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            no what i be talking about

            the dirt     the tree     the land

            scape can only be said

            in this language     the words

            be hard be bumping out too much

            to be contained in one thin tongue

             

            —“defending my tongue,” by Lucille Clifton
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            I.

         

         I didn’t really kick it that much before Doni cause I felt like I had everything I needed right where I was. I still live at home, and my daddy own Elkins Custom Auto, so we do pretty good. Nice cars, of course; nice house. Movie room downstairs; game room upstairs. The sunporch, which I love cause it’s just the right amount of shade, and I can sit outside all day playing games on my phone or shopping online and not get burned. My friend Drina would come over and my mama would make us food while we sit and talk. Or if we did go out, it was to shop, like at Mall St. Vincent. That’s where the good Dillard’s is, the one with the Coach bags. I got my daddy to buy me one awhile back, but then I kinda wanted this other one that was beige with a flower on the buckle, and oooh! It was flames. But my daddy said I needed to get tired of the one I had, and when that happened, he’d buy me the other one. Then my mama said, “Careful, Curtis; she gon stop thinking you hung the moon.” I swear my mama used to say that every time my daddy said no, and he would just laugh, but when everything started to happen, he’d just look at her like she was crazy. And I mean, I loved my daddy—still do—but I never thought my daddy hung nothing. And if he did hang the moon, I hate to tell him, but he hung it kinda crooked.

         Stuff started happening in the fall—I know that cause my daddy had on his light jacket when he left, and my mama made coffee and we was out on the porch with each other under some throws, waiting for Drina. Drina didn’t go to college neither, but she do go to school part-time for cosmetology, and she work at MetroPCS and do people’s hair on the side. That day, I was paying Drina to redo my braids I had got over the summer. I coulda went down to Tresses, but I didn’t wanna sit in a chair all day, especially if the TV I gotta watch ain’t even got cable. Plus, Drina needed the money cause all the folks we went to school with had left for college again, but she had spent all their back-to-school hair money on her own tuition. So yeah—it was fall.

         Drina do a good job, too, and I begged her to do it on the porch so I could see the birds. I’m always looking for blue jays—they so pretty. Or goldfinches. And then one time me and Mama saw a heron flying. She say it’s probably cause of the pond, even though it’s way out on the property, even past the other garage. Anyway, I ask Drina if she can do my hair out there.

         “But, Suzette. It’s kinda cold right now.”

         “It’ll warm up around ten. And I’ll get Mama to start up the fireplace till it do.”

         “But I don’t want my hands—”

         “And some coffee too. Mama! Bring Drina some coffee out to the porch! You hongry? We had cinnamon rolls for breakfast. And I think it’s still some sausage left over.”

         “How I’ma do your hair if I’m eatin all this food?”

         When Mama brought out the coffee, she say, “Drina, I don’t know why this girl got you out here on this porch tryin to do some hair.”

         And Drina say, “I treat her like the rest of y’all do, Ms. Elkins. Cain’t nobody tell her no except Mr. Curtis.”

         Then Mama and Drina started laughing.

         And I pout, cause Drina supposed to be my friend but she talking bout me like everybody else, and that ain’t right. If I really am spoiled rotten, it’s cause Mama and Daddy was doing too much when I was little. I couldn’t go outside cause I might get sunburn. I couldn’t play with the other kids cause they didn’t treat me right. I couldn’t stay after school or do no kinda activities after the voodoo incident. I couldn’t even do debutante ball cause every girl was supposed to host an event for the debs at her house and my daddy say them people just wanted to see how we lived and he wasn’t having it. And he didn’t want me going off to college cause what if I didn’t like it, or what if I got caught up with some no-good nigga cause I wouldn’t know no better noway, since I didn’t date in high school. Just woulda been a waste of money—that’s what Daddy said. And I couldn’t have a car cause I didn’t have a driver’s license and I had to get bioptic glasses to pass the eye test and we had to go to Nacogdoches for that cause the LSU clinic always booked like a year in advance, and Daddy would do it the next time he got time off work. So it was just like a cycle: couldn’t do nothing now cause I didn’t do nothing then. So the least I could do was sit on the porch and see some birds while I got my hair done. Damn.

         Ever since I was little, when my daddy come home from work, I holler “Dadaaaaaaayyyyyyyy!” And wherever I am in the house, he come give me a hug and I get to smell the oil and paint thinner on him and sometimes he bring me something. It’s always small, like a candy bar or a keychain. I got bout a hundred keychains and no car key to put on em. So, that day, Drina was mostly done with my hair and it was about six o’clock and I hear my daddy come through the living room saying, “Hey, where my baby girl? Where my hug?” And I holler back, “Come see my hair!” And he walk on the porch with Doni, who nobody told me was even in the house. Doni came cause he and my daddy had been working on this car my mama been wanting since she sold Mary Kay. A pink Cadillac. They restored a old, old one, though, and they did some of it at the house cause my daddy don’t like folks all in his business. He didn’t tow it to the shop till it was almost time to paint it. So Doni come out and he say hey to everybody except me, so I call him on it.

         “Hey, Doni.”

         “Oh, yeah, hey, Suzette. I saw you; you just looked busy, and I wudn’t tryna bother you.”

         I put my magazine down. “I ain’t busy. Unless I’m busy bein bored.” Drina yanked a little too hard on one of my braids while she was finishing it, and it better not have been cause she copped an attitude. “How you doin?” I asked.

         “I cain’t complain. Dang, them braids is fire, Drina. I see you mixing the blond and lavender. Tha’s cute.”

         Drina giggled a little and said thank you, but I’m feeling a way cause they my braids, and he still acting like I ain’t even in the room.

         “These was my idea. I saw em on Instagram.”

         Doni just ignore me and come close to look at Drina’s hands. “Man, I need to learn how to do hair. Make me a little extra change.”

         Drina’s ass start kee-keeing again. I’m pissed now.

         “Did you come out here for something? Or is you tryna to enroll in beauty school?”

         “As a matter of fact, I did,” and he had the nerve to turn his back to me and ask my mama if she wanna come look at paint colors cause they gon be ready to do that soon and he think a three-tone job on the trim would look nice. When he leave, he say, “Bye, Miz Elkins; bye, Drina. Take it easy.” And I’m so mad I don’t say nothing to nobody else for the rest of the day.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “WHATCHU THINK ABOUT DONI COMIN over here like that?” It’s Sunday morning, and I just had my coffee. I’m on the phone with Drina cause I wanna go to the mall but I don’t wanna go with my mama.

         “He didn’t mean nuthin by it,” she sighed. “I think he kinda sweet.”

         “Sweet?!”

         “Yeah. He said he liked your hair. Men don’t never say stuff like that unless they want somethin.”

         “Well, he didn’t say that. What he said was he liked how you was doing it.”

         “I don’t see what the difference is.”

         So I just change the subject, cause Drina playing stupid and I’m getting mad again.

         “You coming?”

         “Where?”

         “To the mall!”

         “Zettie, honey, I’m tired. I got a practical dem at school Monday and I gotta go grocery shopping for Big Mama later. And what they got in the mall that you ain’t bought already?”

         “I just wanted to get out of the house.”

         “Shoot, if that’s all you want you can come run errands with me. We’ll go eat somewhere after. I’ll come get you around five. I’m just gon take a quick nap first.”

         “Man, I guess.” And I get off the phone quick cause I don’t wanna give her the satisfaction of hearing me give in.

         But I still had a whole afternoon to find stuff to do while I waited for Drina. I was tired of Snapchat and looking at makeup tutorials and checking on the stuff that just went on sale at Nordstrom’s online. And I was tired of lurking, too, looking for folks I went to school with, trying to see what they was doing, especially if they went to college. Everybody I knew wanted to go to Xavier or Southern: the Black schools. If it was me I woulda picked Xavier cause the campus was prettier. But Daddy said it wasn’t worth the tuition, and you know the rest. So instead of being there, I just used to watch folks act a fool online during homecoming and then at Mardi Gras and spring break. Half the time they’d be drunk and the girls’ titties would be falling out they tops cause they don’t know how to buy clothes that fit right. But real talk, I’d probly be out there doing the same thing if I could. And then I realized I was hating on them girls cause I was jealous and I needed to do better. But I didn’t know what doing better looked like, so I put my phone down for a while, and went out to watch Daddy work on Mama’s car seats.

         The car was already at the shop getting painted, but they had ripped out the seats so Daddy could work on them at home. I don’t know as much as my daddy do about restoring cars, but I like this part. I like watching old stuff get made up to look different, even though it’s the same. It’s how I feel when I put on my makeup in the morning, and I pencil in my eyebrows. Like, it’s me, but better. I make my face up every day.

         Daddy built this detached garage on the land out back after we bought the house, and he put just about everything he want in it, including a tall stool with a back for me to sit so I can watch him work, since he don’t really let us come to the shop like that. Daddy said he coulda sent off for Mama’s seats, but he wanted to do them hisself. When I walked in, him and Doni was ripping off the covers and setting them to the side so they could trace them on the new fabric, which was still bundled up on the worktable. Daddy bought two kinds of fabric, and he let me help him pick it out. One was leather, and it kinda reminded me of these boots I bought myself one Christmas, and the other one was like a damask. The color on both of them was called Chateau Mauve, and even while we was picking them out, I knew them seats was gonna be the best ones I ever seen in a car. It was the first time I felt jealous of Mama, cause Daddy gave me the money for them boots, but Mama got a whole damn car.

         So I’m already a little irritated, and I’m even more irritated cause Doni there. Even though I figured he might be. I just wasn’t ready. But I hop up on the stool and look around.

         “Daddy, you gon clean them cushions before you put that new fabric on, right?”

         Daddy just keep doing what he doing, like he do when he ignoring me.

         Doni looked over at him and smirked. “Mr. Elkins, you didn’t tell me the Queen Bee was gon grace us wit her royal presence this early.”

         “Excuse you, I been up. And I always come out here to watch my daddy.”

         Doni laughs. “You come out here to watch him, or direct him?”

         “Them cushions is nasty.”

         “Car gon drive just the same.”

         “Did I say it wouldn’t?”

         “I guess you didn’t. You talking so much, I mighta misheard you. My apologies, madam.” And Doni turns and gives me a deep bow while he still holding one of the old covers, looking like a bullfighter. Daddy got the fans on, to bring in some of the cool afternoon air from outside, but it’s still hot in here, and Doni sweating a little, just enough for his arms and chest to look wet. He only wearing a wife beater, so you can see it. I’m mad, and he looking back at me, all confident. More comfortable in my house than I am.

         For the next couple of hours I watch them work: my daddy doing the stuff he wanna do and letting Doni do the rest. My daddy be barking at folks sometimes, and he was doing a little bit of that with Doni, but Doni stay cool as a cucumber. Daddy got a big sewing machine in there, but he was teaching Doni how to hand-stitch the leather, watching him so he don’t make no mistakes. After a while, though, he left him alone. When Doni finish one seat, he take it to show Daddy. Daddy rubbed his thumb across the seams to make sure they wasn’t bunched up.

         “That look good, boy,” he say to Doni, almost like he surprised hisself.

         Doni say, “Thank you, Mr. Curtis,” and he let Daddy finish with the tracing. But as he was walking away, Doni look back at him again, but Daddy’s head is down. Then Doni look up at me and hold up the new seat cover like he making a toast or something, and wink. I smile a little, not cause I’m trying to flirt or nothing, but cause Daddy was sitting right there, and he missed the whole thing.

         
            *  *  *

         

         DRINA CAME TO PICK ME up after six, and I know she think she slick cause she knew I was gon ask if we could just stop by the mall, but it was already closed. Doni and Daddy were in the den drinking beer while my mama was making dinner in the kitchen. I’m in my room getting ready while Drina laying across my bed.

         “We just running errands, Suzette.”

