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I have no way and therefore want no eyes. I stumbled when I saw.

—King Lear



There is a road: It runs east west out of Chattanooga, bound for Memphis, following the path of the Tennessee River as it dips down into the northern edge of Alabama. Turn off Highway 72 just out of Chattanooga and the road leads to Highlander Folk School, campground for the revolutionary leaders of the civil rights movement. Stay on 72, turning north some miles later, and that road winds into Pulaski, Tennessee, birthplace of the Ku Klux Klan.




PROLOGUE

IT WAS YEARS LATER, after their father died, that they came across it. Both of them were sitting on the front porch, taking a breather, halfway through cleaning out the old house on Walnut Street, the one their parents had moved to when the grandparents passed. The leavings of a lifetime were stacked in boxes on the porch and in the front hall. Tab had plugged in one of Miss Hattie’s old GE floor fans and it was blowing around memories. Tina finished her Chick-Fil-A, pitched the sack and half the fries in the trash, and flipped the top off an old shoe box, beginning again to sort.

It fell out on the floor between them, and Tab put down her Coke to pick it up. “How in the world did this survive?”

“How do you think? Mother saved everything, and then some.”

“Kids stopped using pencil boxes like this years ago.” Inside was the stub of a pencil, bits of eraser, and a crinkled piece of paper. When Tab tried to unfold it, blue remnants fell in her lap. “I am holding, or trying to hold, here in my hand, the thing dreams were made of—back then.”

“Well, I don’t remember that we had reefer paper back then, so what is it?”

“It’s a Blue Horse loose-leaf-paper filler band,” Tab said, reading from the faded label. “Says you can get a free camera or a bicycle headlight by saving a mere two hundred bands. Maudie and I were saving for a camera. She gave me this pencil box for safekeeping when she got polio and had to leave to go down to Tuskegee.”

“That black girl you were friends with when you were a kid. I remember.” Tina took a sip of Coke. “Of course, you realize that back then, in order to save two hundred bands, you and Maudie would have had to use up maybe ten tons of paper.”

“Back then”—Tab smiled at the long ago—“that kind of reasoning seemed perfectly logical.” She folded what was left of the paper, placed it carefully back in the pencil box, and pitched it in the trash.



CHAPTER 1

Their Father

SO INEVITABLE were its comings and goings that the Ford Ranchero seemed to steer itself off Highway 72 and onto the red clay roads of the Rutland place. As soon as it stopped, Charles Junior jumped out to play on the split-rail fencing that edged the pasture. Charles propped the morning paper against the steering wheel and read the article on the upcoming governor’s race, not because he was interested, but because he was loath to go inside to what his foreman had said he would find. The paper predicted Wallace the winner. He glanced up at Charles Junior, then lazed over to an article about Ike playing golf at Augusta. He had a notion that right here and now he might be able to take himself out of time—let the sun, beating down against the top of the cab, pressure-cook his little cubicle and ease him into a gentle, lasting sleep. Instead, he skimmed the movie section, folded the paper and placed it on the seat beside him, got out of the truck, and went inside. 

Clyde, his foreman, stood off in a corner, watching. Charles raised the lid on the stainless-steel vat that was the receptacle for milk taken from the dairy cows. The heavy aroma of wild onions wafted up out of the vat. He let the metal top bang back down into place. “Four damn days’ worth of milking gone to waste—the second time this month.” A few of the dairy cows had broken through a fence and grazed on a field with wild onions. 

“Ain’t nothing to do but pitch it,” Clyde said. “This rate, you ain’t never gonna get Will that new house.” Rather than sympathy, Charles thought he detected a note of satisfaction in Clyde’s voice. 

He left the barn and walked down the road to Will’s. Mary had said something about new clothes for the girls. The boys didn’t matter—blue jeans and a T-shirt—but the older girls, Tab and Tina, were coming to an age when that sort of thing did matter. Will’s new house would have to wait. 

Out on the sagging front porch, which was a good part of his living space, the old man was sitting in a straight-back cane-bottomed chair. Charles could hear the sounds of a hymn drifting through the old screen door, which had long ago lost its usefulness—poked with holes and bowed out at its bottom from the banging of grandchildren, the scratching of dogs. Will’s daughter, inside fixing the noon meal, was stuck on the same verse: “Oooh—sometimes it causes me to wonder . . . to wonderrrr.” It began to blend with the other sounds of the day: a tractor motor in the distance, chickens out in the yard fighting over the last bits of corn, the house dog chased by the yard rooster. Charles took a seat on the wooden swing that hung at the end of the porch. He got out a cigarette and struck a match on the back of the oak ribs. 

“You got plenty of firewood? I’ll have Tot come up here and cut you some if you need it.”

“Nawsir, got plenty of wood.” 

They had known each other since Charles was a boy. Will had worked for his father, had gone to fetch the doctor the day Charles was born. “Did he get by here with your check yesterday?”

“Yessir, sho did.”

Charles looked out to the rectangle of concrete, way past curing, that was to be the foundation for the new house. 

Will whittled. His knife disappeared into a calloused hand, churning away at a piece of white oak that would eventually reappear as a whistle for the grandchildren.

“Some bad news with the milk just now. The cows . . .” His voice trailed off because it didn’t matter why. “We’ll have to hold up on starting the walls.” He threw what was left of his cigarette out in the yard, watching the chickens come up to inspect the smoldering butt before they backed off in search of real sustenance. 

He left and went back to the farm store to check on Charles Junior and to tell Clyde, “Be back. I’m going to check the springhouse,” and he was—in a way. 

The natural spring sat in a draw, down in deep woods near the river. Tall birch trees and oaks towered over the old springhouse. Nurtured for over a hundred years by the spring, the trees were giants now. They must have already been big when his great-grandfather first came here and carved his name—Jonathan McDavid Rutland, 1820. 

“The Cherokees weren’t good and gone before he was here, claiming the land for us,” his father had told him. There were all manner of things cut into the trees: initials of young lovers, Indian symbols, or what he thought were Indian symbols. Maybe the slaves had carved messages in the trees when they had come down to fetch water up to the main house, which was over a mile away. The main house had always had its own water, but this spring was supposed to have the best-tasting water in the county. 

Carved into the tree nearest the spring was what appeared to be a Confederate battle flag and, carved beside it, “Franklin Blues.” Perhaps young boys had come for a drink in the sweltering midsummer heat, shedding their wool uniforms, squatting down, ducking their heads into the cool water, filling canteens for the long march. He liked to think of them sitting there, momentarily refreshed before they took to the hot, dusty roads again—great numbers of them to be killed.

