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Courtesy of the author and her family


DORIS PAYNE was born in Slab Fork, West Virginia. She is the daughter of a coal miner and the second youngest of six siblings. Her career as an international jewel thief spans six decades.




About the Book


“Doris Payne is an unapologetic badass.” —Tessa Thompson, actress


Growing up during the Depression in the segregated coal-mining town of Slab Fork, West Virginia, the bright and wilful Doris Payne always dreamed big. Fascinated by the fine clothes, jewels, and lifestyles in magazines, she imagined a world beyond herself, one in which she did not carry the weight of limitations that others imposed on her and where her beloved mother was free from her father’s abuse.


After the owner of a local store threw her out when a white customer arrived, Doris vowed that neither racism nor sexism would hold her back. She was going to control her own life and make her own money.


Using her Southern charm, quick wit, and fascination with magic, she began shoplifting small pieces of jewellery from local stores, and over the course of six decades, grew her talents with each heist. As a world-class expert jewel thief, she daringly pulled off numerous diamond robberies, using nuns and various ruses to help her avoid arrest while her Jewish boyfriend fenced the stolen gems.


A rip-roaringly fun and exciting tale, Diamond Doris is the portrait of a captivating antihero who experienced life to the fullest—on her own terms.




To Blair Berk,


a decent and caring woman


“You can’t do it all. You a woman and a colored woman at that. You can’t act like a man. You can’t be walking around all independent - like, doing whatever you like, taking what you want, leaving what you don’t.”


— Toni Morrison, Sula
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PROLOGUE


MINED




Like people, no two diamonds are the same. They each possess characteristics that distinguish one from another. Color, Clarity, Cut, and Carat—these are the four Cs, the characteristics that determine a diamond’s value. These grading standards were established by the Geological Institute of America (GIA) in the 1930s. But I didn’t know anything about that when I was twenty-six years old. I just knew diamonds had that bling in the magazines that meant money and status. Something my family didn’t have but was soon to gain.







APRIL 1956


I STEPPED OUT OF THE LUKEWARM BATHWATER and felt the chill of a Cleveland spring morning. The radiator hissed to combat the cool air that seeped through the warped bathroom window. We ain’t gonna have to worry about that shit no more. It was dusk, but like a kid waiting for Christmas morning, I had been up getting myself ready for the day that I knew was going to change things for me and Mama, and for my brother Johnny and my kids.


I went back into my bedroom no bigger than a prison cell. There was one lonely star still in the sky fighting off the rising peach color that pushed the dark blue up and away. I’ve been training a long time for this day. Bring on the sun. The radiator got to knocking. My babies—Ronny eight and Rhonda three—rolled over on their bed across from mine. I pulled the sheet up over their little brown legs. “Y’all ain’t gonna want for nothing in this life if I can help it.” I imagined the rooms they would each have in some big ole house when I got the whopping diamond that I saw in Mom’s Harper’s Bazaar magazine.


The linoleum on the floor was chilly to my feet but I didn’t care. I had a big day ahead of me.


I sprinkled some cornstarch on my breasts, midriff, hips, and thighs, to make squeezing into my new longline bra and panty girdle easier. I slapped some on my underarms as well—I wasn’t about to be hot and sweaty and perspiring today. I wrapped the opened longline bra around my torso under my breasts, with the closures in the front, sucked in, and fastened all the hooks, then twisted the bra front to back. I hunched my shoulders forward and slipped my arms through the straps, then pulled the bra up by the top and lifted it over my breasts and positioned them into the cups, pushing and adjusting until everything was in place.


Then I lay flat on my back on the bed and stepped one foot and then the other into the girdle, and wriggled it up my legs over my thighs and hips. I rolled over onto my side to stand. I yanked the girdle up and pulled the bra down to overlap, and with the help of the cornstarch, twisted and moved my body and the garments into a perfect fit.


Even after having two kids I was still slim. But now my breasts were high, my torso was long, my tummy was flat, my waist was snatched, my hips were rounded, and my thighs were trim. I had the hourglass figure I knew would get me the attention I wanted.


I sat on the edge of the bed and removed my new silk stockings from the box. I carefully gathered one stocking in my two hands to get to the base, lifted a leg, and pointed my foot. I eased the sheer hose up to my thigh and secured it with the garter snaps, then did the other leg. I stood to pull on the beige eyelet slip, stepping into satin elegance that turned me from an attendant girl at a nursing home to a Hollywood starlet preparing for her role.


