anger. She had already put on her crisp uniform, a stark contrast to the disheveled scene she had created. Her eyes were wild, rimmed with red.

      “I have worked since dawn preparing your breakfast. The biscuits will be ready in twenty minutes. I expect no less than two fresh-washed and well-dressed gentlemen sitting at the dining table.”

      The musician wanted nothing to do with the fiery Valkyrie and departed. I never saw him again. But as I quietly slipped into the chair, minutes later, she placed the food on the table, sat, and served us. It would never change.

      Her delicate fingers prized open the biscuit. “I have no problem with you having gentlemen callers. Those tendencies in you, you was born with. But this here be a day’s ride from your father’s hands and penis? I will not let this opportunity slip through your sheets. You will study and act like a gentleman in this house. By midterm, I expect none other than you be the top in your class.” She paused with the sharp paring knife filled with butter at the mouth of the biscuit. “And if you ain’t…” She jabbed the blade into the biscuit. “You won’t like it.”

      So Leatha and I returned to our old ways. While I studied until the late hours, Leatha also took to improving her language and mathematical skills. By the time I was sitting my medical studies, Leatha had secured a high school diploma and was learning the healing arts as well. While I was at the university learning the art of medicine, she was deep in the city’s underbelly, learning the island arts of voodoo. Her newfound knowledge of herbs and spices also had a profound effect on our dinners. Any companions I was allowed on the occasional weekend did not overlook her culinary skills.

      Long after I had matriculated from medical school and set up a small practice in a fine Victorian home I had secured in the Garden District, word came of my mother’s ill health. The consumption would take her the following year.

      My medical practice was a going concern, as I catered to the more delicate illnesses of the ladies and gentlemen of the underside of New Orleans. Well-dressed people in the district concealed their real lifestyles. Social diseases hit those who were extremely sensitive the hardest, such as syphilis. I barely managed to avoid it and made a commitment to always use protection.

      Dealing with pregnancy occurred occasionally. A burdensome obstacle hindering lifestyle and career pursuits. These, I referred quietly from the parlor into the kitchen, where Leatha practiced her art. Only in rare instances did they need any assistance of a more surgical nature. If so, then they would become houseguests for a week, on the third floor.

      So, with the dawn of the new century, our two businesses nestled comfortably into the lush, green embrace of the refined Garden District. We explored the city’s rich culture while maintaining a public image of a gentleman and his servant. Beneath this social facade, however, lay a profound bond of deep love and mutual respect for each other’s beings. I could scarcely envision any conventional married couple enjoying a more affectionate and nurturing relationship than the one shared between Leatha and myself. In essence, we were like two little mud bugs content at the bottom of a warm, tranquil bayou, blissfully unaware of anything more fulfilling—until that fateful, balmy late-summer evening when a gentle, almost tentative knock sounded at the kitchen door.

      Leatha scooted her chair back as she placed her napkin on the tablecloth. “Excuse me.”

      I sipped on my white wine with an ear toward the proceedings. The back door opened with its characteristic mouse squeak of a complaint.

      “Oh, miss, this is the back door. The doctor is through the front door.”

      “Are you Mistress Leatha?”

      “Yes, miss.”

      “Then I believe I have the correct door.”

      I could hear a strange, delicate footstep advance into the kitchen.

      “But, miss, white folk—” Leatha tried to continue.

      “I’m not white.” The soft voice of a child sighed. “But I am pregnant.”

      I carefully pulled my napkin from my lap, folded the cloth, and patted my lips as I rose. Still holding the white cloth as if it were a handgrip for reality, I stepped into the warm kitchen. Standing before Leatha was what appeared to be a white girl of only sixteen. As we discovered, she wasn’t white, and my age estimate was incorrect by two years. Betsy was a child of fourteen and in the initial stages of bearing a child.

      I cleared my throat and took charge, a privilege of manhood, which I was about to lose for the rest of my life. “We were just starting our dinner, if you would care to join us. Miss …?”

      “Turner, sir. Betsy Turner.”

      I extended my arm toward the dining parlor. “Well, Miss Turner, Betsy, Leatha makes some of the best pork loin in all New Orleans, and she does not boil the greens to death. She has even assured me that in the event of my behaving myself, there is a Shoo Fly pie in the offering with the coffee. So please.”

      “It all sounds good, sir, but I can’t.” She hesitated as she studied Leatha. “I’m not white.”