         “I know. I don’t wanna leave the house looking any kind of way.” I’m tugging at a halter top I had just ordered online. It was cute, but the keyhole in the middle wouldn’t sit right. Drina got up and came over to the mirror with her face all scrunched up, but she still trying to help. She start adjusting the top from the back, and then moved around to the front to make sure the built-in bra was sitting right. It was a little thin shelf bra, though; it was flimsy and the ones like that sometimes flip down if you big up top. I was already kinda spilling out of it. And my nipples was showing through. Drina put her hands over them like they was blinding her.

         “Ain’tchu gon be cold? You know it get cool at night now.”

         “I’ll bring a jacket.”

         She rolled her eyes. “I hope you picked one out already. We runnin late.”

         “We runnin late cause you didn’t show up till a hour after you said you was gon show up.”

         “And you still ain’t ready.”

         While Drina was fussing with the top, I checked my makeup in the mirror. I always smile, and then I mean-mug to see how it look both ways, and that night I thought it looked all right, but I had to wipe a little lipstick off the dip on my top lip. I always catch a little right there cause my dip is deep, like Mama’s. But I swear I got my daddy’s whole face for real; both of ours is heart-shaped and we got the same nose: kinda flat but kinda narrow too. Mama say it’s like a Barbie doll’s, but the kids at school used to say it was like an alien’s. I really didn’t get nothing else from Mama except the way my eyes set. They far apart, just like hers. But they big, like Daddy’s; plus I wear a lot of eye makeup, so sometimes, you can’t really tell.

         My door was open, and I hear somebody snickering. We both turn around, and it’s Doni. Drina take her hands back real quick, and start pulling her T-shirt down like she tryna get the wrinkles out.

         “H-hey, Doni. How you doin?”

         “Wassup, Drina. I cain’t complain.”

         “Wouldn’t do you no good anyway.”

         “Shole wouldn’t. You good?”

         I turn around from where I was looking in the mirror and I know I’m standing awkward. “Whatchu all the way up here for?”

         “Lookin for a bathroom.”

         “You passed three of em downstairs.”

         “I was lookin for a private one if you know what I mean.” He turns to Drina and shakes his head. “Why she so nosey?”

         And Drina laughs, with her disloyal ass.

         “Well, you cain’t use mine, so get out of here.”

         “I wasn’t trying to.” He turns to leave. “You look nice, though!” he yells from somewhere in the hallway. I felt like he was prolly making fun of me, and I was so embarrassed by that I grabbed a jacket from the pile on my chair and put it on quick. I don’t even think it matched.

         “Let’s go.” I start looking around for a purse.

         Drina sighs, “Finally.”

         And I’m already on my way downstairs before she can catch up.

         
            *  *  *

         

         DON’T NOBODY UNDERSTAND WHY I work so hard to look the way I do. People gon stare at me anyway, even though I been living here my whole life. I think there was another albino girl here, but she older, and anyway, she moved. I don’t know how people treated her, but everybody my age just as ignorant as they wanna be. I never really got picked on. I mean—I had my share of bullies, but Drina took care of those, especially in high school. She would come ready for em: sneakers on, hair pulled up in a bun. And everybody that wanted to fight me would back down. Drina little, and she quiet, but she don’t put up with a lot of mess. People come at her the wrong way, she start circling the room, fists balled up. And if you keep talking, then she’ll just start swinging.

         So I never got beat up or nothing, but people asked me the same questions for damn near twenty years: “Can you see in the dark?” “Why your eyes move like that?” “You a witch?” “You got special powers, don’t you. What’s your special powers?” Man, I used to come home from elementary school crying every day, even though Drina and me was friends and I had somebody to sit with me at lunch and play at recess. Mama almost took me out of school a few times before the voodoo thing happened, and then she did take me out for a while after. But I didn’t get to see Drina cause her mama didn’t have a car back then and my mama didn’t like going all the way to Cedar Grove, so I started throwing fits and finally she let me go back to school. But I couldn’t ride the bus or stay after or have sleepovers with nobody except Drina, and most of the time she came over here. And if Drina hadn’t been the one to tell my mama what the Moutons was trying to do to me, she might not have been able to come over either.

         
            *  *  *

         

         WHEN I WAS ABOUT SEVEN, me and Drina met this new girl named MarLisha. MarLisha was from Slidell, but her grandmama’s family was from some part of Africa. Nigeria? Tanzania? I can’t remember. MarLisha grandmama came here and married a Creole dude Down South and that’s where they all lived until Katrina hit, right when we started the third grade. The first time MarLisha saw me she said, “Oh, you the same color as my pit. Her name Biscuit.”

         Then she started playing with us during recess. I liked her. I thought she was pretty, with them thick eyebrows like all the Creoles got, and that long hair she would let us play in if we went out past the monkey bars so nobody else would ask to do it too. But Drina thought she was stuck up: she didn’t understand why MarLisha only wanted to play with us. Me and Drina hung only with each other cause we ain’t have no choice. Nobody else really fooled with us. I guess Drina thought anybody that had other options and wouldn’t take em was up to something. And after what happened, maybe she was right.

         MarLisha was too nice. She started bringing candy and stuff to school and she would only share with us, so we’d go off to our little edge of the playground to eat and talk. When Lisha’s mama came to school to work as a parent aide, she would give me and Drina rides home, even though I lived on the opposite side of the city. Lisha and Drina lived up the street from each other. Sometimes, Ms. Mouton would take us all the way to the McDonald’s on Airline so we could play at the PlayPlace before we went home. We could get there and back by four o’clock, which was when my mama was supposed to be home from the shop. I used to come back telling Mama and Daddy how Ms. Mouton would always let us get chocolate syrup on our dollar cones and how she said we had to make a wish every time we crossed over the Red River to get into Bossier.

         Mama said, “Well, I’m glad you got you a little group of friends.”

         My daddy wasn’t all that impressed. He looked at Mama. “Did this woman ask you if she could bring Suzette home?”

         Back then, Mama was still working part-time at the shop, doing the books, and selling Mary Kay on the side. Sometimes they got into it cause Daddy didn’t trust nobody else with the books, but he also wanted her to be at home when I got back from school, and have dinner ready by the time he got back, which was usually around six when he let his GM close the place down. Mama didn’t always do that, though. A couple times I got home before she did, and I would go sit on the sunporch till she pulled up. When Ms. Mouton brought me, she would pull in the driveway and we’d all wait on Mama. That was before the gate. Mama bribed me with a singing Hannah Montana doll so I wouldn’t tell Daddy about it, but she got nervous every time he asked me questions.

         When he asked about Ms. Mouton, Mama looked at me hard, probably to remind me we had a deal. Then she looked at him. “The first time she brought her home, she did, yeah. And now, if she work at the school, she’ll let me know she doin it and what time they gon be home.”

         “Oh, okay, tell me something. Cause you know I don’t like her out there with folks we don’t know.”

         “I know her.”

         “I guess that’s all right for now. Next time she come to my house, though, I want to meet her.”

         “You get off work at a reasonable hour, you can.”

         Daddy stroked his beard a little bit, like he do when he about to go off on you, but he didn’t say nothing after that, just put some gravy on his mashed potatoes and ate em.

         
            *  *  *

         

         ONE DAY, LISHA ASKED IF I wanted to sleep over her house one Friday night. Her mama wanted to take us to Pecanland Mall in the morning, and we would have to wake up early to drive to Monroe. Drina could come, too, but since she stayed so close, she didn’t need to spend the night. That’s what Ms. Mouton said. And Ms. Mouton would ask my mama, too, so all I had to do was ride home with them after school that day. Same as always.

         I didn’t think nothing of it until that Friday morning, when the principal came to our room and asked if me, Drina, and Lisha could come to the office, and we should bring all our stuff. The whole room went quiet. Usually, if you got called for checkout or something, like your parents were bringing you your lunch or surprising you with a doctor’s appointment, they just called you over the intercom. Principal didn’t show up unless something bad had happened. But why they would want me, Lisha, and Drina? Even Ms. Haskell looked confused. I looked over at Drina when we got to our little lockers to get our backpacks. But she didn’t say a word. She just looked scared.

         When we made it to the office, the principal had me and Drina wait up front with Ms. Bradberry, the secretary, while she took Lisha to one of the sickrooms. When she came back, she took us to a part of the office I’d never seen. It was a big room with a big table, and a bunch of people was already in it: my mama, Daddy, Drina’s mama Miss Tonya, a police officer who looked like he didn’t wanna be there, and a redheaded white woman wearing a navy-blue suit. She was pale, like me, but covered in freckles, even her hands. The only person who wasn’t there was Ms. Mouton, and I didn’t know why, but that seemed important. When we got there, the principal sat us down and the white woman got up. She walked over and shook our hands.

         “Hello! My name is Miss Siobhan McCrary. But you can call me Miss Siobhan.” I liked that. Her name sounded like Chavonne, one of my older cousins. “I’m a social worker. Do you know what that is?”

         We just stared.

         “Well, I help make sure little girls like you are okay, and that no one hurts them, and that’s why I’m here today.” She walked back over to her chair, pulled out a recorder, and set it next to the notepad sitting in front of her. “I’m gonna ask you each some questions about something we think might have happened. Is that okay?”

         Me and Drina both nodded, cause we was too scared to do anything else. Miss Siobhan sat back down.

         “Okay. Well, first, I want to talk a little bit to Fredrina. Fredrina, can you tell us what you told your mom last night about something you heard Ms. Mouton say?”

         “Tell the truth, Drina.” Miss Tonya’s voice sounded meaner than I ever heard it. Her big orange earrings twisted back and forth while she talked, and her matching headscarf was bobbing so hard I thought she might undo it if she kept talking.

         “Yes, ma’am,” said Drina, lowering her head.

         “What happened yesterday when you were riding home with Ms. Mouton and MarLisha?” asked Miss Siobhan. She pressed the record button, and when she did, my daddy walked over and picked me up out of my chair. He took me across the table, where him and Mama was sitting. I sat in his lap. Drina started crying.

         “It’s okay, Fredrina. You’re not going to get in trouble with anyone today.” Miss Siobhan leaned back in her chair, but then almost like she forgot, moved the box of Kleenex over to Drina’s side of the table.

         “Except with me, if she don’t start talking.” That was Miss Tonya.

         Drina put the Kleenex over her face so she could cry into it. She was trying to keep quiet, before her mama gave her something to cry about.

         “Take your time,” said Miss Siobhan.

         Drina pulled away the Kleenex and wiped her face with her hands. “I fell asleep. On the way home. And when I woke up, they was talking.”

         “Who was talking?” asked Miss Siobhan.

         “Lisha. And Ms. Mouton.”

         “And what were they talking about, Fredrina?”

         Drina pointed at me and started sobbing again. Miss Tonya shook her head like it was a shame.

         “Lisha…Lisha asked her mama if they was really gon cut her eyes out. And her mama said hush cause I might not be sleep. And then Lisha said, ‘Mama, you gon let me watch?’ And then Ms. Mouton said she talked too much and she needed to keep her mouth shut cause she wasn’t s’posed to hear that noway. They was just gon play a game with Suzette. Nothing bad was really gon happen.”

         Miss Siobhan leaned forward again, her hand across the table in front of Drina. “So, Ms. Mouton said that it wasn’t true, that she wasn’t going to hurt Suzette?”

         “No. She jus said nothing bad was gon happen.”

         “Did you believe her?”

         Drina wiped her face again and shook her head.

         “And why didn’t you believe her? Was she laughing? Was she angry? How did she sound?”

         “She sounded mad.”

         “And why do you think she was angry? What do you think made her angry?”

         “Lisha. Cause she kept talking.”

         “So she didn’t sound angry because MarLisha was telling a fib?”

         “No, ma’am. I didn’t think that.”

         “And what did you do when you heard them talking?”

         “I just played sleep. Till I got home.”

         “And then what happened?”

         “I told my grandmama. And then, when my mama got home from work, she told her what happened.”

         “Is there anything else, Fredrina? Anything else you remember from the car ride home?”

         Drina nodded. “Ms. Mouton said, ‘It’s not like we was gon kill her. We just need her eyes. She probably can’t see too good anyway.’ But that’s a lie. I play with Suzie all the time. I know she can see.”

