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      She first noticed outside Memphis: they didn’t ride segregated in the boxcars. At the time, she was standing outside yet another closed bank. The line of aggrieved customers wrapped around the block—men in their dusty pants, stained work shirts, caps on their heads; women wearing low heels, day dresses, and battered hats.

      Lurleen looked just different enough to attract attention. Her green cloche hat was a bit too new, her coat a little too heavy. Her shoes were scuffed just like everyone else’s, but hers were scuffed from too much travel, not age and wear.

      She clutched the double handles of her brown duffel, and stared at the missed opportunity. The sign in the window had a desperate scrawl: Out Of Cash. Come Back Tomorrow. There was no date and no signature. She couldn’t tell if “tomorrow” was yesterday, three days ago, or truly, the next day.

      And she didn’t want to ask the dusty, discouraged folks who stood in line like there was a chance there would be cash. She’d seen this in six other towns in the past two months, and each time, she was startled they weren’t smashing the glass windows, opening the doors themselves and taking what was left.

      Maybe everyone in the crowd knew there was nothing left. Nothing left at all.

      She sighed, wrapping her gloved fingers tight around the duffel’s thick handles, trying to act like the duffel was empty, waiting for cash instead of lined with it. She knew better than to travel with so much money, but she had no choice now.

      She wasn’t sure which banks to trust, considering how many she’d seen shuttered and forlorn on her trip here. She worried that if she trusted all of her savings to one of these institutions, she’d never see another dime.

      She understood why people were buying safes and putting them in their homes.

      But she no longer had a home. Not any more.

      She hadn’t sold the house. In the end, she’d seen no point. It had become little more than a shack. On bad days, wind blew through the cracks in the wall, filling the four rooms with more dirt than she could clean off in an afternoon.

      By the time Frank had passed, she’d had enough of that place. After she’d buried him in the family plot, and packed up using the two bags from her travels before Frank, still clean and sturdy like they’d been used just the week before.

      She’d taken undergarments, and one clean dress, choosing to buy new as she went along. She’d taken the money Frank had left her—all two-hundred dollars of it, planning to retrieve her own money, along the way.

      She’d made a mistake for love.

      Women did that. They forgot themselves somewhere in the brown eyes and warm smiles, in the last chance for babies that never did arrive, and a future that promised some kind of comfort—which never did arrive either.

      Before she’d met Frank, she’d been a solitary woman on a solitary road, doing good works as only she’d known how.

      She’d been younger, more resilient, believing in human kindness, despite all she’d seen.

      Until…

      She squinted at the line, unmoving around that closed bank. She shook her head slightly. It would take only one sentence to turn that despairing crowd into a mob—venting its anger in the exact wrong direction, screaming blue murder.

      One sentence, and its vile variations.

      One sentence that she hoped she’d never hear again.
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      “He done it!”

      They ran past her, screaming, fists raised, faces red. Lurleen pressed herself against the post near the general store, her dolly clutched in one hand. Her mama stood just inside the door, holding her sister Noreen’s arm. Noreen twisted away, trying to free herself, but she couldn’t.

      Daddy wasn’t here. He was in Atlanta buying supplies for the store. Mama spent money on a telegram, but she didn’t hear back. And so Mama had to handle it, and Noreen lied.

      Two nights ago, Noreen had been clutching and clawing with George Tarlin, telling Lurleen to stop watching because that was grown-up business. Lurleen tried to tell Mama it was George Tarlin, not that nice boy who sat near the tree on the bad side of town, reading books and asking after Lurleen’s dolly.

      But Noreen, she said it was the nice boy. It’d always been the nice boy. And he’d been the one what hurt her. Not George Tarlin who slapped her across the face yesterday morning when she told him he couldn’t marry her without Daddy’s permission. No, she’d said that bruise was the nice boy.

      Rumors spread like crazy and now everyone knew that Noreen was “soiled” and the nice boy done it and he was gonna pay.

      He done it, they said. And he did pay.

      He was the first one Lurleen saw, hanging from a tree outside of town. Eyes gone by the time she saw him, face half ripped off, clothes torn and covered in blood. After Daddy’d come home, she’d gone with him over Mama’s objections. Weak objections.

      Daddy wanted Lurleen to know what them nice boys could do.

