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When Mama told me that we were going to Bogalusa, Louisiana, for the summer, I should have said, “Even if dollar bills grew on oak trees there, I’m not leaving Atlanta.” Of course, I hadn’t had the nerve to say that, but it didn’t cost a thing to imagine. Now I’m stuck here. And to be honest, it stinks. Not the people but the factory that runs twenty-four hours a day—the paper mill. The funk smells like that time my best friend, Nikki, left her egg salad sandwich in her locker over a three-day weekend—pew-ew.


“Georgie, did you run that vacuum like I asked you to?” Mama yelled from the top of the stairs. “I’m expecting company a little later.”


“’Bout to do it now, Mama,” I called.


My summer had come to this: daily vacuuming instead of creating dance routines with Nikki—but with no homework to worry about. Freedom.


Mama was upstairs taking salmon croquettes to my great-aunt Vie, who taught Mama to make them while other kids were making mud pies, Mama told me.


Aunt Vie was seventy-six and the main reason why I didn’t pack a bag and start walking all four hundred and thirty-five miles back to Atlanta. She founded our family diner, Sweetings, and ran it for nearly fifty years. I even heard that Aunt Vie knew every customer by name, but now she doesn’t even recognize her sisters—my great-aunt Essie, Grandma Sugar—Mama, or me these days. Mama said I’d been in this house before, but I don’t remember. Even when I squeeze my eyes real tight and concentrate, I can barely recall the time I met Aunt Vie at the family reunion. Aunt Vie didn’t want to forget stuff. It was because of the Alzheimer’s, which is like a big bully that takes stuff that doesn’t belong to them and won’t give it back.


I went to the hall closet and pulled out the vacuum cleaner. The top shelf was stacked with three versions of Scrabble, other board games, and tons of books. I yanked the vacuum out of the closet, and its cord was a tangled mess like a garden hose.


While I worked to straighten it, Mama eased downstairs and eyed me like she’d found me lounging by the pool drinking a slushie, another thing I missed about Atlanta. Well, Snellville, Georgia, actually. Snellville is where Mama, my baby sister, Peaches, and I live with my stepdaddy and fifteen-year-old stepsister, Tangie. Frank couldn’t get the time off work, and Tangie stayed with him. I tried to get out of coming when I realized she wasn’t. No go. Daddy lives in College Park, which is close to downtown Atlanta, with his new wife. “Snellville after Splitsville” is how Nikki summed it up. Even when I say it now, it sorta makes me smile. “Splitsville” sounds better than “divorce.”


While I was thinking about what I was missing in Atlanta, Mama surveyed the living room. It had a green velvet couch with wooden feet. Two cream-colored high-back chairs. And all the lamps had shades as fancy as Aunt Vie’s hats.


“I thought I’d asked you to vacuum earlier.”


“You told me to wait, remember? You didn’t want to wake Aunt Vie.”


She walked over to the curtains and parted them. The sun flooded in. Mama poked her finger in the pot of one of the plants. “Water this one. The rest should be okay.”


“Yes, ma’am.” I took a breath to get my nerve up to ask the question that she’d said no to two times before. “Once I finish, you think I can work at the diner today? Grandma Sugar said there’s a girl who works there named Markie Jean and…”


“She wants you to meet her?”


“Grandma said that we’re about the same age.” Grandma Sugar lived in Atlanta. She arrived in Bogalusa days before we did. For a week or two during each summer, she comes and works at the diner. In the past I’ve heard Mama and Grandma arguing about Mama not letting Peaches and me tag along.


“Your grandma mentioned Markie. I met her briefly. She’s a bit older than you.”


“What does that matter? Tangie’s older, too,” I said.


“Neither of them nor Aunt Essie have time to train you. There’s lots to do there and, right now, you’d be in the way.”


“But you said—”


“Not the time, G-baby.”


“Georgie, Mama. You said you’d call me Georgie from now on.”


This time her sigh was so deep her hair rippled like one of those inflatable Air Dancers Daddy had advertising a car sale at one of his dealerships. But she managed, “Sorry. Just a lot on my mind. Everyone is getting used to Aunt Vie never running the diner again. Her health declined quicker than we expected.” Mama looked up to the ceiling like it was the sky, then shook her head. “The diner is out today. There’s too much I need help with.”


“I don’t even get to help with Aunt Vie. You do everything.”


Mama rarely let me sit with Aunt Vie when she wasn’t around. Even when Grandma Sugar said she’d stay at the house and let Mama go to the diner, Mama chose to stay.


“Everything you do around here is helping. Maybe you can go up to the diner tomorrow.”


“That’s what you said yesterday. Today is tomorrow,” I said.


“For you, tomorrow is whenever I say it is,” Mama snapped. She was going into Mama mode, and I’d never win. Mama wasn’t listening to Grandma Sugar or my great-aunt Essie. She sure as heck wouldn’t listen to me. I squeezed the handle of the vacuum like it was one of those stress balls the school counselor gave me when I was “adjusting” to our parents’ divorce. I squeezed the handle so tight my knuckles burned. Truth was that I only needed to make the strokes with the vacuum cleaner. The carpet wasn’t dirty. The entire house was spotless.