         Miss Siobhan leaned back from the table and was quiet for a minute. All the adults too. Nobody said nothing. Then, Miss Siobhan:

         “Fredrina, I’m just going to ask this to be sure, but are you absolutely positive about what you heard? You’re sure you were awake, and not dreaming?”

         Drina looked up for the first time. “Yes, ma’am. I heard it.”

         “And you’re sure you’re telling the truth? Because this is really important. We wouldn’t want Ms. Mouton to get in trouble for something that didn’t happen.”

         “No, ma’am,” said Drina. “I ain’t lying about this.”

         Miss Tonya chimed in. “She a good child. She don’t make up stories, Miss McCrary.”

         Miss Siobhan nodded, then turned to me. “Suzette, I need to ask you if you’ve ever heard any conversations like this before, with Ms. Mouton or MarLisha?”

         Mama told me to tell the truth, just like Miss Tonya did, but she wasn’t as convincing. Plus, she didn’t have to be. I didn’t know nothing, so that’s what I said. My daddy kissed the top of my head and bounced me a little. He was holding on to me tight. Mama looked scared. She tried to reach for one of my feet and wiggle it, but Daddy moved me to the other side of his lap.

         “Suzette.” Miss Siobhan picked up her pen for the first time. “Has Ms. Mouton ever touched you in a way that hurt you, or made you feel like you weren’t safe?”

         I swear I tried to think of something, but Ms. Mouton was always so nice. She ain’t never even talk about my color, or looked at me funny, even though some grown folks had. She ain’t do none of that from the first time I met her till then. I shook my head.

         “No, ma’am.”

         “How about anyone else? Anyone in the car with Ms. Mouton or anyone she introduced you to? Has anyone who knows MarLisha or Ms. Mouton ever done anything to you that you didn’t like or that made you feel uncomfortable?”

         I shook my head. “I met her grandmama, though. Miss Adimu.”

         “And who is Miss Adimu? Is she Ms. Mouton’s grandmother?”

         “No, ma’am. She MarLisha’s grandmama. The one know voodoo.”

         “Voodoo?”

         “Yeah. That’s what MarLisha say.”

         “Oh, so what kind of voodoo does she know? What does that mean when someone says they know voodoo?”

         All of a sudden I felt scared, too, and I grabbed the collar on my daddy’s work uniform. “I thought it mean she cast spells on people. Stuff like that.”

         “Oh yeah. I see. Like a witch or something?”

         “Yes, ma’am.”

         “Okay. I understand that. And did she ever talk to you about her spells?”

         “No, ma’am. Not to me. I just heard that from MarLisha.”

         “Ah, okay. But you said you met her? How many times did you meet her? Do you remember?”

         “Maybe just once or twice, if Ms. Mouton picked her up from somewhere.”

         “I see. Did she ever talk to you? What did she say to you when you met her?”

         “She said I had real pretty eyes.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         MY PARENTS—THEY WAS NEVER lovey-dovey like that; they would joke and play with each other when I was younger, but I never caught em hugged up or kissing or nothing. They old, so they old-school. My daddy one of them dudes that do stuff for you behind your back to show you how he feel about you. He used to wake up early to detail my mama car while she was still sleep, or go get us all breakfast from Southfield Grill, or buy me a bag and leave it on my bed next to me, propped up on all my pillows while I was sleep. And sometimes he would take us to the Shreveport Club for fancy dinners or him and Mama would go for drives in some of the cars he was working on if my cousins were at home and could watch me. Or we would all ride over to Texas for his car shows. He still did stuff like that after the voodoo incident, but him and my mama didn’t really vibe like they used to. Still, I only heard my parents argue twice in my life, and I only seen it once, and the time I seen it was when we got home from school that day after talking with Miss Siobhan. Daddy didn’t go back to the shop; he went and got me some McDonald’s with a dollar cone and we sat in the movie room and watched cartoons. My mama stayed out of sight for a while, but then she came in to see if I was all right after what I heard. Daddy went off.

         “Oh, so all of a sudden you concerned, after you let her go wherever with whoever while you runnin round the city sellin makeup.”

         Mama shot back, “Oh, that’s a bald-face lie. When that woman was bringing her home from school I was comin from yo shop doing yo books.”

         “Well, we don’t need them services no mo, ma’am. I’ll find somebody else do that. You need to be at home with this child.”

         “Yeah, cause she do only got one parent.”

         “That’s what it feel like to me, Miss Mary Kay.”

         “Go to hell, Curtis.”

         “Did you really think somebody in this city was gon mean her any good? Them people said all kinda stuff when we brought my baby home. It was my fault working on cars all the time. Inhellin paint. It’s your fault for being too old callin yo’self gettin pregnant. We shoulda left her at the hospital. We shoulda gave her away. They said all kinda stuff.”

         “Everybody ain’t evil, Curtis! Everybody don’t think like that!”

         “Yeah, and you happen to find the one person in the whole damn city who don’t. Naw, she just wanna pluck out my baby eyes for some crazy— Hell, I don’t even know.”

         “I made a mistake. I’d’n admitted that already. Ain’t nuthin else I can do.”

         “I never wanted no working woman noway. You always s’posed to stay home with the chuldren. I never believed in all that runnin the streets, goin in folks’ houses sellin stuff. You don’t even know them people. Ain’t no tellin what they might do to you once you passed the front do’. Might mess around and do to you what they tried to do to my baby girl.”

         Mama beckoned for me and asked if I wanted to come help her make spaghetti, but Daddy told me to finish my cone and then we was gon watch The Little Mermaid and he just pretended like Mama wasn’t even standing there. Finally, she left, and the following Monday, she let me sleep till ten and told me we was gon do things a little different from now on.

         “I’m not going to school today?” I asked, thinking bout Drina.

         “Not today, baby. Just wanna make sure you safe.”

         “What, Ms. Mouton grading papers for Ms. Haskell again?”

         “I don’t think so, baby, but you know what? We ain’t never gotta think about, worry bout, or talk about them folks ever again. MarLisha gone to stay with some other folks and I don’t know what they gon do to Ms. Mouton, but we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it. From now on, it’s just me and you. Now get up. Just cause you gettin homeschooled don’t mean you ain’t gotta put no clothes on.”

         And for a long time, it was just like that, me and Mama in the house all day, Daddy at work. Even when I went back to school, it was me and her in the morning, and she would dress me up and when I turned twelve, do my makeup. That’s really how I got into all that stuff. Then it’d be me and her again soon as I got out, and we would cook dinner together or run errands. I didn’t mind it necessarily—my mama good company most of the time—and I guess neither did she. She never seemed too sad about it. But she never seemed too happy either.

         
            *  *  *

         

         THE SATURDAY AFTER I WATCHED Daddy and Doni do Mama’s seat covers, I heard something else happening in the garage out back, so I went out there. It was Doni, sandblasting the seat frames so they could seal them before they put the cushions back on. When he saw me, he turned off the blaster and took his mask off, but then he just nodded wassup, like we was passing each other on the street.

         “Oh. I thought my daddy was out here.”

         “He was, but he ran to check on the shop, so it’s just me. And no, I ain’t got no money for you to go to no mall.” Then he chuckled at his own joke. I hate when niggas do that.

         “Why you always so mean to me?”

         Doni stared at me for a moment, like he didn’t understand what I was saying at first, and then he got up and walked back into the garage. When he found what he was looking for, he walked back and handed me another respirator. “Put this on if you gon be out here.” Then he sat down on the ground, but didn’t pick up the blaster again. He just pulled a rag out of his back pocket and wiped his face. He kinda skinny, but he wiry, and a pretty brown. Kinda reddish, like my mama’s teakettle. He had a fresh fade too; probably hit the barbershop the day before since it was payday. He got a gap in his front teeth, one you can only see if you really looking at him. After he wiped his face, he started talking.

         “I ain’t mean to you. I treat you like I treat all my friends. Plus, I treat you like you treat all your friends.”

         “Wha’s that supposed to mean?”

         “It mean we friends.”

         “No it don’t, cause if it do, then you ain’t got no friends.”

         He laughed, maybe at me. “Naw, I still got a couple left.” He looked down at the rust and stuff come off the frames and nodded again. Then he turned back to me. “Why’on’t you come out and meet some of my friends. One of em is having a cookout tonight. You can ride wit me if you ain’t got plans.”

         I don’t know exactly what he trying to do, so I just try to play like I’m busy. “I was planning on doing something with Drina, but I’ll think about it.”

         “Oh, word? Cause I heard Drina was coming to the cookout.”

         I don’t know how he knew that. And I couldn’t help but look surprised. “Really?”

         “Yeah, so y’all can still hang out, but you can ride there wit me if you want. I’ll come back and get you round eight.”

         I was gon say something else, but then he turned on the blaster again and put on his mask. I left, and when I got back upstairs, I realized I still had the one he gave me in my hand. I told myself I’d take it back down later. Real quick, I put it on, and I could smell my daddy’s snuff breath in it, so I snatched it off. I didn’t know what I was doing.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “NOW, WHERE Y’ALL GOIN AGAIN?” My daddy was drinking a beer in the kitchen, and my mama was soaking collards in the sink.

         “Somebody birthday party,” I said. I was already dressed, sitting at the kitchen bar, and it was only 7:15. I had on a new pair of jeans with this off-the-shoulder shirt. It was long sleeved, and lavender, like my hair. I think lavender is a good fall color, even though everybody swear it’s just for spring. I like it cause it sets off my skin.

         “Oh, probably Jaydell’s. You know, one work at the shop.” Daddy turned to my mama and she dunked both her hands in the water and didn’t say nothing. “Well, y’all be careful. I don’t know why you wanna go out this late by yourself, but since Fredrina gon be there I guess it’s not a problem.”

         “Daddy, I go out this late sometimes. And I’m not going by myself. Doni say he coming to pick me up in a few minutes.”

         “Well…” And Daddy didn’t say nothing after that—just put his empty bottle on the counter and left the kitchen. When he left, my mama turned around to get a good look at me, hands still in the water.

         “You look cute with your purple lipstick.”

         I mean, it’s actually called Plum Vamperiwinkle, but it’s okay. I thanked her anyway.

         
            *  *  *

         

         DONI GOT A NICE CAR. It’s an Eclipse, but it’s fixed up: blue and black interior—even the dashboard—plus underglows. Those were purple. I was wondering if Daddy helped him do it, and maybe he was reading my mind, cause he say: “Yeah, me and your dad worked on this car for months. Soon as I got the engine straight, he had me bring it in, and we’d mess around wit it when it was slow.”

         “That’s good. It look nice.”

         “Thank ya,” he said. “And so do you. Matching my lights.”

         That made me a little nervous, cause I didn’t want him thinking I did it on purpose. “I didn’t even know all your lights was purple. I guess I only see this car in the daytime.”

         “If you came out more, you could see it.”

         By this time, he’d pulled up to our gate, which is right off Highway 79. The house is way back from the road; you gotta know where you going to even know it’s back there. And quiet as it’s kept that’s probly why Daddy bought it. People think we live in Shreveport city limits, but we really live in Greenwood, and we way closer to the shop than most folks realize. But Doni the only person work there that Daddy ever let come to the house. Doni had to get on the gate’s white list so it could read his license plate, and then my daddy had to tell the state troopers that be posted all up through here that Doni worked for him so they’d leave him alone. He mighta said something to the neighbors, too, but all the houses round here so tucked off in the woods we don’t hardly ever see each other. This really don’t even feel like a neighborhood like Queensborough or Sunset Acres where they got a lot of shooting but they also got block parties and folks come over to your house to get a plate if you cook out for the Fourth. But us being tucked off over here might be a good thing cause Daddy say white folks don’t want us living near them noway, so the less they see of us, the better. So we just a bunch of properties with nothing but trees and water in between us. In high school, I used to be bored in classrooms full of people. Now I be bored and don’t even have nobody to look at, except Mama and the birds.