When he was a boy, he had carved “Charles Lane Westmoreland Rutland.” He had been named in the English fashion—bestowing multiple middle names—partly because his father wanted to show ties to his British heritage, and as a practical matter because there were so many relatives to be placated and there would be only one firstborn son. 

There had been a sister, Eugenia, born before him and received pleasantly enough. She was healthy, would be a wonderful companion to her mother and perhaps marry well, but she had not been afforded extra names. It would have been pretentious. When she was young, she had been immediately precocious, talking early, reading by the time she was five. Her father had been very proud, but she was not a boy, would not be there to ensure his step off into eternity.

Charles stooped down by the springhouse and listened for the hum of the motor that pumped water back over the hill to the south field’s watering troughs. He splashed his face and took a drink. It might be the best-drinking water in the county, but nobody seemed to care about that anymore. Too many other choices now—tea and Coca-Cola and Kool-Aid. People didn’t appreciate good water anymore. 

From here, he always walked up the hill to the family graveyard, sat down on one of the raised markers, and pulled out a cigarette. It was pleasant, always a breeze and a good view of the river. This routine—going to the spring, looking at the river from the graves—always made him feel better; or if not better, then more secure in what he was doing—in what he was meant to do.



CHAPTER 2

The Seduction

CHARLES HAD BEGUN WORK on the farm as a young boy, on weekends and during the summers. By the time he was ten, he had been made responsible for one of the most important, if menial, jobs on the Rutland place—weighing the cotton during picking season. His sister, Eugenia, would watch from under the shade of the big oaks in the front yard of the main house, begging to be allowed to go to the fields and work, too. Mr. Ben would pat her on the head. “Too much sun isn’t good for a lady’s skin, Eugenia.”

Charles would stand by the cotton wagons situated in the middle of the field in the heat of the late summer, responsible for weighing the cotton sacks that were brought back to the wagon by the pickers. It was a job of huge importance. Some farms were known to adjust the scales to give the owner advantage. Some pickers were known to add rocks to their sacks. He had been proud that he checked the adjusting screw periodically, that he felt each sack and watched as it was dumped in the wagon, to make sure no rocks rolled out in among the bolls. He never gave a short weight to anyone who had been hours in the sun. The pickers, black and white, had timed their picking to end at Charles’s wagon so he could do the weighing. From the time he was a child, he had felt his place—and liked it. Eugenia had never felt her place and never liked it. 

Later, there would be another sister, Helen, and a younger brother, Arland. They had never questioned the way of things. Eugenia had always questioned everything.

Charles had been given his own horse, with a roll-top saddle like his father’s, and would ride behind him out into the fields to inspect the crops. One afternoon, he was sitting on the steps of the log cabin that served as the farm office. His father had been called away to another part of the property. Charles was eating his sack lunch and waiting for Mr. Ben’s return when he noticed one of the tenants running up the road toward him. She had been quite a distance away and had come close before Charles had seen the distress in her eyes. Sue Ann was breathless by the time she reached him. 

“Waylon done turned the wagon over on hisself, Little Boss. You gotta come.” He was up and running with her back along the dirt road, wondering why she thought that he, at twelve years old, could do anything about it. As it happened, he saw that he could do something. He immediately began unloading the sacks of corn off the heavy wagon, Waylon moaning underneath. 

“Go ring the bell, Sue Ann. Go, run,” he had shouted. He could hear the big plantation bell echoing all over the fields as he dragged sack after sack off the fallen wagon. By the time he had lightened the load enough, other workers had come in response to the bell and could help right the wagon. The man under, suffering a broken leg, had stopped the men who were carrying him off long enough to call him “Mr. Charles” when he thanked him. His father, upon hearing the story, had reached in his pocket and given him his penknife. He couldn’t imagine ever being any happier. He had gone to the springhouse that very afternoon and carved his name. 

Later that same summer, on one of their rides, his father had looked out over the fields and said to Charles that someday he would be responsible for all of this, and Charles, at that moment, had felt there could be no better job, that there could be no finer place to live than in a world in which he was the hero.

He had not noticed the large gullies that had formed as a result of years of planting the same thing over and over, had not known that the end result of fields of healthy green bushes sprouting white puffs was brought about by large loans that had to be paid off at the end of each growing season, or—if not paid off—they would sink the farm into deeper and deeper debt. By then, he was twelve and king of the hill. He had not observed that the hill seemed to be shrinking as small parts of what had once been a huge tract of land were sold off each season to satisfy unpaid debt. It had not entered his mind, at that young age, that even then his debt to the system which was breeding him had become insurmountable.

Early on, the family had moved to town so that Charles and his siblings could attend public school. After graduation, his best friend, Reuben, had gone up east to college. Charles had gone to a state university, nearby and inexpensive, the University of Tennessee. He worked part-time to make room and board, and he met Mary, the daughter of the president of the university.

It was not until he came home to settle in with his new bride that the enormity of what he had committed to began to sink in. It was not until his father let him take a look at the farm ledgers, let him take them home and study them, that he began to comprehend. 

Thoughts of the Great Depression still lingered somewhere out there, pushed back out of sight by each turn of the sixteen-disk harrow in red clay, by backbreaking summers on the hay baler, hot, sweaty bodies coated like flypaper with the swirling chaff. From a distance, the word plantation sounded dim, diffused, even romantic; up close, it was hot, grueling, worn-out. 

He and Mary had spent the first five years of their marriage scrimping and saving, living in the run-down old plantation house out in the country. At the end of those five years, when they were four—two girls, Tina and Tab, had arrived—Mary had insisted they be allowed to attend a town school. They moved into Bainbridge and Charles began driving out to the farm every day. 

Now he had been farming for over nineteen years and, in that time, three more children had arrived. His first two, Tab and Tina, were on the verge of becoming young women. He was beginning to notice specks of gray. It was a life he had settled into, much like chocolate poured into a mold fills up every nook and cranny to gain the perfect likeness. 

This was the way of men of his generation. The job of nurturing had been left up to the women. For men, the assigned measure of love took the form of provider and protector. A man’s love was not weighed in any outward expression, but in a lifetime of being there, and that was not fully indemnified until the whole lifetime had played out. Though a man might feel the pressure of such responsibility and take to the bottle, and though he might squander what money he was able to earn on gambling or enjoy extra time with worldly women, all was forgiven, or overlooked, if he could be counted on to be there. If he did not stay the course, he became like so many tinkling ice cubes melting away in an afternoon’s glass of tea.