      So Daddy took her to the place where all the yelling and cheering had come from, and then he said he was sorry he done it. He made her sit in the wagon, eyes closed, while he went and done something to that body, something that sounded meaty, like an axe to a chicken neck.

      And Noreen, she never was the same. She didn’t talk to no one, and they all said it was because of that nice boy, because of what he done. George Tarlin didn’t want her no more, because of what that boy had done.

      But that boy didn’t do nothing.

      Both Lurleen and Noreen knew that.

      And the night before she died by her own hand with Daddy’s too-sharp razor, Noreen said to Lurleen, “Baby girl, you gotta know one thing. Lies, they can kill you. They can kill everything. Don’t you lie about what you done. Don’t you lie about nothing, you hear?”

      And Lurleen, she promised.

      She didn’t lie about nothing for a long time. Then she lied about everything.

      Because, she’d slowly realized, lying about everything was the only way she could ever find the truth.
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        * * *

      

      Lurleen shook her head. Lines and crowds and upset folk—they always brought a fear up, a fear of what people could do.

      Which was why she looked away from the line, away from the shabby Memphis bank that had taken a good fifty dollars of her hard-earned money and would never give it back, and watched as a train went by.

      Maybe it was the bank or the crowd or the memory. Maybe it was the despair—not that she was short of money, but she was shorter of money than she had been.

      When those boxcars went past, side door open, and men sitting on the edge, legs dangling, clothes filthy, she had an uncharacteristic thought. She saw the faces, dirt-streaked as the clothes, and realized she was looking at pale skin beneath some streaks and dark skin beneath other streaks.

      And she thought: Oh, that’s going to cause problems.

      Then she caught herself. She didn’t oppose mixing. Not like everyone else did. In her pre-Frank life, she’d even known couples who were mixed (and sometimes trying to hide it). She’d long ago realized that skin color was no different than hair color. Maybe because of that nice boy she’d met when she was little, the one her sister’s lies had killed. He’d had dark skin. He’d loved reading. George Tarlin never had. He hadn’t been nice neither.

      But the problems…

      Lurleen no longer had illusions. She knew that here, in this place where the war was still being fought and Confederate veterans still being honored, where the romance of the past trumped the truth of it, mixing like that was as bad a recipe as that lie—he done it—combined with a pointed finger.

      She turned away, and trudged back to the train station, where she’d left her other bag with one of the porters who guarded such things for people who actually had money.

      She needed to focus on herself now. That was what she had said when she left West Texas; that was what she had meant.

      She was on a voyage of discovery, seeking something better, just like—it seemed—half the country. Only she was doing it in actual train cars, sitting on seats, riding like the first-class lady she was, with other first-class white folk she didn’t want to talk to, because she knew she’d hate them as a matter of principle.

      She needed to collect the money she’d left behind when she’d left her second life behind. Her before-Frank life. She couldn’t’ve done it before he died, and he’d waited one year too long to leave this good earth.

      Now all the little banks were going. The individual banks, the ones that didn’t have branches, but were funded by locals who made the decisions themselves.

      The little banks, the ones whose owners looked a woman in the eye, and said, It’s a new era, sister. Women can vote, so yes, you can open an account here without your husband. And they’d meant it too. She’d thought she was supporting those banks, thought she was doing good. Turned out, all she was doing—as Frank would’ve said if he’d known—was pissing her money away, one seemingly smart decision at a time.
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        * * *

      

      Only a few stops left. Nashville, Roanoke, Richmond, then points north. Real North. Yankee North, where she hadn’t been since before the Great War. Funny that before-Frank she’d worked for folks in Yankee North—colored folks in Yankee North—and she hadn’t been up there since she graduated from Barnard.

      Not quite true, of course. None of that was quite true. There was graduation, the apartment, the temporary job as a typist, and Elliot. And then, her father, of course, saving her from a life with That Jew, dragging her home, where Elliot did not follow, could not follow, as Elliot had said in that expensive telephone call she had made from her father’s general store. You understand, sweetheart, right?

      No, she hadn’t understood either man and by the time she had gone north again—just for a moment (a moment that she didn’t count)—Elliot was already married to someone “more suitable,” his mother had said, looking at Lurleen with grim disapproval.

      Lurleen had fled then, vowed not to marry, and when she learned that Elliot had died in the Battle of Argonne Forest, she pretended she didn’t care.
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