         You don’t really hit civilization till you get to Pines Road. That’s where Doni stopped at the Shell station to get some cigarettes before we hit the highway. I like this part of the city all right, but it still feel kinda country. The biggest attraction is the Walmart and it always be cluttered and the parking lot look like a landfill. People just throw they whole fast-food bag out the window and keep going. I wish Daddy had bought a house in Long Lake or off Ellerbe. Those houses be just as nice, and a lot of them be having pools and jacuzzis or be backed up to the water. It’s a Walmart out that way, too, but they got the Target (which be way cleaner); a Kirkland’s and an Ulta, where I be getting some of my makeup; a Carrabba’s, and some local eateries, too, like that new seafood place whose name I can’t think of. But Daddy say them new neighborhoods put the houses too close together, and they ain’t big as ours but they cost more money. I mean, we do got a lot of rooms, but we coulda moved to a big house out in Spring Lake, too, so I could get to Line Avenue and Pierremont easier, where they got the boutiques run by the little old white women. They be nice to you most of the time, but sometimes they swear they the only people who know bout fashion. Sometimes I take Drina in there just to put a outfit together so I can argue wit em. Really it just be me arguing; Drina don’t never say nothing. She ain’t as comfortable being around white people as I am. And hell, half the reason I am prolly got something to do with money. But money don’t make you comfortable everywhere. I realized I hadn’t really been saying nothing to Doni, so I tried to think, but when we got on the freeway, he started talking bout his car again.

         “Yeah, I be out wit it sometimes. Take it to car meets and stuff like that. But these fools out here be doing too much. They’ll take a ’85 Cutlass and try to make it look like a Maserati. See, me? When I finish wit a car, I want it to look good as it did the year it came off the line. I’m sayin, it can be tricked out and all that. Crazy colors and lights. I love that shit. But it need to look like what it is. That’s what I like about Mr. Curtis. He’ll do something by hand to make sure it’s done right, and not like it’s just been pieced together from whatever you last saw in a car magazine.”

         I thought about my makeup, and I said, “Yeah, I can understand that. Gotta take your time. Otherwise, you be looking throwed.”

         “Yep.”

         Doni looked over at me, hand on the clutch. He smiled and I could see his gap. “When we gon start working on your car?” He shook his head. “Oh, man. Your daddy prolly won’t even let none of us touch yo car. He’ll prolly buy you a brand-new one and then do whatever he wanna do to it by hisself. What kind you want?”

         “I don’t drive,” I told him. “Well…I do, a little. I’m still learning how.”

         “Really? How old are you, bout twenty?”

         “Yeah. I mean, I know how to do it, but I ain’t never been taught. I never had classes or nothing like that.”

         “Why not?”

         “I don’t know.”

         I didn’t wanna tell him about the eye stuff, but there he go, mindreading again.

         “Oh yeah, well your daddy said you might need some custom glasses or something like that.”

         “Yeah. They would just be for driving, though. So I can see the street signs.”

         “Oh, okay, I guess that make sense. Like if the sun is out or something.”

         “No, not like that.” I stuck my hands between my thighs, which is what I do when I’m nervous. “So, like, I can see everything, just not, like, make out small stuff, like the letters on street signs and stuff.”

         “Oh, okay.” Doni nodded as he checked his blind spot. “Now see? That make sense to me, cause you can see everything as far as I can tell. You see everything in that lil garage out back of the house.” His voice went up to mimic mine. “Daddy, them seats is nasty. Whatchu gon do bout them seats?” I reached over to push him a little and he let go of the clutch so he could block my hand. “See? If you can see to hit, you can see everything.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         JAYDELL LIVE IN MOORETOWN, WHICH is the hood, but it’s some decent houses over here too. They not that big, but some people keep up the exteriors and they lawns. Especially the older folks, who moved over here back when it was still a neighborhood for the schoolteacher-type Black folks. And people over here definitely be having nice cars. But the folks at Jaydell’s house was outshining all the neighbors that night. I’m telling you, we had to park halfway up the block and walk, and all the way there I was looking at cars that been through my daddy shop. Or cars that been worked on by the dudes that been through my daddy shop. There was suicide doors. Candy paint. Somebody even had a dually—them big-ass trucks. Some folks that came out for the party was still outside looking at each other’s cars, and this one dude with a Camaro had his hood up showing off a painting of a woman in a two-piece thong. I looked, and it was Foxy Brown. The one from Daddy’s movies.

         “Damn, that’s flames,” I said.

         “Oh, you like that?” Doni asked. “Man, you prolly think my car ain’t shit then.”

         “Naw—like I said, yours is nice too. And you be keeping it classy, like you said.”

         “Yes, ma’am. Be trying to anyway. I did like that yellow Karmann we just passed, though. I said if I ever buy a house and I got space enough to fix up cars like your daddy be doin out back of his, I’d get me a Model T. Redo everything on it.”

         “Yeah, that’d be nice.”

         “Wouldn’t it though?”

         As soon as we came up to the house, I got nervous. It was too many people out front and on the inside, yelling, slappin dominoes, sliding past each other with drinks, trying not to spill nothing on the furniture. I had to say “excuse me” too many times. And people were looking me up and down as usual, or stopping what they was doing as we passed by, Doni in front, leading me by the hand. Man, it felt like being on a runway—everybody got a good look. I was so glad I don’t be going nowhere dressed any kind of way. When we passed by one group, somebody said, “I see dead people,” and everybody started laughing and yelling, “You wrong,” but Doni act like he didn’t hear them, so neither did I. Plus, I knew I looked good. My braids still looked fresh, and even my mama said I looked pretty. She don’t say that to everybody.

         When Doni found Jaydell in the kitchen, they dapped each other up and I thought I saw Doni pass him some money.

         “’Sup, birthday boy!”

         “You already know.” Then Jaydell turned to me. “Oh, okay, Donno. I see you done took a walk on the wild side. How you doin? Your name Suzette, right?” And he leaned in, like most people do cause they think I can’t see them. Or they trying to see me better, cause maybe it’s they first time. I took a step back cause he was too close. Plus, his breath smelled like Waste Management.

         “Yeah. I’m Suzette.”

         He held out the hand that wasn’t holding a drink. “I’m Jay. I work at your daddy’s shop. Welcome to my lil kickback.” It was way too many people over there to call it no kickback, but he knew that. I got what Doni meant when he said some niggas be doin too much.

         “How you doin? Oh, and happy birthday.”

         “Thank you. I cain’t complain. Made it another year without twelve or the jackboys gettin me. And now I’d’n got to meet you too. So you’d’n finally decided to come out of…what…Long Lake? With them million-dollar houses? Tha’s where y’all stay?”

         Doni broke in. “Mane, don’t be askin her all that. You know Mr. Curtis don’t play that shit.”

         “Mane, I’m just tryna find out if the nigga live in Shreveport at all. We know yo understudyin ass ain’t gon tell nobody.”

         “If he wanted you to know, he’da told the rest of y’all by now. How long you been working there—ten years?”

         “Yep. Came on right after you, right before what happened with Dolo.”

         By the time he said that, Doni was standing behind me, and I felt him shift a little, like he had raised his hand or something, and Jaydell changed the subject like that. He took another sip from his cup.

         “A’ight. Well, come on, let me getch’all sum’n to eat.”

         He led us out to the backyard, where there was even more people sitting on lawn chairs and on top of coolers. It was some kids running around with little water guns too. They stopped short when they saw me, but I’m used to getting that with little kids. I just tried to ignore them, but the adults wasn’t no better. They stared too. All except for this group off to one side, sitting in a half circle facing away from everybody, in the kinda lawn chairs you can prop your feet up on. They wasn’t really paying other folks attention; just talking. A couple of the girls was sitting on the other girls’ laps, and one of them had on a tight mini-sundress and some nice sneakers, legs crossed, drinking a beer and leaning over to shake somebody’s arm while telling a story. She had on a blond lace front, and it was half covering her face, but I bout fell out when I saw who it was.

         “Drina?”

         Doni had already told me that she’d be there, but she just looked…different. She even had on eye makeup. She sat up real quick and pulled her dress down.

         “Heyyyyyy, Suzette. Whatchu doin here?” And finally, everybody turned around to look at me, Jaydell, and Doni. I didn’t know what to say, so I just pointed at Doni.

         “Oh. Okay.” She smiled like she was in on a secret.

         Then we just stood there for a minute, till Jaydell said, “Aye, let’s go get them some plates.”

         So we walked off, and I tried not to look back at Drina cause I didn’t want her to think I was worried bout her being there and not telling me she was coming. Instead, I let Jaydell uncover the trays to show us what all they had: leg quarters; beef ribs, cause he say the swine’ll kill you; hot dogs (also beef); hamburgers; corn on the cob and some vegetable skewers; potato salad and baked beans; some chips and cookies, stuff like that; fruit salad; some macaroni salad too; and then some plain baked potatoes somebody had wrapped up and threw on the grill. “I try to keep it healthy, you know?” he said. It wasn’t really no toppings for them, though, just some Country Crock in a bowl of ice next to some salt and pepper. Somebody had even brought some crawfish, and it was still a lot of them left cause they were out of season, so folks probably thought they was too small to even mess with. I put a few on my plate anyway. When me and Doni set our plates down at a little foldout table, I looked at what all I got. “Man, I think I’ma need some napkins.”

         Doni licked some potato salad off his finger. “I’ll get em for you. Oh, and we forgot drinks. You drinkin?”

         “What they got?”

         When we was making our plates, Jaydell’s girlfriend had come over and they made plates, too, and Jaydell left us at the table so he could show Doni where the coolers were. I was watching Doni say hey to everybody, and then everybody pointing at me, and Doni saying something and then dapping them up and walking off, but then Jaydell’s girlfriend started talking, and she distracted me.

         “Hey, I didn’t even introduce myself. I’m Lexi. You’re Suzette, right?”

         “Yeah,” I said, cause I don’t really like a lot of females, and I tried to keep it short, but Lexi kept talking.

         “I like your lipstick, girl. And your hair. Who did it?”

         “My friend Drina.” I was about to point over to her, but I didn’t want her to think I was talking bad about her. Cause I felt like her eyes was on me the whole time.

         “Okay! See, I like you. Some women won’t even tell you cause they don’t want you getting the same style, or they don’t want your hair to look as good as theirs.” She chuckled a little and picked up the Styrofoam cup she was sitting next to.

         “No, she my friend. And she good! It wouldn’t make sense for her to lose business cause I was tryin to be petty.”

         Lexi swallowed and smiled. “That’s what I be saying.”

         It took awhile for them to come back with the drinks, and, usually, that make me nervous too: when I go somewhere I don’t know nobody and the person I’m with just disappear. But Lexi seemed all right; she was talking about hair, and I like to talk about that, too, so we did that while I was trying to keep the gnats away from our food. It wasn’t that many mosquitoes since it was getting cooler, or flies neither, but gnats be here damn near year-round till it start getting cold for real; then they die off.

         When Doni came back, him and Jaydell handed us our drinks, and Jaydell went off for a minute to help some other folks fix plates, but Doni stayed and talked to Lexi till he came back. I liked that; how he didn’t leave me by myself again. And them talking kept me busy listening, so I wasn’t trying to see what people were looking at, or what Drina was doing. I found out Doni and Lexi went to school together, and Lexi was in nursing school with one of Doni’s sisters. While they was talking, Lexi asked me if I was home from college for the weekend. I was kinda impressed she thought I looked like a college girl, but then I thought about Xavier and how my daddy clitblocked me and that made me tense up again.

         “I’m not in school yet. I’m still tryna figure out what I wanna do.” Lexi nodded, and Doni popped a deviled egg in his mouth.

         “That’s all right,” he said while he was still chewing. “You young. You got plenty of time to figure it out.”

         But I felt bad cause it sounded like I wasn’t doing nothing, so I busted out, “I like fashion, though. Clothes, makeup, hair, like what me and Lexi was talking about. That kind of stuff.”

         “Yeah, a stylist! That’s good,” Lexi said. “One of my friends just opened a boutique on Line Avenue and she offer personal styling services out of it. I think it’s doing pretty good.”