CHAPTER 3

The Girls

OUT OF MEMPHIS, headed east, Highway 72 crosses the Tennessee River near the Natchez Trace and pulls the hill into the village of Bainbridge. Blowing over the solid black tarmac—a chilled wind from the west. 

Tina loved her coming. Tab loathed it. Stir things up was what she did, get people agitated, and Tab was not of an age to need agitation, having enough put upon her already—it being the first afternoon of her life that she had gotten up the nerve, along with Mary Leigh and Harriett, to come in and take a booth at Trowbridge’s. High school people were welcome. Adults were endured. Junior high persons were not tolerated. Whereas derogatory looks, or no looks at all, could have shamed them into leaving had they gone in and waited at the cashier’s stand, they stood outside, the three of them, anxiously glancing in the front window, hoping for a booth to clear and then pouncing on it when it did, settling in and disregarding the odd looks. 

It was a predictable place for Tina, a rising senior. She was sitting in a window booth, talking to three boys, pretending not to notice any other comings and goings. The senior booth could be looked upon by others and admired, but not sat in. 

A sack of new nail polish from Woolworth’s was something for Tab to do with her hands while they waited for their drinks. After she had ordered a Cherry Coke float—Mary Leigh and Harriett had done the same—she rummaged in the bag, got out a bottle of Orange Blush, and began painting her nails, from time to time showing the color to Mary Leigh. Harriett was pretending to look through the jukebox selections, absent any money to waste on “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes”—their favorite—as sung by the Platters. “Teen Angel” was playing at the time.

“It would look a lot better if you didn’t bite your fingernails down to the nub.”

“I can’t help it if I’m high-strung, Mary Leigh.”

They all made a point of not noticing as Tina got up and walked to their table, Jack Carter’s letter jacket so big on her that she had to roll the sleeves three times to find her fingers. A large gold B on the front was adorned with small silver charms—a winged shoe for track, three basketballs, two footballs. Prizes for every year he had lettered and then bestowed upon her, his personal chastity belt.

“Come on. We have to go home, remember?’

“Are you talking to me?” 

“You know I’m talking to you. They spent the night in Memphis and they’re driving in from there. Mother said we all have to be home to greet Aunt Eugenia. It would be impolite if we weren’t.”

Tab tried to prolong it, taking a sip of Cherry Coke float and changing the subject. “Lately, I’ve been thinking of calling myself Tabitha,” she said, then, turning to the others, “it’s my God-given name, you know.” The others nodded in appreciation. Mary Leigh had been thinking of shortening hers to Leigh. Harriett was considering Lana. Anything to indicate a more mature self was in the offing.

“Tabitha, Smabitha, get up and let’s go.”

“I don’t need to be there. She doesn’t even like me. Besides, as you can see, we are enjoying our Coke floats.”

“You’re too young to be here anyway.” Tina turned toward the door. 

“I have just as much right to be here as you.” Tab gathered up her sack, took one last suck, and followed after.

“And that nail polish is gross.” Tina let the door come close to slamming in Tab’s face. Tab reopened it and turned to give the V for victory sign to Mary Leigh and Harriett, which meant, Stay in that booth as long as you can. 

They walked three blocks down River Street before turning right. Tina smiled at Mr. Clovis, who was standing outside Woolworth’s, taking a break. “Hope Tab is gonna share some of that nail paint with you, Tina. She got enough for Cox’s army.”

“I hope so, too, Mr. Clovis.” Then, out of hearing, “Fat chance I would be caught dead.”

Tab waved to two of the men sitting on benches out in front of the courthouse. “I coulda used Tangerine Twist, but it seemed too bright.”

“What you have on”—Tina tried to look bored when a carful of boys slowed to whistle—“has to be the grossest thing yet. Tangerine, whatever, couldn’t possibly be any grosser.” She ran bright red nails through long blond hair, then took off the heavy letter jacket, draping it over her shoulders—the better to see a matching pink sweater set.

Tab inspected her nails as they turned right on Dogwood, past Fuzzie’s Fine Feeds and Farm Supply, and on to the next block, which was  lined with houses set back in among the dogwoods. A breeze scattered the shriveled remains of white blossoms across the sidewalk. Tab skip-stepped to come along beside. “I am not just too thrilled about this visit from Aunt Eugenia, you know. I have other things I have to do this summer. It could be a gross time.”

“That is not how you use the word gross.” Tina stopped short and looked both ways before crossing the street. “Besides, that’s what you always say, every time she comes, and then you end up tagging along with us.”

“She always asks me, and you’re just jealous.”

“She always asks you because she’s so polite and she doesn’t want to hurt your feelings.”

“I don’t see what you see in her. All the time I’m with her, I feel nervous, like something terrible might happen.”

“It’s because she’s so worldly.”

“It’s because she’s so weird. Why are we walking past our house?”

“Because, dim brain, we’re all supposed to meet up at Grandmother’s to welcome her. And another thing—I could modernize your hairstyle if you’d let me cut it.”

“Ponytails? Ponytails are very popular.” 

Eyes at half-mast, the head flipping back a mane of blond hair. “On ponies.”

From a block away, they could see the cars pulled up in the drive. The twins, their youngest brother and sister, were in the front yard, playing with cousins. Charles Junior, slightly older, was taking turns riding the Radio Flyer down the front walk, careening around cracks in the concrete, dodging scattering cousins. Sunlight filtered down through the big oak trees that lined the street, dappling the front yard grass in painterly shades of green. The red Radio Flyer shot through the picture again. Delighted screams from those on the brink of annihilation. Brightly colored polo shirts and pinafores ran laughing to the four corners of the yard. Soft voices called warnings from the front porch. It was a picture so beautiful and so familiar as to be completely ignored.

The house, a two-story Georgian set squarely in the center of its two acres, was one of many that lined the easy, long-settled block. Four white columns anchored the porch, which had been added years after the building. Tiny piles of sawdust at the bottom of the columns evidenced the carpenter ants that were slowly coring out the insides.

Gliders and a swing, rocking chairs, and heavy iron rock-back rockers spread out under two large overhead fans. They—Uncle Tom and Aunt Helen, their father and mother and grandparents—were gathered there talking, reminding themselves anew of what it would be like when Eugenia arrived.

Tina and Tab were the oldest of the children, somewhere in understanding between those in the front yard and those on the front porch. They sat down near the top of the six wide steps that were the entrance. Their father, Charles, pointed to them as a welcome, never slowing in his story, but including them. “Your grandfather, seeing she was so smart, decided to send her up north to a school that would challenge her. That’s how come she ended up going to college in Virginia.” He took out a cigarette and picked up a Life magazine off the wicker side table. Conversation alone was not enough to warrant the men just sitting there. “That’s about as far north as he was willing to go with it.” He winked at his wife, Mary, before he began to read.