I was transforming, and the linoleum now felt like a river of milk and honey beneath my feet.


My heart got to pounding in my chest as more light came into the window, casting reality on my day. Don’t chicken-shit now, Doris. I felt excited, like it was my high school graduation day—and nervous that I was gonna fall on my face before I got my diploma. This would be the biggest ring I’d stolen, the thing to take me to the next level and get my family out of this raggedy duplex.


I laid the white blouse, green skirt, and matching suit jacket out on the bed. My nerves went away at the sight of Mom’s impeccable seamstress work. This was Saks Fifth Avenue. Yes, I’m gonna look sophisticated in this shit. I grinned, and then quickly covered my mouth, told myself a lady smiles, she doesn’t downright grin showing that she’s from the West Virginia hills. This was the look I wanted—elegant, cultured, like a movie star on a spring morning.


I went over to the little nail I had hammered into the wall, reached behind to my waist, hooked the zipper on the nail, and squatted down to zip up my skirt nice and snug around my petite frame. I tucked the blouse in and eased on the jacket, smoothing the suit set into place. I sat and slipped on my new black pumps, and then did a little prance to practice the walk that I knew could turn heads. I stopped at the mirror and posed, talked politely to myself, laughed charmingly, feigned a blush, and pretended to try on a ring. It was a routine that I’d refined for acting the part of a monied woman. The most impressive part of my jewel thief costume was the wedding set.


The week before, my coworker Norma and I waltzed out of our Euclid Manor nursing home jobs on our lunch break and into the May Company department store posed as a sickly young rich white woman and her Black nurse. I walked out with a gold wedding band and a small engagement ring that I later sold at a pawnshop and used the cash to go to a different pawnshop and buy a more expensive gold wedding band with tiny inlaid diamonds and a diamond engagement ring. That new piece was a stunner—a colorless, clear two-carat ring, exquisitely cut to throw rainbows even in the pale morning light. I raised my hand up to the window, angling my finger to admire its fire. Yes! It was the kind of ring I saw on the fingers of the Jewish women who came to the nursing home to visit their feeble parents. The kind of ring that would make any jeweler think I was a woman of class, not a woman on a mission to steal.


The sun made its way into the sky to wake up the Black women of Hough Avenue, an alarm that said, “Tighten up your maid’s uniform or nursing home uniform and get on the back of the bus to go to work.” Not me. That rising sun reminded me that the jewellery stores in Pittsburgh would be opening in a couple of hours. Woo, my nerves got to going again. Simmer down, I told myself. I went back to the bathroom and worked on my makeup in the dim light of the single bulb that hung over the sink.


I sat on the edge of the bathtub and tore the page out of Mom’s magazine. A white woman stretched her hand over a red crushed-velvet background and wore a rectangular diamond ring so big it made my mouth water. That’s the one I want. I folded up the page, stuck it in my new purse, and took out my white gloves and clutched them in my hand. I straightened up tall, placed my new round feather-topped hat on my head, adjusted my blouse and suit, did a little turn with my purse over my forearm, and checked myself in the mirror for one last look. You got this, Doris.


I runway-walked through the bedroom where my children had abandoned their sleep for the smell of breakfast, then sashayed through the living room where my teenaged brother Johnny’s sofa bed was a tangle of sheets, and glided into the kitchen where the audience of my family sat eating. They were unaware of what this day would bring for us, and unprepared for the sight they were about to behold.


Damn! I look better than Dorothy Dandridge!




PART I


COLOR




The highest-quality diamonds are colorless—they display an absence of color—while those of lower quality have some noticeable color. Diamond color is graded on a scale of D (colorless, a pure white) to Z (light, manifesting in a pale yellow), with the degrees of Near Colorless, Faint, and Very Light on the scale between D and Z. “Fancy-color” diamonds have greater color than a Z grade, with varying hues of yellow or brown. A D-color diamond is the highest grade and is extremely rare—the most expensive grading money can buy.







CHAPTER 1


I WASN’T BORN
A JEWEL THIEF


I WAS BORN RIGHT BETWEEN BIG BEAUTIFUL mountains and right between the world wars. My father was a coal miner when coal was the wealth of the nation. Black people, Native Americans, and all sorts of Europeans lived in the same town and worked together. The houses provided by the coal-mining company in Slab Fork, West Virginia, were nice. We had a four-bedroom home on Slab Fork Road, with a living and dining area, a kitchen with a pantry, and a bathroom with a tub and running water. We had two fireplaces and a kitchen stove to keep the house warm. It wasn’t like the image of flies landing on your nose while you sleep that people have now when they think about mining towns.