         And I hadn’t never thought about that, but yeah, maybe that is what I wanna do.

         Anyway, while Doni and Lexi were catching up, people would come by and speak, and Doni would introduce me. Or they would wave at him from across the yard and he would wave back and tell me who they was, if they was kin to him. It’s a lot of Taylors in Shreveport, so Doni got a gang of cousins. Jaydell came back eventually, and him and Doni got loud, laughing about crazy customers who wrecked their cars doing dumb shit, and how my daddy would talk to people.

         “He don’t care, man,” Jaydell said, “Black, white. If you tryin to get over, he’ll put you out.”

         Doni was like, “Yessir, but that’s how you know he got clout. He earned it, though. And he fair too. He don’t do folks dirty; you get good work for your money. But he don’t play neither.”

         And I never thought about my daddy like that, but that made me proud, you know? And it also made me think about how, if I ever opened a boutique, I would want people to say that about me.

         After a while I enjoyed being there, over Jaydell’s. After he stopped acting like I’d just crawled out of a dungeon, he seemed okay. And Lexi was nice. She didn’t ask me stupid stuff, and she didn’t treat me like I was uppity cause of my daddy. She just talked to me like I was anybody else. Plus, she said we could maybe go to her friend’s boutique one Saturday when she was free. I wanted to do that just to see what it was like, so I gave her my number, and had almost forgot Drina was there till she stopped by the table to say bye. She was kinda drunk, so she was even louder than when we came in, and I ain’t used to that Drina at all. And that little dress? She did look cute, though, with her legs out. And I mean all her legs, cause that dress was short. It was strapless and had a corset top, but it was floral print and flared at the waist. It looked like something I woulda picked out, but I woulda told her to leave them Reeboks at home. When her friends was saying bye to Jaydell, she pulled me to the side real quick and kissed me on the cheek. Her lips were cold, like she had just turned up a bottle.

         “I love you, Zettie.”

         “Um, okay. Love you too.” I didn’t know why she was saying that. I wonder if she thought I was jealous or sad cause she was there with all these people I didn’t even know she was cool with, and she seemed like this was her crowd, but everybody was looking at me like I walked off the moon. She put her arm around my shoulder, and looked at me for a minute before she leaned in, breath smelling like malt liquor.

         “I see you out here on your date.”

         “Whatchu mean? I ain’t on no date.”

         “Who was that fixing your drink then? And getting you some mo of them little bitty crawfish?” I hadn’t even known Doni did that. I looked over at him and sure enough he had a cup in his hand with some foil on top, probably cause all the to-go plates was gone. I looked back at Drina.

         “Mane, come on. That’s just how Doni is. I think he just wanted somebody to be here wit him. Keep him company.”

         Drina looked at me like I should know better. “Okay, but he work wit all these people. He got company.”

         I changed the subject. “And look at you out here all dolled up. When you start dressing like this? I ain’t never seen this dress before.”

         “I switch it up sometimes. You like it?”

         “It’s cute.”

         “Thank you, girl.” She shrugged her shoulders and then wrapped her hands around them, like she was cold.

         Doni looked over at us and held up his keys. “Hey, Suzette, you bout ready to go?”

         “Yeah, I’m ready.”

         Drina looked at both of us, then gave me a hug. Before she pulled away, she whispered in my ear again, “I love you, Zettie.” And I was about to say something back, but she hopped on over to Doni and hugged him. She said something to him, too, but I couldn’t hear it.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “YOU WANNA PRACTICE DRIVING? CAIN’T tell your dad, though.”

         This was about a week later. Doni had asked if I wanted to go see The Predator at the Regal in Bossier, and I hadn’t wanted to see it when it first came out, but I guess I said yes cause there was this new outfit I wanted to wear, and I hadn’t been out in a while. It was a neon-green catsuit, but it was black lace from the elbow down and the knee down. It reminded me of a race car suit—that’s why I got it. And a blue one too. I thought maybe if we went to another party together or a car meetup I could wear one of them. But he had asked about the movies first.

         Drina wasn’t going nowhere at the time cause she said she was broke. I offered her some gas money, but then she said she was tired. She’d been full of excuses lately. Prolly so she could go out with her other friends. Who knows? So when Doni asked, I said yeah. My daddy screwed his face up when I told him, and right before I left, I heard him talking to Mama in the kitchen while I was in the half bathroom between the kitchen and the dining room, checking on my makeup.

         “I wonder what’s going on with that.” Daddy was rapping his knuckles on the counter while he was talking.

         “Nothing. You know Doni a responsible young man.”

         “I need to know what his intentions are, though.”

         “Then why don’t you ask him?”

         I heard somebody set something in the sink. Then my mama started talking again.

         “You cain’t keep her in this house forever, Curtis. Doni and Drina bout the only folks she know cause she don’t go nowhere.”

         “You know how them people are.”

         “But ‘them people’ ain’t Doni or Drina. Plus, them people ain’t gon change. So what we gon do? Keep her holed up forever?”

         More silence. Then my mama laughed. “I don’t know why they named that boy Hedonis. But he ain’t gon do nothing to Suzie. He respect you too much, if nuthin else. All you done did for that boy? Leave em alone.”

         And it pissed me off cause Daddy always do this: act like Drina the only person in the world ain’t trying to kill me. And usually I didn’t care about it but Drina had been MIA and I’d been in the house for damn near seven days looking him and Mama upside the head and not doing a damn thing else. I was bout to come out and say something, but Daddy left and went back into the movie room.

         Me and Doni was done watching Predator and that had been cool, but I didn’t know about driving Doni’s car. I drove my mama’s car sometimes, when Daddy wasn’t home, but just to do little stuff like go to the corner store or the hairdresser up on Pines, and never at night. Too much stuff happening, my mama say; plus, Daddy be home at night. But I didn’t know where I would be driving in Doni’s car—like, on the highway or over bridges or what. I guess all that made me embarrassed.

         “I ain’t got the glasses,” I told Doni. We were cutting through a empty parking lot at Pierre Bossier, back behind Dillard’s, which was closed like the rest of the mall, but the lights was on. I checked out the mannequins near the doors, and they were already done up for the winter: scarves and red coats and furry boots, hot as it is down here year-round.

         “Bet,” said Doni. “Welp. I’m ready when you are.”

         “My daddy say he gon teach me anyway.”

         Doni shrugged as he pulled out the lot, turning the wheel slow with one hand. “Yeah, he prolly will.”

         First he stopped to get some cigarettes; then we drove through a couple neighborhoods before we ended up in South Highland, where they got a few nice houses, and don’t nobody believe in curtains. We saw some flatscreens on through the windows, but wasn’t nobody in front of em. I guess even white folks gotta get out the house on the weekends. Doni pointed out the ones he liked, and after a while I figured out the bigger they were, the faster he’d tell me he liked em. I didn’t think none of them was all that special. A lot of em was older houses; this supposed to be a historic district now, but just cause a house been up a hundred years don’t mean it need to stay up, you know what I’m sayin? And anyway, one thing Daddy was right about when he said he didn’t wanna live in the city is that you get more house for your buck. Our house twice the size of some of these. Me and my parents got separate balconies attached to our rooms. And our foyer the size of its own room. The only thing is that our furniture is kinda dated—I been trying to get Mama to let me get the living room set reupholstered for months. But it is better made, so we ain’t been having to replace it every two years. Folks’ll buy a house and fill it up with cheap shit that look good for now, but don’t really last. My mama call that “new money behavior.” I mean, we new money, too, but we try not to act like it.

         “Man, this city stay changin on me,” Doni said as he turned onto Erie. “We use to call some parts of Highland the Lowland. Always some shit going down. Always niggas out in the streets up to no good. Now look. Folks buyin this shit up. And watch: before you know it they gon flip Wilkerson Terrace, too, and turn them Section Eights into condos. Cause they already gettin the garages, convertin em into little bougie brunch places. Now I hear talk of somebody putting a auto shop out here. That shit ain’t gon do nuthin tho. Elkins still the best place to go, hands down. Folks even come from Oklahoma to bring us they cars. Oh, shit, look at this one over on your side.” Doni pointed to my window so I could look out. It was one of the newer houses, and it was all glass up front, floor to ceiling, and all the lights was on so you could see everything. It was beautiful, but I didn’t want him to know I agreed with him.

         “These is a’ight, but I like my daddy’s house better. Maybe my uncle’s. His got the wraparound porch. And they kitchen got better appliances than ours. They upgraded it awhile back. But ours is still bigger. And we got the movie room with the recliners and all that.”

         Doni blew smoke out the crack in the window like he’d been doing, but this time, he turned to me and a little was still coming out of his mouth. “‘Ours.’ You think your daddy hung the moon, huh?”

         “Why everybody keep saying that?”

         “Prolly cause we all see it.” I didn’t say nothing after that, but then, a few blocks up, he was like, “You wanna stay there forever? Is that where you wanna live?”

         “Say what now?” I was on Instagram checking likes for my picture of what I had on and I had got like two hundred while we was in the movie, so I’d kinda forgot what we was talking about.

         “Live at your daddy’s. Is that what you want?” he asked again.

         And I don’t know. Something bout the way he said that; I don’t think he was asking what I think he was asking. It felt like he had twisted something in me, and I wasn’t hurt or nothing, just bothered.

         “Why you say it like that?”

         “I didn’t say it like nuthin. Just askin a question to see where your head at.”

         “Why you worried bout it, though?”

         He took another drag, and blew out the crack. “I’m not worried. I just wanted to know what you wanted. Like, you gon move out? You want a family? Or something else? Move in with Drina? Some other kind of…I don’t know.”

         “Some other kind of what?”

         Doni looked over at me quickly. “Naw…I mean, like, take my oldest sister, Reen. She gon stay at my mama’s house forever cause that’s how she is. She take care of everybody and that’s, like, what she do. That’s what she wanna do and that’s all she wanna do.”

         “Well, I’m not that,” I said quickly so he didn’t get nothing confused.

         “Well, we know that.”

         “And what that mean?”

         “I mean, you ain’t taking care of your parents. You’re like— It’s like the other way around. Naw, that’s not what— Okay, I’m sayin, you like living there wit em, right? Y’all get along and everybody happy. Like, that’s where you wanna be, like Reen.”

         And he looked over at me because I guess I was supposed to say yeah, but I didn’t. Instead, I say, “Why you riding around these white folks’ neighborhoods looking at houses? We liable to get pulled over. Or I’ma choke cause you blowing them cancer sticks in my face.”

         He looked over at me again and busted out laughing.

         “What’s that about?” I asked. I musta been getting on his nerves, cause he was sure getting on mine.

         “You mad at me again, Miss Suzette?”

         “No. Just tired.”

         “You wanna go home?” I didn’t say nothing. So we rode around for a little more, and then pulled into the little spot in front of the duck pond. He opened the console and pulled out a little package.

         “Wha’s that?”

         “Oatmeal.”

         “Why?”

         “Better for em than bread. You coming?”

         It was a couple of other cars in the parking lot, but I didn’t see nobody, and I wasn’t necessarily trying to look. I know what people come out here for, and I hoped he wasn’t trying to do nothing shady. I know what some dudes be thinking about me. One time, me and Drina was out on the Boardwalk and this dude we went to school with named JaQuavian came up behind us and said real loud, “Aye, I heard albino bitches be wilin out in bed. That shit be magical. Like, it can cure AIDS or some shit. You gon take me home?”

         I was so shook I didn’t know how to respond, but when Drina told him to get the fuck on somewhere, he was like, “What, you must be mad cause y’all fuckin.” Then when she put her arm around my waist so she could lead me away, he started yelling even louder: “Aw, shit! That really is her girl!”

         So I didn’t know what Doni had me out here trying to do, but I wasn’t with it. Still, I pulled back the door handle anyway.

         “Ain’t the ducks sleep?”

         “Not all of em.”