Then Aunt Helen: “Eugenia would be fine if she just wouldn’t arrive in a whirlwind every year and upset everybody so. That’s what drives me to distraction. Doesn’t she know I have to live here after she goes? I spend a month getting the pieces back together every summer after she visits.”

Tab’s grandmother, Miss Hattie, was sitting in her wicker rocker, reading the paper. They could hear a warning rattle of pages. Tina, clasping her hands to her elbows and looking out into the yard, said it loudly enough for Tab’s ears. “Here comes the one about her giving away Aunt Eugenia when she was a baby.”

One of the twins had run up and shoved an untied shoe into Tab’s lap. She was tying it too tight. “Grandmother couldn’t help it if she got sick. Gad, Tina, what do you expect?”

“I couldn’t help that I had to let her go stay with my sister for a while when the next baby came.” Miss Hattie held the paper wide out and gave the pages an extra pop, folding them back. “It was right after Helen, and I got sick. Couldn’t handle two toddlers and a baby. She always said that had a traumatic effect on the rest of her life. She felt abandoned. That was more than forty years ago.” She looked up over her glasses to anyone who was listening. Nobody much was. “She still brings it up. To this very day, she still brings it up, for heaven sakes. Now you tell me if you can remember what happened back when you were all of three years old. I can’t even remember what I had for breakfast yesterday.” She picked up the paper, but wasn’t finished. “The thing about it is, Mr. Ben spoiled her, that’s all, sending her to that progressive women’s school in Virginia. She was bound to come away with strange ideas. That’s where it all started—not when she was staying with my sister till she was four and crying her eyes out because she had to use somebody else’s teddy bear.” Something on the front page caught her eye. “Says here Wallace is running again, as if we didn’t know it.” She settled down into reading. “Besides, everybody loves Eugenia. We all love Eugenia.” 

“Driving all the way from California in a jeep—if you can believe that’s perfectly normal—at her age,” Aunt Helen said.

Tina sighed, looking straight down at the steps, cheeks resting in palms. “You wish you had the nerve,” she whispered. 

“She’s gonna hear you.”

“She is not, and so what if she does?”

Aunt Helen was swinging a crossed leg to the rhythm of the rocking chair she was sitting in. “Can you see Tom if I decided to go out and help organize a labor union—in Alabama—a labor union? And then she has to go and marry a professor that teaches at Berkeley. In California? Lord. The only thing worse would have been if he was a Communist, only we didn’t know Communists were so evil back then.” Helen rose halfway up out of the chaise and blew smoke in the air. “Has it ever occurred to y’all he might have been a Com—” She stopped herself in midsentence and glanced around to see if anybody was looking. Everybody was. “Well, it was only a logical progression in my brain. I couldn’t help it.”

“You must admit Val is not half-bad-looking,” Mary said.

“Which is amazing. She obviously doesn’t have the same ammunition as the rest of us. Let’s face it, the girl is flat-chested as they come.” 

Tina, face still resting in her palms, muttered, “Gravy, that is definitely not supposed to make a difference. Aunt Helen is so, so behind the times.”

“You’re just saying that ’cause you don’t have to worry about it,” Tab whispered.

“If I was speaking to you, I would explain that it is not something we worry about. We have all talked it over in Miss Graham’s home ec class.”

“Mary Leigh says it’s of the utmost importance.”

“Mary Leigh is gross.”

“Well, the proof is in the pudding, or whatever it is they say,” Tab’s mother was saying. “Look what she got. I mean, look at Val, six four, broad shoulders, square jaw. He looks like Superman. I swear I think of Superman every time I see him.” 

Aunt Helen took the last Camel out of the pack and lifted the coupon before she dropped the empty package in the big ashtray on the table beside her. “Remember that summer she came in fresh out of New York, had just spent a year up there getting analyzed? She acted like it was perfectly normal, getting analyzed. Nobody does that down here—not unless they’re crazy as a betsy bug.” 

Tina almost shouted when she stood up to face them. “Well, I like it when she comes, you know.”

Everyone looked up, startled, then rushed to agreement. “Of course you do, honey. We do, too. We all love Eugenia coming—and Val, too.” 

Charles put down his magazine. “We all adore Eugenia, Tina. What gave you the idea we didn’t?”

Helen looked to Mary. “Where did your daughter ever get the idea we didn’t like Eugenia coming?”

Tina’s shoulders sagged. “Oh, gravy.” She turned back around and sat down. Her mother smiled at the others and mouthed teenager, and everyone felt fine again.

A minute later Tina hopped off the steps and ran halfway down the front walk before she turned and ran back to them. “It’s her. The white jeep.”



CHAPTER 4

Maudie

THE SUN WAS ARCING WESTWARD when Reverend Earl turned his old Chevy onto Highway 72. The trip had taken longer than he’d planned. Not wanting to be noticed, Reverend Earl had decided to detour around Birmingham. They had taken the back road up to Huntsville and were now on a straight line into the sun.

Since he had picked up Maudie in Tuskegee that morning, Reverend Earl had tried intermittently to start a conversation, but they had driven mostly in silence. 

Some three hours before, they had stopped for gas at a Negro-owned general store outside of Oneonta. The boy who filled their tank had begun flirting with her while he washed the windshield; at least as she looked back, she thought that’s what it must have been, flirting. She had seen the nurses and orderlies in the halls at Tuskegee.

“Now lookie here. If you ain’t something in that green dress. Where’s the party at, girl?” Maudie had smiled but said nothing, bringing her arm inside the car and fiddling with the ashtray on the door, trying not to grin like a child. The boy had leaned down to catch another glimpse as he wiped off the outside mirror on the driver’s side. “Reverend Earl, think she might be old enough to go on down to the Royal Blue and do some dancing next time y’all down this way?”

Reverend Earl had laughed as he opened the door to get out and go inside to use the rest room and pay for the gas. “Hush up there, Jimmy. This here one’s seventeen going on forty-five. She run circles round you.”

“That’s the kind I like, Reverend, smart and sassy.” He said it loudly, to be sure she heard. She had smiled at him and then quickly looked away. 

When Reverend Earl got back in the car, he had brought both of them a Coke and crackers. “Sure you don’t wanta go on in and use the facilities? We been riding for a long time and we got a long time to go ’fore we can stop again.” 