And there was a status to the women in Slab Fork. They were stylish, and kept their kids clean, and kept fine things like embroidered doilies. They got their style from Town & Country and Harper’s Bazaar magazines that arrived each month in the mail. My mom used these magazines to teach my big sister, Louise, and me how to carry yourself, how to set a table properly, how to let your household reflect international class and fine living.


Just like in any neighborhood that looks normal on the outside, things went on beneath the surface. The kids, of course, didn’t understand most of it. We just looked to the grown-ups as the people in our community who sheltered and protected us, but a lot of the women slept with each other’s husbands. Some women had a man and a husband, and they all knew each other and didn’t mind. My daddy wasn’t having none of that, though. My mother was a very attractive, refined Native American woman who had long hair down past her waist. She kept her hair braided and pinned up in two buns on either side of her head because my father didn’t let her wear her hair down except in the bedroom at night.


I didn’t know the word “abusive” then, but I knew my father was mean to my mother. One day, when I was about four years old, I was playing in the yard with Louise, who was keeping an eye on me. Mom used to put me on the porch swing or in the yard to play, and I could see her go all the way to Mr. Benjamin’s store and come back. Mr. Benjamin was a nice Jewish man who had come to Slab Fork and built a store that was in competition with the company store. The company store never had everything a Black customer needed, but Mr. Benjamin sold pigs’ feet, zoot suits, and all else in between.


That day Daddy got off the work truck and asked Louise, “Where is your mother?” She was only seven years old, but she was a big kid to me. She explained to Daddy, “Mom went to get some things from Mr. Benjamin’s store. She said she’d be right back.”


I quit playing with my little sticks and grass and went and sat by Louise because I could feel Daddy’s mood change. He looked like a statue, watching Mom come down the road past the other houses. When she got to the gate, he went over and, with his fist like a hammer, struck her on the head. I had never seen anything like that. I got a twist in my belly. I ran at my father and beat at his pant leg. He was such a large man. I was just a scrawny little “Dink,” as my father called me. He kept hitting her until she fell to the ground. I’ll never forget how helpless I felt. I looked at my mom and didn’t know if she was dead. It scared the shit out of me. It made me realize something: I needed to protect her. From then on, my plan was to stay by her side. I figured he wouldn’t hit her with his little Dink in the way.


OF MY FOUR siblings, my brother Albert was the oldest; then my sister, Louise; my brother Clarence; and David Junior; and then came me. We were what they called stair-step children, with just enough space between our ages for Mom to recover from childbirth. For seven years, I had Mom all to myself. Then my brother Johnny came along.


A lot of shit displeased me when he came into the picture, getting all of my mother’s attention. He’d cry and she’d pick him up, and I didn’t like it one bit. My mom would buy applesauce and tell me I could feed him. I guess she was trying to make me feel special, but when she would whisper to her friends about me being jealous, I would eat the whole bowl of applesauce. After Johnny was born, I didn’t ease off being by my mother’s side. He was just a baby—what was he going to do to keep Mom safe? Instead, I grew even more fiercely protective of her.


When I was about eight years old, Johnny would take his nap, and those were good times when I had Mom all to myself. I would stand on a chair and be right by her side and blow my breath on the kitchen window to watch it fog up, and use my finger to draw pictures while she took care of whatever kitchen chores she had.


One day in late October I was in the kitchen with Mom. I was standing on the chair and peering out the window. I looked out over her garden and the shed, which was my playhouse in the spring and summer, but it was about to become a shed again filled with wood for winter. I saw that Mrs. Dickson’s cow had gotten into our garden where the tomatoes were. They were some of the only things still growing.


I had heard “the cow jumped over the moon” story, so I eased out from my mother’s side and took the broken string from my drawstring panties. The plan was to get the pin out of my panties and to catch the cow’s tail as she whipped it past the warped door of the shed. I wasn’t going to let her eat my mother’s tomatoes, so I was going to send her to jump over the moon.


There I was, holding my knees to keep my drawers up, and the cow’s tail was whipping back and forth. I got the pin out of my mouth and held her tail and stuck the pin in it. The cow kicked the door and I don’t remember anything else. She had kicked me onto the door and the door right off the hinges. When I came to, I got up and ran into the house crying, “Mom, the cow threw me over the moon.”