         We stood out there for a while before I saw one. He was beautiful. Green, green head. Body like a dirty brown, but soft-looking. I ain’t never seen no duck come up out the water for no uncooked oatmeal. He act like him and Doni knew each other. But when Doni held out a handful, the duck would take a couple steps, then back up, wings kinda up, then step forward again.

         “What he doing?” I whispered just in case I scared him.

         “I guess he makin sure this is what he want.”

         “Ain’t he hungry?”

         “Probly. But he ain’t stupid. Everything taste good to you ain’t good for you.”

         “Oatmeal taste good to him?”

         “I’own know, but it keep em healthy. Ducks that get too much table food get fucked-up wings called Angel Wings.” He sprinkled some more oatmeal in his hand. “It look cool, cause the wings look backward, kinda like suicide doors, but they can’t fly.”

         “For real?”

         “I don’t make shit up. But that’s deep, ain’t it? You feed em too good, they lose they ability to even move around.”

         It was quiet for a little while. Then Doni said, “I look at houses so I can have a idea of what I want. I gotta know what I want before I go get it, even if I change my mind between Point A and Point B. Otherwise, I’m scared I’m just gon be feeding off other people’s scraps for the rest of my life.”

         “Like the ducks?”

         “Just like the ducks.”

         “So we really just out here to feed some ducks.” I didn’t wanna say what I thought he might be doing, so I just kinda nodded toward the cars in the parking lot.

         He busted out laughing again. “Whoa! I’m not sure who you been messin wit, Miss Suzie, but we don’t even know each other like that. I gotta see where your head at first.”

         “What that mean?”

         “It mean I’m twenty-seven and I ain’t in these streets like that. And I’m lookin for somethin… Sheeeeit, I’own even know. But I been lookin for somethin a little more permanent. A little more real.”

         “Real like what?”

         Doni threw his handful of oatmeal on the ground. “I wish I could tell you, baby. But I’ll know it when I see it. And I ain’t seen it yet.”

         “Then why you out here wit me?”

         “Cause we just came from the movies, right?” And he winked.

         That duck was still scared, maybe of me, so we walked back up from the water and sat on the hood of the car while Doni showed me a couple of constellations. A belt or something like that. The Dipper. He traced out the parts with his finger so I could see them. Cause sometimes, I do see a thing, but it’s kinda jumbled and it take awhile for it to click in my brain. Then out the blue, he said, “You said fashion, right? You wanna do that?”

         “Yeah. I mean…I like clothes. Getting made up. Looking nice. Even hair stuff. That’s why I love going to Dollar Mania. That’s like Disney to me for real; I be going crazy in there. Or I’ll see somethin I like and I get it cheaper online. Or better quality, cause them clothes in there be cute but they be knockoffs from China and two sizes too small for anybody. That hair be overpriced too.” I remembered how he acted that day I was getting my hair done. “I even picked out this color for Drina to do my braids in.”

         He picked up one of my braids and held it, like he was inspecting it or something. “Yeah. You must be like your daddy. Or like me wit cars. Take it and make somethin nice out of it. Or get somebody else to do it.”

         “Yeah, like make it look more like itself. But better.” I knew I was echoing something he had said earlier, but I felt like that, too, so I figured it was okay.

         “Yep. That’s why I love what I do.”

         “For real?”

         “Hell yeah”—and he dropped my braid so he could demonstrate—“I like doin stuff with my hands. Always been like that, since I was little. Takin apart the TV, toaster, shit like that when my mama was at work. But cars was the first thing I could play around with and they still worked. Hell, sometimes they worked better, once I got my uncle to teach me. But when your dad hired me, I told him I would do whatever. I could learn. And I did. I’m still learnin, if I’m gon be real. Your daddy teach me somethin new every day. But yeah. I like that. Takin somethin and puttin it back together, leaving it better than it was before I got my hands on it.”

         I didn’t know what to say about that. It sounded like he was serious, and I didn’t even know if I could be serious with Doni. Hell, what if he was out here like JaQuavian, trying to play me? But it didn’t seem like that, so I just nodded. I was gon let him talk, and then he said, “You feel that way about fashion?”

         “Huh?”

         “I said do you feel that way about fashion? Clothes.”

         “Child, I don’t know. I don’t know if I feel like that about anything, except maybe shoppin. But I guess maybe that’s the same thing. I like putting outfits together, creating a look that don’t look like everybody else. I hate being basic. And I’ll do research and stuff, too, see what’s hot, and sometimes I’ll, like, work from that, but then sometimes I’ll do the exact opposite.”

         “So you a game changer.”

         “Yep. I figure if folks gon be looking, they might as well see somethin interesting.”

         Doni nodded. “Hell yeah. I know that’s right.” He looked like he was about to light another cigarette, but then he just folded his arms across his chest and looked up at all the constellations he pointed out. Then he said, “I hope you figure out what it is, the thing you wanna do. Cause you can do it.”

         “I know I can. I can do anything.”

         He looked over at me. “I wasn’t saying you cain’t. I was just saying— Welp, people will tell you that all the time, right? But then sometimes they don’t always expect you to really do everything. But then, once you start making real moves, moves by yourself, they get nervous. Scared. Jealous. So you gotta pick out what you really wanna do for yourself, you know? Then do that. And don’t let these fools out here try and block you. Or make you so mad you do something crazy.”

         “Okay.” I paused for a minute. “I see what you mean.” But I really didn’t. I felt weird, like maybe he was trying to talk circles around me. Or maybe not like that. Maybe like he was trying to tell me something without saying it. My mama be doing that sometimes and I hate it, but I don’t never say nothing cause I figure when it’s time for me to know, I’ll know. People act like you gotta find out everything going on under the sun, and sometimes it’s better if the knowing find you first.

         We sat out there for the longest, but I didn’t mind. Not being in the house made me feel good. I was out and about, and Drina wasn’t driving me around and dropping me off when she got tired of me. That felt good too. But after a while, Doni put his arm around my shoulder and said, “You ready to go, Miss Suzie?” And when I said yeah, he moved my braids back and kissed me a couple times on the cheek. Then he turned my chin toward him and kissed me for real, like, on the mouth. But I didn’t really know what it meant. We didn’t tongue or nothing; it was just a kiss, but it was a kiss kiss, and I hadn’t had one of those since me and Drina used to practice on each other in the seventh grade. I could taste his cigarettes and the breath mints he kept in a tin in his pocket that jangled around every time he moved. It was a good kiss. I woulda been down to stay, but then he got up and opened my car door, and I knew I was gon have to go home sooner or later.

         
            *  *  *

         

         OH, DADDY WAS BIG MAD at me in the morning, but he wouldn’t say nothing about it, just grumping around the house not talking to nobody. He wouldn’t even stay in the same room with me when I walked in, so I turned to Mama to see what I could find out, but she wouldn’t tell me nothing.

         “Don’t worry bout him,” was all she said. “I’ll straighten him out.”

         It wasn’t till the middle of the night I figured out what she meant. I had got up to use the bathroom and I kinda heard them, cause the house was quiet and I’d left my door open. I had to sneak out of my room to the end of my part of the hallway, in the little nook before you get to the catwalk, so they couldn’t see me. They was right below me, in the living room. I couldn’t see what they was doing, but Daddy was loud.

         “What she doin comin home that late? I know ain’t no movie last that long.”

         “Curtis, please. That girl twenty years old. You need to be happy she ain’t came home high or pregnant.”

         “Is you crazy? I’ll mess around and kill somebody.”

         “Kill who?”

         Daddy ain’t say nothing.

         Then Mama go, “If I done told you once, I done told you a thousand times, we cain’t stop her from living her life. She grown. She supposed to wanna go out and meet people. She supposed to wanna go on dates.” Before the kiss, I don’t believe I had even thought about going to the movies with Doni as a date. But I guess it was. He paid.

         “I ain’t gon never get over them people not protectin my baby. That woman ain’t never go to jail.”

         “How was we gon put her there with nuthin but a story from a eight-year-old who was half sleep at the time? And then put Suzette through testifyin and all that? Where you think her and Doni be going? To Slidell to see Miss Adimu? Cause Arlinda Mouton been dead. Prolly from sadness. You know MarLisha was her only child, and she ain’t never get her back after that. That was punishment enough.”

         Daddy changed the subject. “Where they go last night? Do he treat her respectfully? Keep her from round people that don’t mean her no good? We don’t know none of that.”

         “Is that his job?”

         “It is if he taking her places. Wait. You know what? That ain’t his job. That’s my job.”

         My mama laughed. “Curtis? Baby? Tha’s not your job anymore. She a grown woman.”

         “She may be grown, but she ain’t like everybody else.”

         “I don’t understand you a’tall.”

         “Why? Did I stutter?”

         “You the main one said you wanted her to have a normal life. And after the voodoo stuff you said the best way to do that was to keep her away from every damn body. So, if she done lived a normal life, like you wanted, what make her different?”

         My daddy got quiet, but my mama kept talking.

         “If we damned cause we did, wonder what woulda happened if we didn’t.”

         “I didn’t say we was no ‘damned.’ You puttin words in my mouth.”

         “I ain’t doin shit cause you not saying nuthin.”

         “And now you cussin me out.”

         “Curtis, I’m bout to go to bed, cause you done lost your mind. But lemme tell you this, cause here’s what’s gon happen. You gon leave that girl alone. She wanna go out, we gon let her go. She old enough to make her own decisions. And I know I did my job. I know she know right from wrong. And I bet not hear talk uh you doin nuthin to Doni, or doin nuthin to her cause then you gon have to deal wit me, hear that? Wife or no wife, I ain’t playing with you. That’s my baby girl, and I been lettin you call the shots for twenty years, but the day of me doin that is over. She grown. Let her go.”

         It got real quiet after that, and after a while, I went back to my room and tried to shut the door quietly cause I was scared. I ain’t seen my mama talk to my daddy like that since the third grade. But what I had never seen was my daddy letting her.

         And what the hell happened to Ms. Mouton?

         
            *  *  *

         

         I DON’T KNOW—HEARING ALL that made me wonder what my fault was in all this. Like, maybe I played sick too many times as a kid, and after they took me out of school, I made like there was too much stuff I couldn’t do so I didn’t have to do it, and now I really can’t do nothing without my daddy having a problem. Or maybe they both just felt sorry for me cause I was different and they knew life was gon be hard. Harder than getting away from Ms. Mouton, cause them or Drina wasn’t always gon be around to stop it. I mean it really made me feel bad, like I had done them dirty or something, and I did myself dirty, too, maybe just for being born. Maybe I did, but I couldn’t figure it out by myself. Probably the best person to talk to about it was Doni, cause I felt like maybe that’s kinda what he was trying to say at the park, but I didn’t wanna do that cause part of Mama and Daddy’s fight was about him. Plus, I don’t know. I don’t really trust dudes like that. So I called Drina, cause maybe she would get it. She’s known me almost my whole life, since kindergarten, when the kids made fun of me and she said, “Tha’s all right. She just put on too much baby powder this mornin.” I was scared about what she was gon think the next day, but she stayed my friend, and she been my best friend ever since—through everything. But I still didn’t know how to get the conversation started, so I went the roundabout way, and called to talk about another purse I wanted, and then I was like, “You think I be asking for too much? From my daddy and mama?”

         Drina paused for a minute. “Whatchu mean?”

         “Like for stuff. You think I’m too spoiled?”

         Drina laughed. “Suzie. How I’m s’posed to know? I mean, you a only child. Who else they gon buy for?”

         “Yeah. That’s true. But I guess that’s not what I mean. I’m wonderin if maybe I made them feel like they had to take care of me. Like a lot. If I made them feel sorry for me.” I didn’t wanna go further cause I didn’t necessarily know if I wanted to talk about all of it.

         “Ohhhhh. Okay. Naw, Zettie. You didn’t do nothing wrong. Your parents love you. They gon protect you no matter what. They always been like that, prolly since before you knew what it was or who they was. You cain’t beat yourself up about that.”

         “But what if I don’t want them to do it no more?”

         “What, protect you?”

         “Well, like, shelter me. I might be missin out on some stuff.”