      “Leatha clearly isn’t either. And our table awaits three diners.” I pointed my hand and napkin at the door to the dining parlor. “Please.” I omitted my gentleman friend, having not shown as promised—an occurrence becoming increasingly perplexing as I grew older.

      A most pleasant first dinner revealed Betsy Turner’s captivating, albeit brief, life. Being the daughter of a janitor at the Bijou Theater, she grasped the skill of transforming into a different persona early on. For a young girl, it was looking older; but for a young girl of color, it was also to appear white.

      She has been dating some of the young swells in the city since she was twelve. She publicly portrayed herself as coming from a wealthy family. The family quietly had taken up residency in New Orleans to avoid scandalous activity where they were from. In street terms, they were lying low.

      Possible suitors understood that reaching her required using the theater’s back-door staff.

      Things had gone along remarkably well until recently. A particular suitor had become more than persistent in their amorous activities. He was unwilling to be guided through volumes of undergarments, and unsuspectingly, into a gaffe. Or if she was feeling up to the party, her buttocks. On the fateful night, he had stripped her naked, found the gaffe, and in retribution, brutally raped her—repeatedly.

      The result, to her great discomfort, was that her clothes were rapidly becoming ill-fitting. The thought of dealing with a child in that scenario completely overwhelmed her. Despite having a remedy at both doors of the house she came to, neither option was her preference. She had turned to us not for our medical knowledge, but as disinterested parties for knowledge and ideas, for it was her full intent not to abandon the future soul.

      As the first evening drew to a close, we made her as comfortable as possible on the third floor. Leatha and I talked over the young woman’s predicament on the second floor. Well, I spoke while Leatha had her way of convincing me of her mind, which was best while her mouth was full of my manhood. By the morning light, we were resolved. Forthwith, Betsy and the future bundle would become one with the household.

      Over the morning’s repast, we informed the forlorn child that her predicament was fortuitous. Leatha’s household duties were becoming more burdensome as her reputation in the darker arts spread across the city.

      So Betsy, while she was able, would assume the household duties of cleaning and caring for the two medicine practitioners. The Gordian knot of her upcoming life would have to wait until after the pending arrival was breached.

      A sweltering New Orleans summer of 1904 brought hope of new beginnings to the stately mansion on St. Charles Avenue.

      The lush green foliage seemed to droop under the weight of the sweltering heat. Our sprawling manor stood as a beacon of elegance and hope amidst the steamy haze. Its majestic columns gleaming in the relentless sun, hinting at the promise of new beginnings and untold stories within its stately walls.

      We had to forgive the noise and dust of the constant construction efforts of the electrification of our street’s favored trollies. The likes of which allowed for a gentleman and his housekeeper to both ride together regardless of color, by mandate since the 1830s. The trolley’s accommodation was essential to the success of our practices and promoted a peaceful household.

      Open windows and the constant dust from the construction allowed us to learn the coarsest language any French sailor could teach a young girl. But mostly, Betsy was happy with her new family, and we were with her.
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            A CHANGE IN THE HOUSEHOLD

          

        

      

    

    
      The squalling of a newborn child is not a pleasant thing—but it is life-affirming. In my practice, I had not birthed a single child. In fact, much of my practice was the cessation of the progression of nature. Therefore, it was called upon us to engage a midwife as the time drew near, especially as Betsy lay ensconced on the third floor.

      Over the summer, I hired skilled workers to modernize our house before the new addition to our family. I considered the modifications to the house to reflect the new electric streetcars that would quietly pass by our fine old Victorian lady.

      As the construction progressed, we found ourselves being pushed from one side of the house to the other and from one floor to another. But eventually we ceased our suffrage and were left with many new conveniences. The Otis Lift off the back hall wouldn’t experience its actual value for entertainment until a few years later. The rooms, equipped with baths and toilets and featuring hot and cold running water on every floor, were enjoyed by all. Importantly, two toilets were available on the main floor. The status exposed to the public paid well for its dividends.

      The telephone was originally to be installed in the front entry. But after a very pleasant dinner, entertaining the new telephone installer, a young, good-looking man with a healthy handful of almost white-blond hair and a slender body. We had several phones placed in strategic locations around the house. Jack was also a wizard at installing a telephone system for communication in any room in the house. This included secret ones hidden in cabinets in the bathing rooms and toilets.