Mom had been watching out the window, I guess wondering what I was up to, and when I ran into the kitchen, she was on the floor shaking with laughter. She said, “What on earth is wrong with you?” She told me that when she saw that cow kick, she couldn’t tell if I was glued to the door or if I was riding it. She couldn’t handle herself laughing.


In my scheming to take out that cow, that cow fucked me up. I had cow shit on me, my drawers were down by my ankles, my dress was up in the air, and I had skin off my elbows with grass cuts. Little Johnny was still asleep in his crib. I didn’t think it was funny at all; I wanted her to see that the cow was about to eat her tomatoes, and that I could protect her.


It wasn’t an everyday thing that my father beat my mother, but she was a prisoner. He didn’t want her talking to any men and didn’t even want her talking or gossiping with women. This taught me early in life that abusers try to isolate you. Those days, I would go to the shed near my mom’s garden, where in the spring and summer poke salad greens grew wild beside the tomatoes and cucumbers.


I had an electric iron and other little fake kitchen things, including a fake husband I called Vernon. I came up with that idea because in our school play I had been cast as the wife of my classmate Vernon Burks. I had such a good imagination, I really thought Vernon was mine. After the play, nobody told me different.


Out in my playhouse, I beat on Vernon the way I thought my mother should beat back my father. I had a pile of rocks for whenever I saw my imaginary husband not acting right. My mom gave me leftover food from the kitchen so I could play my little husband-and-wife game, and if Vernon ate anything before I told him he could, I knocked the shit out of him. If I was cooking and he came talking some mess to me, I threw the hot food on him. I felt satisfied, like I was really doing something to discipline my father. I now understood how even if men might make good protectors, you couldn’t let them think for one minute that they were in control of your house. When my mom passed by the playhouse and heard me screaming and beating on Vernon, she said, “God, don’t tell me I gave birth to the devil.”


I knew from that early age that I was going to have to protect my mom. And that no man was going to make me a prisoner in my own home, or abuse me, or beat me—and if a man ever thought of striking me, that was going to be the end of him.




CHAPTER 2


GREED


WEST VIRGINIA USED TO HAVE THE BEST schools in the nation. If your kid wasn’t in school, you were charged three dollars for each day your child was out. But with Black and white families streaming in from the South to take advantage of the demand for more men to dig all of that coal out of the mountain, the enforcement of education fell to the wayside.


Shacks were built down near the coal-mine mountain to accommodate the newcomers. They weren’t built as well as our home. There was this one family—I don’t know how many kids they had, but they had a bunch. They were all dark-haired white children who looked alike. The one girl my age just looked sad to me, never at school, always looking like she hadn’t eaten. That was the time when West Virginia coal-mining towns started to get their reputation as slums. The greedy mining companies made a ton of money off folks groveling for jobs that promised a better life, but the companies didn’t spend a dime of their riches on nicer housing or safer mines.


One fall morning I sat in my sixth-grade classroom barely paying attention. Out the window, the leaves were orange, red, and yellow against the blue skies. Those were the most beautiful mornings, and my favorite time of year in the mountains.


My teacher, Mrs. MacArthur, was a tall, thin white woman who wore her blond-and-silver hair in a bun. She kept a Bible on her desk right next to our math, history, and literature books. There was a Baptist church in our town, but we didn’t ever go. Mom just stuck to reciting the Catholic Mass from her upbringing and telling me I better be good so Baby Jesus wouldn’t be mad. That was the extent of my biblical knowledge.


Mrs. MacArthur’s stern voice and West Virginia accent could cut you in two. “Doris Payne, eyes up here.” The lesson for our world history that day was greed. She stood up there in her gray straight-up-and-down dress. It was tight, buttoned to her neck. She wore no lipstick, had no sense of fashion, and loved to quote the Bible in her piercing accent. “Luke 12:15. ‘Take heed, and beware of covetousness: for a man’s life consisteth not in the abundance of the things which he possesseth.’ ”


I propped up my chin with my hand. You can say that because you don’t possesseth anything.


After lunch, Mrs. MacArthur discussed mining since that’s what our neck of the woods was all about. She presented several different kinds of mining—mining for coal, mining for oil, mining for gold, and mining for diamonds.


She went on gesturing and teaching and preaching. “The slaves did all the mining for the pharaohs.”