“I’m just fine, thank you, Reverend Earl,” she said, and waved to Jimmy, who was watching her while he checked the hood of the car next to them. 

“Suit yourself.” 

Now, hours later, she was furious with herself for having been so vain and for having drunk the Coca-Cola. She had wanted to go to the rest room when they stopped in Oneonta. Now she was dying to go. 

Finally, Reverend Earl pulled the car onto a dirt road that led down to a little stream with large limestone rocks along one side. It was owned, he said, by a colored man, who wouldn’t mind if they used it. “This was gonna be a picnic lunch, but since we so late, it’ll have to be a early picnic supper.” He turned off the car. “Well now, miss, time to get out and stretch our legs, and I could use me a trip to the gentlemen’s room also.” He got out of the car and closed his door. “Be back in a minute to get out that picnic the folks down in Tuskegee made up for us,” and he disappeared into the bushes beside the stream. 

He had left without thinking to get her crutch out of the backseat. She unlocked the door of the old Chevrolet and pushed against it. The car was so ancient and the door so off center, it had to be shoved hard for it to move at all. She pushed several times before it gave way. Then she stood and her leg brace locked into place. The rear door was as stubborn and creaky as the front. After several tries, she gave one last yank. The door swung open so hard, it knocked her backward on the ground. Her leg brace clanked against small stones and hard red clay. She lay there, her eyes closed to the sky. It was always like this—every molehill a mountain. 

When Reverend Earl reappeared, walking out of the woods, leisurely fanning himself with his hat, she was standing, holding her crutch under one arm and brushing dust off of her dress with the other. “Well now, Maudie,” he said, chuckling, “you wasn’t trying to get in some of that fried chicken before I was, were you?”

She was tempted to swing at him with the crutch. “No, sir, just stretching my legs.” While he laid out the picnic, she hurried back up the dirt road to find a level place to enter the woods and get some relief.

They sat on the limestone outcroppings near the creek and ate their fried chicken and biscuits. There were fried peach pies for dessert. The cicadas were cranking up in the trees. A late-afternoon breeze was carrying cooler air. She could feel she was coming into familiar territory. The land rolled more. Spanish moss had disappeared from the trees. 

“You know,” Reverend Earl said, handing her a fried pie, “I been thinking one reason you might be being so quiet is you done changed your mind ’bout doing this here job, and if you have, that’s all right. I can just as soon drive us back on down to Tuskegee, let somebody else do it.”

“I can do it, Reverend Earl.” 

“This here is gonna be a hard job, and it ain’t gonna get done overnight.”

“Yes, sir, I know that.”

“Lots of folks, white and colored, don’t want no change. Fact is, I was one of ’em, thinking like that, afraid you was gonna upset the applecart, but the ladies of the church kept at me, wouldn’t let it drop, ’til finally I give in.”

She nodded her head. He droned on and on. 

She was not really paying much attention to him now. He was like all the others, hemming and hawing around what they really wanted to say, so she did what she always did—changed the subject. “This is a mighty good-tasting fried pie, Reverend.” She mustered a smile for him. “How in the world did you ever get the ladies of the church to make such a feast for us?” She knew this would do it. Reverend Earl had been a widower for several years, and all the maiden ladies of the churches he visited were quick to do his bidding. “I noticed Miss Rosabell giving you a big hug when we left this morning.”

Reverend Earl grinned and ran fingers through graying hair. “Been knowing Rosabell since we was children together. Raised down at Tuskegee—till I was called to preach up at Crossroads.”

Maudie had heard the whole story from Miss Rosabell when she first came to the polio clinic as a nurse’s aide. She would stand by Maudie’s bed, rubbing her aching legs with peanut oil and talking about her church’s work with the voter-registration drives. Although Maudie pretended interest, she had not cared about the church or voter registration. It was the part about those who were involved in the program getting to go new places that intrigued her. She had imagined herself in Atlanta or Birmingham.

Now Reverend Earl was going on and on about his childhood in Tuskegee. She smiled at him, and she knew that she looked for all the world like she was listening to him. Her eyes stared, as if she was hanging on every word, and she wasn’t hearing a thing. Down in Tuskegee, she had developed this into an art form, pretending to be in the here and now while she was really miles away—in this instance, years away—lying on the sweat-soaked stretcher in the railroad station in Birmingham, her legs aching, refusing to respond to any commands she might give them, her hands gripping the side poles of the stretcher, making certain she was still right side up in the world, her eyes closed to what she might find in the thick smell of tobacco smoke and diesel fuel that was in every breath. Now as she looked at Reverend Earl, she could feel the breeze on her face each time her mother waved the paper fan in front of her.

She and her mother and two little brothers had arrived in the Birmingham station in the early afternoon. Then they had waited for hours before they could get a train going south to Tuskegee, the only place Negroes with polio could go for rehabilitation. An hour would pass, with Maudie counting each tick of the station clock. It was well past midnight when their train finally pulled in. She hadn’t remembered being loaded.

When they had come into the Tuskegee station, there had been another train arriving right behind them with polio children from an epidemic over in Mississippi. The second train arrived with clanging and hissing, but no passenger cars, only cattle cars. Her mother had told her not to look when the big doors of the cattle cars had been rolled back and iron lungs—each with a person inside—were eased off the ramps by their attendants and onto the waiting wagons and old pickups, their portable generators hissing and groaning.

By the time she had been carried into the clinic, it was deep dark. The orderlies stood holding her stretcher at the front desk, waiting for assigned space. All she could see was the ceiling and, when she turned her head, a lamp at the reception desk that was shedding dim light on hands studying the papers her mother had given up. Outside the triangle of lamplight, she was uncertain of anything. The hands, brown, with short, sensible nails and no rings, began to flip through the papers. “I think you need to put this one on the first floor.” The woman paused and turned to Maudie. “How old are you, child?”

“Old enough to know I ain’t studying staying here no long period of time.” She turned back to look at her mother, who grimaced but said nothing. The lamplit hands were still for a moment before they placed the papers down on the desk.

“I’ve changed my mind. Put her on the second floor, in that empty bed next to the windows.”

Her mother kissed her good-bye and told her she would be back to visit when she had rented a house and gotten settled. From the doorway, the brothers lifted their hands. The orderlies carried her to the second floor and then to a bed in the corner of the room. On one side was a bank of windows, ratcheted out to let in a breeze. On the other side, the thing next to her wasn’t another bed at all, but a round metal tube like the ones she had seen being unloaded at the train station. She glanced at it, at the head sticking out of the end, and then looked away, feeling she might have looked at something she wasn’t supposed to. She hadn’t really seen the head—rather, a reflection of it in the mirror attached to the iron lung just above the head. She decided to pretend sleep, but the head didn’t care to see that. 