      While it was a pleasure for many years to have this efficient means of communication about the house, I was despondent when Jack no longer found reasons to spend long days stripped to the waist and sweating in our home. It prevailed upon me as host to allow him the use of my large stand-up bath, with its fifty-eight nozzles and sprayers, which could drench two male bodies in almost any position.

      I never asked if Leatha had forewarned Betsy of my nature. But she seemed unaffected by the extra-curricular male gymnastics and engagement, which most times went on quietly that summer.

      It was in the last month of summer heat. As I grieved for my Jack, we were finally getting settled after all the construction. A message arrived from Black Water of my mother’s passing. I was to return posthaste, as she wished to lie in state until I arrived—even if it was the height of the summer heat.

      Upon my arrival at the white house, I was thankful for my father’s medical training in formaldehyde. He had also respectfully moved the body to the icehouse before the ceremony.

      Although my father was the only doctor for many miles, his manners prevented him from endearing himself to the populace. The man displayed a disagreeable and tedious nature, lacking any shred of gentility.

      The forty people attending her graveside stood as testament to my mother’s efforts to connect with the community—despite her husband. Only the banker and my father’s lawyer attended the following reception at the house. Which was a blessing, as the housekeeper, Cora May, had only made a single platter of cucumber sandwiches and a single pitcher of lemon water.

      Her off-putting attitude and shortness, I chalked it up to the heat. I knew she adored my mother and followed her into the kitchen to the dry board. I wedged what may or may not have felt like my manhood in the fold of her ample behind. Reaching around, I cupped and gently played with her teats as I nuzzled my nose and lips in the softness of her neck.

      Shortly, I was rewarded with a disgruntled chuckle, and then the sound of stifled giggling. The tall glass of sweet tea came after I stopped, and she regained her composure enough to turn and greet me with a smile, a proper hug, and a teary kiss. We both missed the great matriarch of Black River.

      I reached to steal one of the small cucumber sandwiches she had arranged on a silver tray. She slapped my hand.

      “Them cucumbers ain’t for you. Thems for Himself and his friends.” She winked as she left the kitchen. “I be right back.”

      As I found some biscuits in the bread tin, she returned. “No, sweet child. I have your food over here.” She reached deep into the icebox and withdrew a plate with cold meat, fresh slices of tomatoes, and cucumbers. She leaned over my head to whisper. “These cucumbers I haven’t pickled with my brine.” Her evil smile slightly tempered the fire in her eyes.

      The menfolk sat in my father’s study, smoking cheroots, sipping whiskey, and ignoring Cora May’s sandwiches. The two of us prowled the house, retrieving a large, heavy suitcase and several baskets my mother had secreted over the passing years.

      “What is all this?”

      She placed her finger over her pursed lips. “Shh. I’ll explain later. Bring them. They be your inheritance.” And so during the heat of the day, we un-secreted and carried baskets and boxes out the back door. We packed them all into a sturdy wagon, which remained under the cover of a large oilcloth. The wagon, I was sure, did not belong to my father. He was now the proud owner of a horseless carriage, and there was no barn left on the property to house the required foursome needed to pull such a conveyance.

      We quietly skulked the entire three floors and finally the almost forgotten dungeon of a basement. Pulling me close. “There be no last will and testament. This is all from your mother. She knowed what you take away now, is all there is. That’s what that banker and lawyer type be sniffing around for.”

      Cora May explained in her own way. As the years passed, my father grew increasingly bitter about the Confederation’s defeat at the hands of the Northern Aggressors. He also placed the blame at the feet of my mother, and more so, the siring of her son.

      I asked her what was in the extremely heavy containers, but she said all would be clear once we were done with what we had to do.

      As we passed through the foyer, we could hear the menfolk. They had succumbed to the indulgence, usually following heavy drinking on a hot Louisiana afternoon. There were three distinct snores. Devilishly, Cora May sought to assess the fortitude of their slumber and promptly dropped the silver platter full of sandwiches. The same platter she slapped my hand for trying to grab one. As the platter clattered on the marble floor, she pointed to the food and held her nose as she made the most gawd-awful face and stuck out her tongue. The sandwiches were not made for me or any decent folk to eat. She had pickled the cucumbers in her own urine and cane sugar.