         Drina said, “Hmph. Well, I think I see what you’re talking about.”

         “Yeah.”

         Drina sighed. “Well, I mean, they good people, your parents. I wouldn’t cut em out completely, you know? Cause they know stuff you don’t. And they can look out for you when you don’t see all that’s going on. Maybe just take a little space for yourself. Let em know you gon be all right. And let em know you still need em, even if you don’t need em for everything.”

         “How I’m supposed to do all’at?”

         “Them your parents. You tell me.”

         And I really woulda just hung up in her face but she already sounded kinda down, so I just said, “I guess I gotta figure that part out. But what’s goin on with you? You sound depressed. And how come we don’t do stuff together no more?”

         Drina cleared her throat. “I just been tired, I guess. School and work. And home. That’s all I do. Plus, what about Doni? You got somebody else to ride you round the city now. Take you to parties. Whatchall do after you left?”

         “Nothin. We just friends.” For some reason, I didn’t wanna say nothing about the movie date or the kiss.

         “That’s what I meant. He’s your new friend.” I thought she was gonna make a joke about it or something, but she didn’t.

         “Oh. Okay. Cause I was bout to say…”

         Kiss or no kiss, I didn’t think Doni was interested, especially since what he said at the park about wanting somebody who was about something. And that made me a little sad, too, but I wasn’t gonna talk about that. I was really bout to go, but then I remembered something I wanted to ask Drina about the party.

         “Drina, whatchu whisper to Doni that night, before you left?”

         “When, at Jaydell’s birthday party?”

         “Yep.”

         “Girl, I was halfway tore up, I don’t even know if I can remember.”

         “Yeah you do. You said ‘I love you’ to me and then you said something to him.”

         “Oh, yeah. Okay. I remember that.”

         “Whatchu say? To him, I mean.”

         Drina sighed. “What I say… Hmm… What I say…” And just when I was about to hang up in her face for real, she was like, “I told him to be careful with you, cause you ain’t like these other ones out here. You younger than you look, and you special. You my whole heart.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         FOR ABOUT A MONTH, I didn’t see Doni at all. He ain’t even come back over to the house, but I told myself that’s cause Mama’s car was at the shop, and they had finished the seats and took them back up there a few weeks before. But when I texted him to say wassup, check in on him, he said he’d been busy working. Daddy had gave him some extra hours before the holidays and he was just running back and forth, back and forth all day, so I left it alone. I hoped Daddy hadn’t scared him away, but I was kinda scared to ask because, if he hadn’t, Doni woulda wondered why I thought that was the case and then maybe he would get worried about Daddy when he didn’t need to be. And I couldn’t check on him online to see what he was doin or nothing like that cause he old-school—I mean, Doni ain’t even on Facebook.

         It had got cold for real by the time I saw him again, and I was sick because I always get sick when the weather change. I had also got sick of watching Real Housewives and seeing heifers fight all the time. And I couldn’t go out on the porch cause it was too cool for my throat, so I was just laying on the couch looking out at it hoping a bird would come by when the doorbell rang. I’d heard the alert on my phone that somebody had come through the gate, but it was the middle of the day, so I figured it was just the mailman. I couldn’t hear what the person was saying, but I heard Mama say something, and then I heard footsteps through the foyer. Next thing I know, Doni standing over me in his Carhartt coat and coveralls.

         “Suzette! What’s good?”

         “Hey, Doni. Long time, no see.”

         “Yeah, Mr. Curtis been keeping me busy.” He jammed his hands in his pockets. “I heard you was sick.”

         “Yeah, I always catch a cold round this time of year.”

         “For real?” He smiled. “What, you been out gallivantin at night?”

         “Galli— Who even say that anymore? You a old man.”

         He laughed this time, showing his gap, and I missed seeing him like that. “That’s all right,” he said. “Old man know how not to catch a cold.”

         “You say that now. Season ain’t over yet.”

         Doni looked down at the couch. “And you rude too. You not gon let me sit down?”

         “No. I might be contagious.”

         “Ain’t nothing a little camphor won’t fix.” Doni sat near my feet. “How’s Drina?” he asked, but kinda flat like he already knew the answer.

         “She all right, I guess. She say she been busy, so I don’t see her like I used to.”

         “For real? Thought y’all would be out every day, holiday shopping or something. You been keeping busy?”

         “Not too busy. Buying clothes. I looked at some classes online for the spring. Fashion design classes.”

         “Word? Tha’s wha’s up! You bout to start school?”

         “Maybe. Daddy say he gotta see, though. Mama might not be able to do all that running back and forth to get me every day. But I said maybe I can take one class at a time, maybe a couple times a week.”

         “Yeah.” He nodded like he was excited. Maybe it sounded like I was somebody who was about something for a change.

         “Yeah. And Mama said she’ll teach me how to sew cause she say I might need to know how to do that.”

         “Yeah, she prolly right.” He leaned back a little into the cushions. “I know how to sew too,” he said, bending his head so he could scratch his crown.

         “Yeah, I know. I remember watching you do the seats.”

         “Yep. It’s easy to learn too. If your mama don’t teach you, let me know.”

         “I thought you was busy at the shop, though.”

         He looked away for a minute, out onto the porch, maybe even through the screen at the trees. “Yeah,” he said shortly. “I been busy. But I can make time.”

         By that time, my mama had come back through the kitchen from wherever she was, and she said, “Doni, I was just on my way out to get some soup and crackers for Zettie. You wanna stay here with her while I’m gone?”

         He paused for a minute, like he didn’t know what to say, but then he was like, “Know what? I’ll go for you, Miz Elkins. I just gotta pick up a part for Mr. Curtis first, but I’ll be right back. Whatchu need?” Mama gave him her list, and after he left, I wanted to ask her what all that was about, trying to let him stay there while she was gone. But she ran off somewhere in the house, and I kinda dozed off, so I didn’t see her again till he got back.

         He didn’t stay too long after that, said he had to get back to the shop for good before Daddy did. But he did bring me some soup from Olive Garden, so my mama didn’t have to make any. He brought some Ritz crackers and ginger ale, too, and he watched me eat while we watched TV. He made like he was gon feed me at first, but he kept playing around, doing the spoon like a airplane and making me have to move my head to eat it cause he say I needed to get my strength up and move the cold out of my chest. Then a couple times he pulled a U-turn with the spoon and ate the soup hisself. I told him I was gon laugh at him when he got sick, cause that’s nasty, but he was like, “Don’t forget, I’ma old man. I’d’n had everything already. You cain’t make me sick.” He even had Mama laughing, and then I just gave up and fed myself cause he was really gon mess around and eat all my damn soup.

         When he left, he said, “Y’all take it easy.” And to me he said, “Know what? I’ma hit you up later,” like he had made a decision about something. My mama walked him out, and later that night, he sent me a text message from his old-ass flip phone. It said, it was really good seeing you miss suzette hope you get out from under the weather soon. Pause. & that raggedy quilt.

         I said, This my dead great-grandmama quilt! It’s a heirloom!

         And then he said, that’s nice but it’s done & she shoulda took it with her. That made me laugh.

         Then he was like, maybe once you learn how to sew you can make another one don’t forget what i said at the park you gotta do what you wanna do even if other folks is shuffling they feet.

         Pause.

         ok i’ll be seeing you ;-)

         I wanted to ask Mama about that, too, but she was in the kitchen washing dishes, and I got tired of watching TV anyway, so I went back to my room to lay down. I stopped by my bathroom on my way there, and when I was washing my hands, I saw myself in the mirror. Braids need redoing. Lips crusty. And my face. Doni did all that, and I ain’t even have no makeup on my face. If I had penciled in my eyebrows, they probably woulda been raised.

         
            *  *  *

         

         MAN, IT TOOK ME ALMOST another week to get better, but when I was well enough to put some clothes on, I went out to the garage where Daddy was checking on Mama’s car. He had just gave it to her, and she’d been driving it around a little, but he was doing little stuff to it now: checking the lights and stuff. I got up on the stool and watched for a few minutes. I didn’t ask nothing about the car. Daddy was fussing with the rearview mirror now, putting on the wide-angle one he’d ordered that had just come in.

         “That’s big, Daddy. Mama gon be able to see what people playing on the radio if they behind her.”

         Daddy shined up the mirror before he responded. “She need to. You know how y’all women drive.”

         “Not me. I don’t know. I don’t drive.”

         Daddy didn’t say nothing to that.

         “Daddy, when I’ma learn how to drive?”

         Daddy stopped playing around with the new mirror, and his back was to me when he answered. “You know you need them glasses, Suzette. And I ain’t had a chance to take you to Nacogdoches to get fitted for em. I gotta do it when I get a day off.” His voice got a little testy, but I kept going.

         “Mama could take me. Especially now she got that car.”

         “I don’t want your mama driving to Texas for that.”

         “Mama go to Waskom all the time. That’s Texas.”

         “That ain’t the same thing. Waskom close.”

         He was doing it again, and I thought about that time Mama went off on him after I came home that night. I didn’t wanna start nothing like that, but I always stopped somewhere around this part, and I knew if I did, I wasn’t gon get no closer to what I wanted. Whatever it was.

         “Okay, so when you gon take off to do it, Daddy? You take off for the Bayou Classic. You take off for the Battle of the Bands and the family reunion. When you gon do this? It prolly won’t even take a whole day. We go get fitted for em and then we go back when I gotta pick em up. I already know. I looked into it.”

         He just kept doing what he was doing, and that made me mad, but I didn’t wanna do him like Mama did him. I gave him a little while, and then I was like, “Daddy. You hear me? When you gon take off?”

         He got out of the car and shut the door carefully. “You tell me, since you got all the answers.”

         “You do this all the time, Daddy. When you don’t wanna do somethin, you just start telling folks they know everythang. You don’t want me to learn how to drive? Why not, Daddy? Cause if you don’t, I need to stop asking. I can get Doni or Drina to do it.”

         Daddy looked over at me like I had lost my mind, but then he just looked kinda thoughtful. “When the last time you seen Doni?”

         “He came over last week, and brought me some soup cause I was sick.”

         “How he know you was sick?”

         “He didn’t. He was on his way somewhere and stopped by. Then Mama told him and he came in to see about me.”

         “What he doin up in my house while I ain’t here?”

         “Nuthin. He just came by. I didn’t ask him to, but it was good seein him. You mad about that, too, Daddy?”

         “I ain’t mad about nuthin but the fact he came to my house without my permission.”

         “My friends need permission to come over here now? Drina don’t need permission.”

         “I reckon she don’t. She respectful.”

         “Doni respectful too.”

         “How so?”

         “He nice. He take me out and he talk to me about stuff. He encourage me to do stuff, like go to school, or learn how to sew. He even say he’ll help me learn to drive if I want.”

         “Is that so?”

         “Yeah. That’s what friends is supposed to do. Right, Daddy?”

         “So y’all just friends now?”

         “We ain’t never been nuthin but friends, and barely that till recently. You know I couldn’t stand Doni.”

         “But he make you a few promises and now all of a sudden y’all buddies.”

         “Naw. It ain’t like that. I never told him to do none of that stuff. I been waiting on Mama. And I been waitin on you.”

         Daddy didn’t say nothing else, and I tried to wait him out, but he just kept shining up the mirror and then the whole car. I halfway wondered if that’s why he fixed cars in the first place: to have something to control like he do everything else. And that made me think of Doni offering to do all that stuff. Maybe he was the same way. Hell, I didn’t know.

         Finally, I got up to go, but I turned around right before I left and said, “You cain’t fix me, Daddy. That’s the problem. But it’s okay. I got me. You don’t have to keep doing whatchu been doin.” And I left real quick before he said anything, cause I ain’t never talked to Daddy like that before. And I ain’t Mama. Wasn’t no telling what he mighta done to me. Plus, if he had asked what the hell I was tryin to say, I wouldn’t have been able to tell him.