“Where’d you—come from?”

Maudie kept her eyes closed.

The head persisted. “Where ’bouts?” She appeared to be six or seven years old, although it was hard to tell, having to judge from a head alone. Maudie thought she had seen buckteeth and curly black hair.

The orderlies were tucking in sheets and fluffing up her pillow. Maudie opened one eye and looked directly at the face in the mirror. “From here, up round the river.”

“Been here—two years.”

“That right,” keeping it short to discourage conversation.

“Name Yolanda—from Indianola.—That’s in Mississippi.—You can—know me—by the ribbons—in my hair—always wear—ribbons.”

I know you from that big fat barrel you got round you, no mind them ribbons, she was thinking, but she said, “What you look like underneath there? You fat, you skinny, what?”

“I used to be—fat—but now—I think—I’m skinny,” Yolanda said in the faltering way the in-and-out rhythm of the iron lung allowed her to speak.

She said she had come from the Delta, from a family of eleven children. “But I don’t know—maybe—I’m still fat—good—food here.”

“That right?” 

A nurse had come along after the orderlies left, and she told them to stop talking and go to sleep. The head said nothing else, but the iron lungs—there seemed to be others in the room—made constant hissing sounds and wouldn’t let Maudie drift off. That first night, she felt it would drive her crazy, the incessant noise.

The next morning when she woke up, the face was lying there looking at her through the reflection in the mirror. 

“Thought you—gonna sleep—all day.—Miss Betty—be here soon.”

“She up yet?”

“Yeah, she up—just barely.”

Maudie raised her head to find the new voice conversing with Yolanda.

It came from the bed in the other corner, directly across from hers. The girl, dark black, probably eight or nine, was up on her elbows, looking at Maudie. “How old are you, girl? Don’t you know no better?” 

“Thirteen. Older than you I ’spect.” Maudie dropped back down on to her pillow and closed her eyes. “And I ain’t finished sleeping yet.” 

There was a sound like giggling from the iron lung and from the girl across the way. Yolanda turned her head. “Macy, she say—she believe she gonna—sleep more.” Macy, who was in the iron lung next to Yolanda, was passing it along to whoever was next to her.

Doreen was up on her elbows, looking at Maudie. “You better get awake, girl. When Miss Betty say eat, you gotta eat.”

Maudie kept her eyes closed. “We see who gotta do what.”

“You hear that?—Say she gonna—” Yolanda passed it on again. 

A thin woman in a starched white uniform, a white nurse’s hat pinned to her graying hair, arrived with breakfast trays and two assistants. Maudie could hear plates rattling and silverware clanging. Those who could eat on their own were propped up and given trays. Assistants fed the others. 

Nurse Betty held the tray of food over her bed. Maudie recognized the hands that had shuffled papers under the lamplight in the lobby. Wire-rimmed glasses gazed down at her. “Breakfast is served from seven to seven-thirty. You may eat or you may sleep, but you can’t do both.”

Maudie kept her eyes closed and breathed deeply, pretending to snore. She could hear someone giggling. 

Nurse Betty sighed. “We have to be a little sassy at first, don’t we?” She set the tray down on Maudie’s stomach and turned to feed Yolanda. 

The smell of bacon and eggs drifted to her. She hadn’t realized she was starving, had had nothing to eat since the Coke in the train station the day before. 

The bacon and eggs went cold perched on her stomach. Nurse Betty took the food away at precisely seven-thirty.

An hour later, a nurse walked in, pushing something heavy. It looked like an old washing machine with a ringer on the outside. She rolled it to the other end of the room. Maudie could hear the wheels creaking under the weight of it. There was steam rising off the thing. With its coming, the whole room went silent. 

“What you suppose is that?” 

“It’s for—hot packs.—Ain’t you never—had—no hot packs—help—the healing?”

Maudie put her hands behind her head. “Ain’t never had no hot packs and I ain’t gonna have none now.” 

Yolanda laughed out loud at this new entertainment. It was not a laugh exactly, but a stuttered hoot. Maudie could see her little head with the red bows in the hair jerking from side to side, too tickled. “Say she ain’t—gonna have—no hot packs. —She do—beat all.”

The big machine rolled slowly from bed to bed. Steam twisted up out of the tub. The nurse fished down in the water with a stick to retrieve a towel and push it through the ringer before placing it on various body parts. The stench of scorching wet wool hung in the air. Maudie pretended to be looking out the window as she watched the steam rising off the scalding towels that were placed on Doreen’s legs. She heard Doreen’s muffled cry when they touched her skin. 

The iron pot rolled up to her bedside. She tried to strike a casual pose; hands behind her head, wavering smile, eyes examining the view from the windows. “Don’t believe I’ll have me none of them hot towels today. Still tired out from my traveling.” She could hear one of the other girls crying.

“Now honey, everybody has hot packs. It helps with the healing,” the nurse said. She looked much younger than Nurse Betty. 

“Well now, you see, ma’am, the truth is, my doctor, where I come from, he say I shouldn’t have none of them hot packs. Be bad for me. It’s right there in my report I brung with me last night. Right down there at the desk lobby. Yes’m, everybody but me had them hot packs where I come from.”

“Really?” The young nurse looked like she might believe her. “I never heard of it before, but I’ll go get Miss Betty and ask her.”

“You don’t have to do that. Just pass on by me today, that’s all.”

“Oh, I couldn’t do that. I’ll be right back.” She walked out of the room.

“Now you—done it.” Yolanda turned to pass it on. “Now she done it—done called—Miss Betty.—And she—don’t like—no—calling.”

The anguish of hot packs on legs and arms and thighs was forgotten while the room listened for the footfalls of Nurse Betty. A minute or two later, they could be heard clicking on the tiles in the hall and then turning into their ward. Miss Betty stood over her, expressionless. “I see we are awake now.”

“Yes, ma’am. Now what I been thinking is . . .” She was saying it loudly, for the others.

“Never mind what you were thinking. You will have hot packs every day, for as long as we deem it necessary. If you are able to get better, this is the only thing that will help. Do you understand?”

“Well, I do, but . . .”

“Everyone gets hot packs twice a day.” 

“Twice a day?” She looked at Yolanda. “You didn’t tell me nothing ’bout no twice a day.” 