      The stairs creaked as she led me to the basement. Thinking of Leatha and now Betsy, I hit on a grand idea. I reached for her arm. “Cora May, we have a baby coming. Why don’t you return with me? We have plenty of room.”

      At the bottom of the stairs, she turned to me and pulled my shirt until our breaths mingled. “Sweet child, I loves you dearly as if you was one of my own. I loves your Leatha. But as much as I loves you two, I will exact my revenge on Himself for all the years of his torment.”

      I had forgotten about her being born on the plantation and her virginity being taken from her by Himself, the year before I was born. She was only a mere thirteen years older than me.

      She took my hand and guided me back into the darkest back area of the basement. “This is where my father cast all his lead soldiers, cannons, and wagons. What are we doing here? Is that what’s in those baskets?”

      Casting the lead objects, he later painted and arranged them on a table in the foyer for war commemoration days. They were always the good battles; never the ones where the North carried the day. The smell of the lead, the Japanese paints, and every memory came flooding back. Not pleasant memories, just detritus of the mind.

      Cora May nodded, but then held her finger up to her lips. She raised the lid of a box containing the crucible. What crusted the edge was not lead, but glowed a soft yellow. She reached up and, grabbing my ear, brought it to her lips. “He done cast everything in gold, not lead.”

      It was at that instant that I realized why there were no large deposits at the bank from the only doctor in the area. The banker was snooping around to find out where my father secreted his success. He entrusted the lawyer with his will, but it didn’t reflect the true nature of what my father’s worth should be. I am sure they both knew that over the years, the six-thousand acres of prime bottomland had been pieced off. And now, there were only three of us who knew where the proceeds hid—all in plain sight.

      In the kitchen, she sat me down with some sweet tea. Stepping to the wall, she took the receiver down from the Bell telephone mounted on the kitchen wall.

      “It’s time. Send him.” She hung up the phone and turned to me. “Hurry and eat that. Then, you need to go pack. Quietly. You be leaving now while the men sleep.”

      As I returned with my grip and coat, I looked out the window where a square brace of horses stood attached to the wagon. Cora May once again embraced me and kissed me on the cheek. “I’ll see you when he be dead. Now take this here food and be gone. The boy know the way to New Orleans, but you show him to your house. He won’t stop.” Shoving a basket of fresh food into my hands, she instructed the young man that we were not to stop until I was home safe and the wagon properly unloaded.

      We rode through the entire night and day, arriving shortly before a late supper, as Leatha bribed a couple of neighborhood boys to carry in all the parcels. We secured lodging for the animals, and the young man who had silently transported me for more than a day slept the sleep of the dead on my examining table.

      It wasn’t until after he was gone that Betsy mentioned he was a nice man and polite too. He had enjoyed my regaling him with stories, as they had helped to keep him awake. She said Cora May had also warned him that if he were to fall asleep, I would most likely try to have my way with him. The latter would probably account for the way he pushed the team of horses, and would only urinate on the other side of the wagon when we stopped.

      I told her he had not spoken a single word in my presence, and I stood in marvel at her having gotten him to talk to her. She just laughed as she lowered her head in a sad swing. For all the smart doctor training, I could not detect a mute when he sat inches from my hip for a full day and night.

      She showed us the language of signs many of the stagehands knew, so they could silently communicate from one side of a theater to the other. Her language skills opened her to more than just a subculture of deaf people, but also to watch for many things others did not see. As she sat down in front of me, she informed me of the first moment she had seen me in the light. She knew then that I was not as white as Leatha was or I pretended to be.

      From that night forward, the language spoken around the dinner table was of signs.

      From the moment she started walking, Hannah could communicate her wants using signs and joyful sounds. If the three of us stayed simply entertained, little Hannah was in heaven.
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            BETSY TURNER

          

        

      

    

    
      On that sweltering summer night, an unfamiliar cold gripped me. Since I was eleven, I’ve been on my own after my father disappeared with a dance troupe one night and was never heard from again. While troupes may change with frequency in a large theater, the stagehands remain a close-knit family, always looking out for one another. So I never felt abandoned until I stood with my hand poised aside the glass window of the kitchen door. I had never felt so alone, and thank goodness, never since.

      Knocking on the wood with a light rap, I watched through the glass of the door.