She went over to the pastel-colored map and pointed out the places in Africa where diamonds were being mined. “Toil not to be rich, children.” She drove her fist down like she was driving a fence post. “Plant only the fruits thy need for thy family’s sake”—then she pulled her fist up—“And pluck only from the earth for thy family’s sake.”


The entire class fidgeted with their notebooks, just waiting for the bell to ring. My friend Lil kept her hand over her mouth the way I did, trying not to laugh. “Luke 12:21: ‘So is he that layeth up treasure for himself and is not rich toward God.’ ”


I pulled my hand from my mouth and raised it above my head, my fingers wriggling.


Mrs. MacArthur let out a weighted sigh before calling on me. “Doris.”


“Does the Raleigh Company layeth up riches of coal, and everybody daddy is the slave for getting the coal?” The class broke out in roaring laughter. She sent me home with a note for my mom. I gave it to Daddy since he couldn’t read.


The next morning Daddy got on the work truck with his lunch pail. He wore his hard hat with a lamp that was so smudged with black I didn’t know what color it really was. The truck headed to the Beckley mine ten miles up the road. That day Mrs. MacArthur paused in the middle of the lesson. We didn’t know what she was listening for until we realized she was listening to the air siren, which had churned up from a low whistle to a full blasting scream. The siren was cranked only when there was an accident in any of the Raleigh Company mines. I felt a knot in my gut.


The siren quieted, and Mrs. MacArthur went on with the lesson. She glanced periodically at the window and the classroom door. If there was no commotion outside, then it wasn’t the Slab Fork mine, but Daddy and most of the men were at Beckley that day.


All six of us Payne children walked home with the Lester brothers, our neighbors, whose family had eight boys. We went into Mr. Benjamin’s store, and he waved us back out. “You all want to get on home. There was an accident at Beckley.”


Mom had left a note at our house: “Augustus got hurt. He’s okay. I will be in Beckley.”


LOUISE SAT AT the table the next morning and read us the newspaper. “The blast killed two: Jackson Lester, forty-two, of Slab Fork, and Mason Bond, forty, of Slab Fork. Five others were injured. Senator-elect M. M. Neely says yesterday’s accident is further reason to push the measure through the House of Representatives for safety inspections of West Virginia mines.”


Daddy’s right leg and foot had gotten caught in the slate that fell that day. I hated what he was doing to my mother, but he did make sure we had everything we asked for. We had school shoes, Sunday shoes, a washer with a good wringer on it, and nice sheets. The Lester boys’ father had been killed by the accident. I felt guilty sitting there with Louise and my brothers. I had fantasies of hurting Daddy to make him leave Mom alone. I wanted Daddy punished, but I didn’t want him crushed under a pile of rubble like some slave who built temples for pharaohs.


DURING MY FATHER’S recovery, we packed up and the whole family got the bus to Mount Airy, North Carolina, to stay at our grandmother’s house. She lived in the country with a lot of space between her house and Aunt Reece’s place. There were chickens and pigs, old craggy winter trees to climb. And Daddy’s mood was softer. He received a settlement for his injuries while he recovered, which he generously shared in gifts and groceries with his mother and his sister. He would come into the kitchen, where Mom and Grandma were making breakfast, and actually say “Good morning.” I felt like that was the happiest I ever saw him.


ON THE NIGHT of December 7, 1941, I was the only person at Grandma’s house. Everybody else had gone up the road to Aunt Reece’s house for dinner. They had been whispering all day. I figured about something they thought I was too young to know about, like money or what Mom called “grown-folk’s business.” My mother had told me, “Get your coat on, Dink.” I didn’t care about any of their grown talk. I had told her to go on without me. I wanted to be by myself and listen to the radio.


Glenn Miller’s “Chattanooga Choo Choo” was playing. I threw my skinny self all over the room, dancing like I had a partner. Then the news came on and I heard what all the whispering had been about. A man came on: “President Roosevelt said in a statement today that the Japanese have attacked Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, from the air.”


Chills went through my body, from the top of my head to my knees. I remembered Daddy and our neighbor Mr. Withers saying the Japanese were coming and were going to take over the world. I ran to the door and searched up and down the road to see if tanks were coming with their lights blaring. All I saw were the lights at Aunt Reece’s house. Nighttime in Slab Fork was only this dark if you walked yourself right out of the town. House lights and lights from the mine and the businesses at each end of the road kept things lit up. Out in Mount Airy, there was a deep darkness that made you feel like you were swimming in blue ink. It was so dark I had to stand still for a minute. I tilted my head up to the sky to see if there were planes about to drop bombs. There were just cold stars. I thought it must be too dark to see the bombs. I didn’t put my coat on. I ran to Aunt Reece’s house, scared to death, screaming, “The Japanese are coming!” I thought that might be my last day on Earth. Of course, everybody had the news already except me.