“And don’t go giving my nurses any more trouble about it. Do you understand?” Nurse Betty dipped down into the hot water with a wooden ruler and put a towel through the wringer. She turned Maudie on her stomach and draped the steaming wool cloth across her calf muscles. When the cloth touched her leg, “Hey! Hell. What’s you doing? Take it off.” She couldn’t move away from the searing pain.

“And another thing—we do not use profanity.” Betty slapped another blistering, water-soaked wool towel on her other leg. 

Maudie bit down on her lip until she felt the salty taste of blood. 

“Miss Charlotte will continue,” she said, and left.

The younger nurse placed towels up and down her legs and then proceeded to the far end of the room to start the process over again. 

Maudie looked up and saw the head staring at her, waiting for some explanation. She sighed. “Look here, Yolanda, I wasn’t yelling ’cause it hurt. I was pure and simple yelling at old Nurse Betty.”

Yolanda grinned. “Hear that?—She yelling—at Nurse Betty.—She do—beat all.”

Maudie buried her face in the pillow, waiting for the pain to ease. That afternoon, the hot packs came again—as they did every morning and afternoon for weeks after she arrived.

Reverend Earl was gathering up picnic paraphernalia and eating the last fried pie. “Better be getting a move on, Miss Maudie. Wanta get there in time for prayer meeting tonight.”

Maudie nodded and reached for her crutch.



CHAPTER 5

Eugenia

She wore sandals and she was driving the white jeep. Eugenia was thinner than her sister, Helen, and taller, almost as tall as the men. She had a long, angular face—the nose was rather large and the teeth did tend to stand out a bit—not beautiful within the exacting confines of classic American beauty. There was the hint of her travels to India in the dangling brass earrings, the look of California in her long, flowing skirt and tie-dyed blouse. The short, wavy hair had never felt hair spray. The beauty in Eugenia was born of experience. 

“Will you look at you.” They were all trying to crowd around her, but she hadn’t finished hugging Tina, who had been the first one there and who had opened the door for her.

Helen said, “I would never have thought to travel without a hat and gloves. Genia, you look wonderful, so, so carefree.” 

Eugenia laughed and reached out to pull in Tab. “A hat and gloves, in a jeep? I would have burned up. Going through Mississippi earlier today, it was scorching.” Everyone lined up for the obligatory hug. The men walked around to the other side and shook hands with Val, pulled suitcases out of the white jeep, and marveled to one another with raised eyebrows that anyone could drive all the way from California in a jeep—would want to in the first place. The women followed, found Val, and gave him cheek kisses. Admittedly, he was a strange duck, but they would try to make him feel at home. The group of them walked arm in arm, carrying the suitcases up to the front steps. Miss Hattie rushed inside for more ice and fresh mint for the tea.

Eugenia and Val sat themselves down on the wicker porch swing with the blue-and-green-flowered cushions. Eugenia gestured for Tina to come sit between them. Tab stayed on the porch steps. The others scattered out in rocking chairs and gliders. Overhead fans trudged around in slow circles, giving the notion of a breeze, rippling the fronds of the hanging ferns, and stirring up the leaves of the green-and-white caladiums Miss Hattie had planted in the wicker stand next to the porch railing. The GE floor fan that was attached to an extension cord running back through the front window did the real work.

As she looked around, there were tears in Aunt Eugenia’s eyes. There were always tears in her eyes when she first came back. They all thought it was the emotion of the moment, of seeing them again, of wondering if she had done the wrong thing by leaving them. That’s what they thought.

Everyone was staying for dinner, of course. They would all come for meals the first few days of a visit from Eugenia. Miss Hattie insisted. There was strength in numbers. Besides, they could find out what Eugenia had in mind for this stay.

There was an easy quiet as they took their places at the old mahogany dining table half of them had known since childhood. The lace tablecloth had been spread out along the length of the long rectangular top. The floor fan ruffled its hanging edges and spread the smell of fresh roses that composed the centerpiece. So many containers had been set in preparation, there was hardly room for the food: tea glasses and water goblets, dinner plates and bread plates, salad plates, coffee cups, saltcellars. Polished pieces of silverware had been laid out along the sides of the dinner plates. A large linen napkin rested in the center of each plate. Tina had set the table. She had learned the art in home economics, had been tested on it and had gotten an A. It carried the same credit as algebra and chemistry and was more important. She had opened the heavy damask drapes slightly. She had lit the candles, which were set in cut-glass holders on each side of the American Beauty roses gathered out of Miss Hattie’s garden. All of that had been covered in the chapter entitled: “A Restful, Wholesome Place for Family Dining.” She had helped Ora Lee bring in the roast and potatoes, the green beans and crowder peas. At each place, they had set down salad plates with molded rings of fruit-filled Jell-O topped with dabs of mayonnaise.

Miss Hattie had rung the handbell next to her place at the table before deciding to go into the kitchen to take the rolls directly out of the oven and check to see that the younger children were seated at the kitchen table, watched over by Ora Lee. 

The women, who were up in the bedroom eyeing the unpacking of California dresses, followed Eugenia down the stairs into the dining room. The men, entertaining Val with football stories—the better to stay away from politics or religion—came in from the living room. Tab had already seated herself in the chair she knew would be next to Tina, because Tina would sit next to Aunt Eugenia, and Aunt Eugenia would sit where a visitor always sat on the first night—to the left of the grandfather. 

“Who asked you?” as Tina sat down beside her.

“I was here first, as you can plainly see. Where you sit, I couldn’t care less.”

The prayer was long and blessed everyone, especially giving thanks for the visitors having arrived safely. It was given by the grandmother, as appointed by the grandfather. Mr. Ben carved the roast and passed plates first to Eugenia, then to the other ladies, and last to the men. Other dishes began a clockwise trip around the table. 

Eugenia took up her napkin, dabbing her cheeks and forehead. “My, but it’s nice to be back home and so much going on down here.”

The others shifted in their seats. They had been too long at too many dinners with Eugenia not to know this was the opening salvo. Presently, Uncle Tom caught on. “Uh-oh, y’all hold on to your hats, ’cause Eugenia’s fixing to let us in on what’s the latest thing in California. Hey, maybe she’s gonna talk us into some of that communal-style living they’re doing out there now. I read in Time magazine—”

“Don’t you pay a bit of attention to Tom, Genia,” Helen said, patting his arm to shut him up, which everyone knew was impossible. “You say what you want to say.”