         
            *  *  *

         

         ON FRIDAY LEXI CALLED ME to say she was sorry she had been so busy, but she wanted to see if I still wanted to go to that store. She say she like shopping on Sundays cause folks don’t really clothes shop on Sundays. They like to go on Friday and Saturday so everybody can see them, or so they can get outfits for the club. I said, “That’s really what’s up; that’s why I like Sunday shopping too,” and I told her we could go whenever. And I didn’t say it, but it wasn’t like I had nothing to do noway, cause it had been a smooth two months since me and Drina went anywhere. She ain’t even call to catch up or say she was sorry for being busy like she usually do.

         
            *  *  *

         

         SEEM LIKE EVERYBODY WHO WORK for my daddy and they kinfolk got the hookup on cars. Lexi got a Nissan SUV—I think it’s a Rogue—and it’s pretty nice inside; it’s got swivel seats in the front that look kinda like little couches. I ain’t never seen seats like that, and I wondered what Doni woulda thought, since he said sometimes folks be doing too much with they cars. I pointed to the camera, which had front, rear, and bird’s-eye view. “I’ma need one of those when I get my car.”

         “Girl, you don’t know how many accidents this camera saved me from.” Lexi the only person I know ain’t never asked me why I don’t already have a car. She just told the radio to play her mix, and we knocked all the way to the boutique, dudes looking the whole time, trying to see who was driving cause Lexi’s car got rims and ChromaFlair paint.

         When we got to the store, it was pretty empty. Lexi’s friend’s name was Trishelle, and the new retail side of the store was named Belinda’s Closet, after her mama. The other part where she sold vintage stuff and did custom orders was called Might Be the Thredz. Trishelle told me to look around both sides and let her know what I thought, and when I say I fell in love, I fell in love. I was putting together outfits left and right in there; for me mostly, but then I saw this coatdress for my mama that look just like the seats in her Cadillac. I had to get that, and I was looking at some retro jewelry when Lexi and Trishelle came back. When they saw me, they started laughing.

         “You trying to buy up the whole store, huh?” Lexi said, but Trishelle stopped her.

         “Girl, don’t be blocking my blessing. Let her get whatever she want.”

         While Trishelle was ringing me up, she told me the most important part of having a good store is knowing what to buy so you can sell it. “But you look like you already figured out what your aesthetic is,” she said, looking through what I’d picked out. “You got good taste.” I said thank you, and then I realized ain’t nobody I just met ever said that to me. But that may be cause I don’t talk to too many people.

         Right before we left, she was like, “Suzette, let me know if you wanna work here a little bit during the holidays. Shayla go to LSUS, but she live in Arkansas, so when she go home for break I might need some help.”

         I never worked before, but before I even knew what I was saying, I was like, “Hell yeah, I’ll work here. I wanna open a place like this one.”

         “Well, long as you ain’t tryin to take mine, we good.”

         We both laughed, but I didn’t want her to get it twisted, so I said, “Well, I know I gotta go to school first. It might take awhile.” And Trishelle said yeah, it do take awhile, but it’s worth it to own your own business. Plus, she said to take some accounting classes, cause I need to know how to count my own money. I ain’t never been so excited to come home from shopping in my life. Just the idea of owning a place like that. Coming in when you want; deciding what you want in it. I already do that for my closet, but I could have a whole store. Even working in one would be cool; I was damn near dressing the mannequins in there before I left. And if Trishelle want some feedback about stuff to buy…now that’s something I could do. I fell asleep thinking about locations and names. Line Avenue was a good place, cause it’s the middle of town: you got the hood down the street, and the old money coming from a little farther away, out of Spring Lake and Ellerbe. But Trishelle already got that spot. Maybe I could do over on Seventieth, or somewhere on the Loop. It stay busy over there.

         And I might name a store after my mama, too, but I don’t know how I feel about Delphine’s.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “MAMA, CAN I ASK YOU something?” My mama was on the couch, hand-sewing something. Look like letters on a baby blanket.

         “Yeah, baby. If it’s about sewing, though”—and she paused while she checked a stitch—“I haven’t forgotten about you. I just been busy helping Mrs. McShan with her granddaughter’s baby shower.” Mrs. McShan and Mama was in this quilting group, but Mrs. McShan stopped cause her diabetes started making her finger joints hurt.

         “No, it’s not about that. It’s about a job.”

         She pushed up her glasses and kept sewing, so I said, “A job for me. Somebody offered me a job.”

         That made her look up real quick. I don’t know who she thought I’d been talking about a job for. “Huh! Where bout?”

         “At a store. A boutique. For clothes.”

         Mama kept sewing, but she started nodding once she pulled the needle through. “Okay, now you making a little more sense. But who offered you a job?”

         “This woman named Trishelle. She own that boutique me and Lexi went to yesterday. She real nice. And I told her I might wanna open a store like hers. After I finish school. She was real helpful too. She told me to take some business classes, so I can handle my own money. Like you did for Daddy.” I added that last part in myself.

         Mama put the blanket down. “Your own store. Well, I didn’t know you wanted that.”

         “Well, I didn’t think about it till I saw the store, and, Mama, I loved it. You already know I know clothes. But I could learn more stuff too. Oh, and it’s just part-time. Like a couple hours a week.”

         “A couple hours a week? How you know she only gon need you a couple hours? Christmas coming up. What if you have to work more than that? And jobs ain’t like boots, Suzie. You cain’t send em back just cause you changed your mind.”

         Any other time, I woulda clapped back, cause my mama really did try to play me with that line, but I didn’t. I just said, “I won’t mind. What else I’ma be doing? Even if Daddy was gon let me go to school, I cain’t enroll till the spring.”

         “And what about that? What if you do wanna enroll? She gon work with your schedule come January?”

         “I don’t see why not. If I work over Christmas, I’ll be covering for a girl on break from LSUS. When she come back, she can take back some of my hours.” I didn’t wanna say “all,” cause that meant I might be planning to quit, and then Mama woulda thought it was a waste of time.

         She looked at me hard. “And who gon be doing all that driving, Suzette? Back and forth to work, and then school? I’m gettin too old for that.”

         “Ain’t I been trying to get Daddy to go to Nacogdoches? For my glasses? Ain’t I been trying?”

         Mama didn’t have nothing to say about that, so she looked over at the TV for a while. I waited, and then I asked again, “What else I’ma be doing?”

         Mama sighed and picked up the blanket again; then she hit me with what I knew was a delayed no: “Well, let me think about it, Suzette. Then I’ll see what I can do.” And then I just went up to my room, cause I didn’t wanna watch her make somebody else a baby blanket if she wasn’t gon do nothing to help me.

         
            *  *  *

         

         COUPLE DAYS LATER, I’M STILL sleep cause it’s 6:30 in the morning, but my phone starts buzzing. I ignore it, but it start buzzing again.

         It’s Doni.

         “Morning! You sound sleep.”

         “I was. What’s going on?”

         “I cain’t tell you all that, but you need to get up and get dressed. Your mama been tryna call you downstairs for fifteen minutes, but she rushing too. We gotta get on the road in the next hour.”

         “On the road?!”

         “Yes, ma’am. Your mama’ll tell you about it, but you better get dressed quick. We got in at the last minute and we cain’t be late.”

         I was starting to wake up, and I don’t know why, but I started getting nervous.

         “Whatchu talking about, Doni? Where you tryna take me? And why Mama didn’t call my phone?”

         “Cain’t talk about that right now, but don’t worry. I’m not gon kidnap you. Your mama comin too.”

         “Doni—”

         “Twenty minutes, Miss Suzie. I’m serious. And don’t try to dress up neither. This ain’t that kinda party, and we ain’t got that kinda time.” Click.

         Usually, that woulda made me take twice as long, but I didn’t know what I couldn’t be late for, so I just threw on a matching sweaterdress and hat (cause I had started taking down my braids) and grabbed my new purse—the Coach one I wanted. Daddy left it outside my bedroom door one day, I guess as a way to make up, but I just took it and didn’t say nothing about it. A bag wasn’t gon fix what was going on between us; plus, like I said, Mama got a whole Cadillac, and all I got was something I still can’t put a set of car keys in. Apples ain’t oranges.

         When I get downstairs, I’m halfway expecting to have to explain to Mama why I’m dressed when I don’t even know, but as soon as she see me, she grab her purse and start looking for her keys. “Come on, we gotta go get Doni, and then we gotta get on the road. Go grab you some of them granola bars. We’ll get something to eat on the way back.”

         “Can I make some coffee?”

         “No. We ain’t got enough time. See if Doni can’t make you some while we on our way.”

         “Mama, where we goin?”

         “I’ll let Doni tell you once we get him. It was his idea. But right now we gotta leave. I don’t wanna be rushin on no highway.”

         I grab some bars and by the time I get to the garage, the garage door is already all the way up. I figured since we were on our way to get Doni, and everybody in a hurry, I’ll find out what’s up soon enough. Plus, if it was for something like we was going to get my daddy a Christmas gift, I didn’t wanna know just yet; I’d rather just be excited about the possibilities for a minute, and then get disappointed when we pull up to the boat shop or whatever. Then, too, I was kinda excited to spend some more time with Doni. And I wanted to feel that feeling without thinking about my daddy.

         So I just kept my mouth shut and tried to wake up without my coffee, but man, I was glad when Doni came out of his front door with a Yeti. I had never been to his apartments before, even though they right off Pines Road, in La Tierra. They was all brown two-story buildings, shaped like Monopoly hotels, with no grass around em. Looked like nothing but single niggas lived over there. But I also get why he liked those houses in South Highland. More room, looked like. Everybody not all over top of each other. And them houses was built more interesting than this. And they had nice grass.

         When he got in the car, Doni ain’t really even speak, just looked at my mama and said, “I been waiting to ride in this one for a minute! Guess that’s the next-best thing to driving it, huh, Miz Elkins?” Mama laughed like she always do around Doni. I swear they got a crush on each other.

         “Hey, can I have some of that coffee?” I turned around from the front seat.

         “It’s for you anyway,” he said, and I almost didn’t believe him, cause I never texted him to ask for it. “I put some cream and sugar in it, but if it’s not enough, my bad.”

         “It’s not even gon matter,” I said, but I knew I sounded ungrateful, so I said, “But for real, thank you. I appreciate it.”

         “My pleasure, Miss Lady. With the white boots on, matching the purse. And the furry hat. You got the snowbunny vibe today. I like it.”

         I started smiling, but I tried to hide it by drinking out the cup.

         “Don’t spill nuthin in my new car, Suzette,” said my mama.

         “Okay, Mama. Like I don’t know better. I’m the one picked out this upholstery. Anyway, where we goin?” Doni handed me some paper towels and I spread them on my lap. And, almost at the same time, my mama and Doni both said, “Nacogdoches.”

         I bout fell out.

         “Nacogdoches? For what?” But I already knew.

         “The glasses,” Doni said.

         I looked at Mama. “Where Daddy at? Do he know?”

         Doni let Mama answer that one. “Your daddy at work and I’m grown. I go where I wanna go.”

         “And how Doni get off work?”

         “Personal day,” Doni said. He patted the seat next to him. “And I might mess around and catch up on a little sleep while I’m back here.”

         “Daddy let you off work for this?”

         “Like I said, personal day. And we ain’t doin nuthin but test-driving this car anyway, making sure it run good.”

         I turn back to the front. “But Mama, you been driving this car around the city. You already know it drive good.”

         Mama was merging with the dwindling traffic of folk who work in Texas, and folks going home from gambling on the riverboats all weekend. “Well, this is highway driving, sweetie, and there’s a difference. You gon have to know that soon.”

         “And who gon finish teaching me how to drive? You?”

         “No, ma’am. And shole not in this car. You got Doni for that.”

         “That’s right, Miz Elkins. I’m a expert. I taught all four of my sisters, even before I was old enough to get a license.”

         I shut up then, cause I didn’t know what else to say. I kinda wanted to know whose idea it was, and I guess I coulda said thank you, but we wasn’t there yet. Plus, it felt weird to have Doni with us, and if I started talking…I didn’t know. I was feeling a lot of stuff right then.
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