After a few weeks, Daddy was mending nicely, and he was needed back at the mines. Mom said, “Soon as we have New Year’s dinner, we’re headed home.”


I got that knot in my tummy again. I hollered, “I’m not going anywhere. Mom and I are staying here.” Everybody laughed, thinking I was still scared of the Japanese, but I didn’t want to go back to the way things had been in our house.


When we got home, the boys teased me when they saw me clinging to Mom. They stood in front of her. “You can’t go near her, Girly.”


I tried to dodge around them until I got good and mad and laid into Albert with a fury of punches that just made him laugh.


Albert turned eighteen that January and got called to serve in the military. He was sent to Patterson Air Force Base in Dayton, Ohio. Shortly after, Clarence got called up to Raleigh County, West Virginia. By the time I was fourteen, my brother David, who was only sixteen, went off to the Navy. Mom was broken. The boys had never even slept a night away from home. She sat at the table crying, shaking her head. “Fighting for a country that has no respect for us.”


My brothers wrote me letters from France, England, and Switzerland, and I read them over and over. I took them to school with me and stood in front of the map. I figured out all the places where they were. I imagined Albert sitting in a British pub speaking in an English accent with white British soldiers. Mrs. MacArthur let me clip out the newspaper articles describing all the places in the world where battles were being waged. I did my geography reports on the history and society of those countries. I learned my geography well I suppose, but I did not yet know that I would one day be in those places, stealing some of the most precious diamonds imaginable.




CHAPTER 3


MY DECLARATION
OF WAR


EVERYTHING IN SLAB FORK FELT DEPRESSING. Some houses that had ten or eleven kids were almost empty. Their sons and the younger husbands had been sent off to serve in the military. Things in our own house were depressing and so much worse for Mom without the boys there.


One day in the summer of 1942 the younger Lester brothers who hadn’t had to go off to war came down and played cards with me and Louise and Mom. We kept the back door open to catch a breeze. The iceman had stopped coming to the neighborhood, but we drank water and pretended it had ice in it. To place our bets, we used for money what we had in abundance: pinto beans, which grew so plentiful the vines crawled up the sides of people’s houses. We got to whooping and hollering, laughing at each other and having a good ole time. Bernard Lester didn’t want to play cards with us. He just wanted to brush Mom’s long hair. I thought that was sweet but also thought, Don’t let my daddy catch you doing that. Nobody thought Bernard liked women in that way, but that wouldn’t matter to my father.


I heard the roaring motor and squeaking brakes of the work truck. It roared, then squeaked to drop a man off, then roared and squeaked. Mom said, “Louise, what time is it?”


Dad didn’t usually come home until five o’clock or later. “It ain’t but three o’clock, Mom.”


Daddy’s boot steps sounded on the porch. There must have been an accident in one of the mines, and they had closed to respect the dead. Mom got serious and was trying to pull her hair together, but me and Louise were still acting silly. We got to teasing Bernard. “Ooo! Our daddy’s gonna see you got his woman. Boy, you better run.”


Bernard and his brothers went tearing out the back door like they were about to get a serious beatdown. Louise and I were doubled over laughing when Daddy came into the kitchen. He took one look at Mom and dropped his lunch pail on the floor. We got silent. He yelled at Mom, “Go to bed right now!” It was three o’clock in the afternoon, but Mom gathered up her stuff and shuffled to the bedroom like she was some little kid who had done wrong. Louise and I looked at each other. We were fed up with seeing her treated that way. Daddy followed behind Mom and slammed the bedroom door. We didn’t know what went on behind those doors that night, but I knew it was bad for Mom.


The next day was a Saturday, and Mom tried to make like things were regular. She had a big knot on her cheekbone. I kept imagining different things that he might have hit her with: his fist, the baseball bat he kept leaned against the wall.


Daddy stayed in bed. Me, Louise, and Mom had breakfast and didn’t speak about it. I didn’t see any other visible bruises, but then again, Mom was wearing a long-sleeved cotton dress in the summer heat.


I did the dishes and sat in the kitchen with the back door open. Thank goodness it was raining, which made the heat bearable. Mom put on a pot of pinto beans and said without looking at me, “Dink, watch the beans.”
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