Mr. Ben put down his fork, waiting. Miss Hattie excused herself to go get more rolls from the kitchen. This was the part Tab liked, where they would all jump on Aunt Eugenia and set her straight. It was like watching a play, being right in the middle of it and not having to say a word if she didn’t want to. She put her elbows on the table and grinned at Tina, who was not looking at her on purpose. When the grandmother frowned, she took her elbows off the table.

“I know you know all the terrible inequities we suffer down here,” Eugenia began. She would include herself when she was getting ready to tell them how they were falling short. They had heard it enough to know it was a warning of things to come. “Groups of people from all over the United States are beginning to organize. They’re getting ready to come on down here and help out.”

“Help out with what?” Tab asked.

“Why are people always wanting to come down here and help us out?” Tom said. “The last time they helped us out, half the place ended up being burned down.” 

“Tom! You are such a scream. My husband is funny as Red Skelton.”

Eugenia ignored it and plowed ahead. “After all these years of hideous injustice, it’s high time we did something.”

“They can’t stay home and tend to their own injustices?” Tom asked.

Tab glanced at Tina and mouthed I told you so.

“Well, maybe we should do something,” Tina said, and then, head down, talking into her lap, “whatever it is you want us to do.” Aunt Eugenia reached around to give her a hug. “You would be willing to stand by me, wouldn’t you, Tina?”

“Oh sure, yes, ma’am. I sure would.”

“And you, Tab?” 

Tab, trying to imitate Uncle Tom, and going for the laughs, “Oh sure, Aunt Eugenia, anything you wanted me to do. Why, if you wanted me to, I’d probably go on up to Pulaski and take a hammer to the plaque.” She had thought it a great joke, everyone at the table knowing about the plaque, knowing it was sacred to Mr. Ben and so completely out of the range of possibility. She looked around, expecting to see the others at the point of laughter at a thought so ridiculous. She imagined she might even elicit a smile from Mr. Ben. Instead, he looked gray-faced.

“Are you forgetting about your cousin John Lester?” It had been the last thing she meant to do—offend her grandfather—one more reason to hate Aunt Eugenia. “If Cousin John Lester hadn’t come along when he did, southern women might not be able to hold their heads up in public. In Cousin John Lester’s time, there was no rule of law.” 

Itching to counter, Aunt Eugenia tapped her knife on the china plate, full of food she hadn’t touched. “It seems to me, southern men are threatened more than southern women. The problem has always been that southern men are scared to death to relinquish any power, sexual or otherwise, and”—she took a breath—“and Cousin John Lester was no exception.” 

There was dead silence. This had to be the final straw. Tab almost laughed out loud, so thankful was she that in one fell swoop the onus had been taken off her and put where it belonged, where she knew it had belonged from the very beginning.

On the one hand, Aunt Eugenia had insulted Cousin John Lester, and on the other, she had said “sexual” at the dinner table—like throwing up all over the Jell-O salad. 

Mr. Ben had been born a few years after Reconstruction ended. Before he was old enough to sit a horse, he had been dipped headfirst into the well of family tales and had come up drenched, ready to shake off any excess onto the next generations. He had grown up with stories of the Klan, hooded and ghostlike, sweeping down in the night, saving his aunts and cousins from marauding colored people just freed from slavery and not knowing what to do with themselves but to go out and kill white people. It was not their fault, he had explained to Tab; it was just the nature of things.

At an age when the greater meaning of controversy is lost in the thrill of the fight, Tab wiggled in her chair and brought the napkin in her lap up to her face, pretending to cough, not being able to control the smile that was showing itself. 

“Genia, what has got into you?” Miss Hattie whispered across the table.

“She’s developed some kinda familial death wish is all I can figure,” Helen said, not whispering at all. 

Now Charles cleared his throat to speak for the first time, measuring every word. “Well now, Dad . . .” He pushed back slightly from the table, studying his half- eaten dinner. Tab still held the napkin over her mouth, watching him, disappointed that her father would stop the argument, like he always did. “You know, a lot of people, and certainly all of us here at this table, consider the Ku Klux Klan a group of—well, the Ku Klux Klan today”—he paused to select his words carefully—“a group of redneck rabble-rousers.” He qualified immediately. “Now I’m talking about the Klan today, certainly not the Klan of Cousin John Lester’s day.”

“Rabble-rousers are they? I don’t give a tinker’s damn about the Klan today, but Cousin John Lester—” He slammed down his napkin. “Miss Hattie, I’ll have my dessert in the library.”

And then, as if tuning in for the first time, Val got in on the act by seeming to think he was owed some explanation. Since he was sitting next to Tab, he turned to her. “You know, Tab, I’m having trouble following the family tree in this particular instance. Just who is, or was, your venerable cousin John Lester?” 

Tab, hoping to make it up to her grandfather, “Oh, Cousin John Lester, nobody better than him. He was our first cousin and one of the five original founding fathers of the Ku Klux Klan.” 

Val turned as white as a sheet—it was true—his sparkling Superman eyes popping. He coughed to regain his voice and, in what he must have hoped would sound like unflappable academia, “You never mentioned that, Eugenia.” 

“Well, he wasn’t exactly my first cousin,” Tab was rambling on. “Course he couldn’t be. He was probably my second or third cousin, but we are very kin in some way.” She grinned at her grandmother.

Eugenia, in turn, bore up as well as could be expected under this heretofore-unopened closet skeleton that had just jumped out at poor Uncle Val like some dangling bloody body to fly in the face of his scholarly self. 

“I really never thought . . . thought about it, Val. It’s just one of those things one lives with.” 

Helen hooted. “You never thought to tell Val, of all people, about John Lester?” 

Aunt Eugenia snapped back, “I never saw you broadcasting it around the neighborhood, Helen.”

Helen had settled back into eating and had a bite of roast in her mouth, but couldn’t let it pass. “What’s to tell? Everybody around here already knows. Besides, around here we already know we aren’t perfect”—a grin to Tom.

Val cleared his throat again, trying to remain calm. “You never thought to tell me that you were kin to one of the founding fathers of the Klan?” 

And Tab, “Heck, that’s no secret. It started right up there in Pulaski, not two hours from our doorstep. I been up there to see it.”

“I think I’ve lost my appetite.” Val got his hurt self up out of his chair and retired to their upstairs bedroom. 

Aunt Eugenia trailed behind, iced tea glass in hand. “Now darling, I told you when we married that my past was . . . well, marred.” 

“I thought you meant ordinary things, being southern, having unresolved family issues.”

“Is that California talk, ‘unresolved family issues’? Is he talking about us?” Uncle Tom wanted to know as he helped himself to more crowder peas. 

It was customary to have dinners like this when Aunt Eugenia came to town.
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