      A dancer’s recommendation brought me to this door. She had missed her monthly after a weekend with one of the swells who knocked on the stage door. The young men typically used their French purses, except for one instance. Her resulting discomfort from Miss Leatha’s concoction was only minor. Nowhere as unbearable as never dancing again because of an unwanted child.

      I sought a different solution. Vacating my womb was not my wish. Nor did I wish to serve nine months to a growing thing, only to discard it into the arms of someone else. My desires were unclear. However, I sensed solutions existed outside my present scope.

      The glass was cool on my white gloved knuckle.

      The door swung into a cheerful kitchen. I felt I had found a friend, as I beheld the freckled, warm, high, rounded cheeks of the woman. But I knew I had found a home when I walked into the grand dining room, dwarfing the small table, but paneled with shelves and shelves of books.

      There was a certain relationship between the master of the house and his housekeeper. Not a usual one, and I couldn’t put my finger on it until later that night. It was not of a white man and his colored housekeeper, but the moving of two equals showing their mutual care and support.

      I rested, intrigued by the soft bed and the comfort surrounding me.

      I remember the table. In a room large enough to accommodate all four leaves, it stood reduced to its smallest configuration without a single expanding leaf. The simple table hinted at a modesty and closeness seldom seen in grand houses or those of the city’s elite, specifically in the Garden District. It was most certainly unexpected in the home of a doctor whose practice was right on the primary thoroughfare of St. Charles Street.

      I almost ran at the thought of sitting down in this house. Two people, three settings: the mystery compelled me to sit. If nothing more, but to discern how they had foreknowledge of my arrival. As nothing else now could explain the extra service laid out in this intimate arrangement. I found the seating arrangement most intriguing: I sat at the table’s head, flanked by the two others. Three other chairs remained unoccupied at the room’s far end, appearing unused.

      The meal and conversation were a flurry of activity. Food melted in my mouth like a confection known as sugar cotton. The tastes were beyond any I had ever experienced, yet the food looked not unlike any other I had experienced in fine dining establishments. The doctor bowed to the expertise of Miss Leatha for the culinary experience. He even pointed out where they used to roam the city at will, enjoying the culinary delights. They now found the offerings pale or pedestrian when compared with Miss Leatha’s talents. The company was also without impingement.

      During our conversation, the good doctor inquired if I was familiar with the upstart English humorist Mr. Shaw, bringing up the topic of the theater. Shaw. I remembered the sad story of our having performed just last year, his Mrs. Warren’s Profession. I recounted how, at first, I had identified with her daughter, Vivian. But in the end, I found Mrs. Warren’s aloneness, after high hopes, most reflected my life and the abandonment by my father.

      This somehow led to a discussion of Voltaire. I knew his views on religion and tolerance could turn a cool conversation into a battle of hot tempers. So I tread carefully by quoting his essay from near the end of his life. “Verily, are we not all children of the same father, and beasts from the same god?” I begged to be more familiar with playwrights than philosophers. But I could see by the exchanges of looks between the good doctor and Miss Leatha. The evening had ripened its fruit and was now drawing to a close.

      Unexpectedly, they led me to a refined room on the third floor, where a soft, down-filled bed sat between two walls of floor-to-ceiling windows, providing a refreshing breeze for a gentle night's sleep. I almost didn’t notice the large fan high above me on the ceiling. When Miss Leatha informed me this was my room, I assumed it would be for the night, and they would deal with me in the morning light.

      As she closed the door, she admonished me that she and the good doctor were on the floor below, should I find myself in need of anything. As I heard her step away from the door I was staring at, I could have sworn I heard her softly say, Welcome home.

      Or maybe it was just a figment of my dream.
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            LEATHA

          

        

      

    

    
      Our household had become interesting, without drama. The early years of raising Walter, and having to fend off or finally deal with his father’s advances, made my life a muddled mess, with too much hell on earth. His mother, being beyond caring, as long as her husband didn’t broach her bedroom door, required the household to be an armed camp of every vigilance.

      The night he first found out he was going back to New Orleans, I held Walter’s manhood in my mouth. I then took it in my left hand and held a meat carving knife against it with my right. No fear emanated from him.

      “Leatha? Why have you stopped sucking?” He stared at the carving knife I held to his manhood.

      “I’ll never threaten you again. But if’n you don’t take me with you, and away from your father, I will be sure you never derive pleasure from this here manhood again.” I knew he could see in my eyes that it were the muck in the tobacco rows truth.
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