Mama grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and headed back upstairs. I lugged the vacuum cleaner to the center of the living room and plugged it in. Once it sounded like a herd of cattle were stampeding through, I left the vacuum running and slipped into the kitchen to call the one person who might be able to rescue me.


I ducked in a connecting hallway between the dining room and kitchen. The walls were lined with wallpaper. I ran my fingertips along the floral print and it was tissue soft to the touch. My cell phone felt heavier than usual in my hand while I waited.


“Hey, baby girl,” Daddy said. “How are you?”


“Not that great, Daddy.” Soon as he asked what was wrong, I said, “Mama barely lets me leave the house. I can’t even help out with Aunt Vie. Only thing she wants me to do is stay inside and do chores.” One of Daddy’s sports shows was loud in the background. Someone was going on about LeBron James.


“Is it really that bad, G… Georgie?” I wanted to thank him for calling me Georgie, but I didn’t want to get offtrack.


“It is. I can’t even walk to the store alone. Mama and I were in the one not too far from here and six-year-olds were in there by themselves, Daddy, Peaches’s age. Mama’s overdoing it. Can you please, please talk to her?”


There was a sound like a ticking clock, and I knew Daddy was tapping his pen on his desk as he thought.


“I really don’t want to step in without being there. You know your mama and I have been through a lot to get to—”


“I know. I know, Daddy. ‘A good place.’ I want to be in a good place, too. And this isn’t it.”


Daddy’s seconds of decision felt like hours. The upstairs floor creaked. Mama was on the move. Finally, he said, “I’ll see what I can do, baby. No promises, though.”


“Thank you. Thank you, Daddy.”


The closing credits to SportsCenter echoed, then Daddy started channel surfing, which Mama hated. Frank doesn’t even have a TV in his den. He and Mama spend hours together reading the same paper sometimes.


“Hey—” he said.


“I know… no promises.”


“Long as we’re clear.”


I nodded like he could see me. “How is Peaches?”


Daddy laughed. “She and Milly are cooking breakfast. Think I smell the burned bacon now.”


Peaches didn’t travel with us. She was recovering from meningitis, even though the doctor gave her the “all clear.” Daddy convinced Mama to let Peaches stay with him and Millicent until he traveled to Texas for business. After a few doctor follow-ups and Daddy reminding Mama that Millicent was a nurse, Mama agreed. Daddy might have been teasing about the burned bacon but I doubt it. The last dish Millicent cooked for us was some sort of Tater Tot casserole that I was sure made Peaches nauseous until we found out it was more serious than a stomachache.


“Tell Peaches I’ll talk to her tonight, Daddy. Please call Mama soon. And… and…”


“And what?”


“Don’t let her know I called you?” He was quiet again. “I’m not playing you against each other.”


“What do you call it?”


“She’s stressing. Maybe it’s taking care of Auntie. I don’t know. I don’t want things to get worse.”


Tap. Tap. Tap. “You know what would make things way worse for all of us?”


My shoulders drooped. “What?”


“Your mama and me not being honest. You know how much it took for her to let Peaches stay behind. After all that, you think this is the best way for me to communicate with her?”


“No,” I admitted.


I loved the way Daddy reasoned with me. “I’ll call her, but I’m going to tell her that we talked. Not being honest isn’t the way to get what you want,” Daddy warned. “Got it?”


“Yes, sir,” I said.


“Love you.”


Guilt threatened to suck me into the Hoover. “I love you, too.”


After I vacuumed and put it away, not even bothering to wrap the cord properly around the hooks, I watered the plant, and was on to do the breakfast dishes by hand, even though there was a dishwasher just sitting there taunting me. Then I thought the doorbell rang, but it was Mama’s phone. I could hear it all the way upstairs.


Our science teacher told us that there are over thirty-seven trillion cells in our body. Every one of mine was on edge, wondering if that was Daddy.


“So instead of talking to me, you go and get your daddy involved.” Mama stood in the doorway while I finished up the breakfast dishes.


“I tried to talk to you. You’re not listening to me.”


“Then you try again. What we aren’t going to have is you calling your daddy behind my back,” she said.


“It wasn’t behind your back. He said I could call him anytime. It was one of those times.”


“Georgiana Elizabeth Matthews. You know what I’m talking about. You called him to ‘talk’ to me about you not traipsing up and down these Bogalusa streets?”


“I don’t want to traipse, Mama. You said that I could work at the diner. You said you’d stop treating me like I was a toddler. We’ve been here for more than a week and I’ve done nothing but clean up and sit on the porch.”


“We drove to Covington to go to the movies just the other day.”


“Yeah, just you and me. Fun times.” I wanted to take it back because it really was kinda fun, but not the same fun I’d have with Nikki, or even my stepsister, Tangie, who went to the movies with her boyfriend most of the time. “You supervise my every move. I can’t even sit with Aunt Vie alone. Feels like I’ve been grounded without doing anything wrong.”


I bit my tongue because my voice was going to crack. I was not, no way, going to stand there with my hands in dishwater and bawl like a baby. Mama walked over to the refrigerator and ran her hand along the piece of masking tape that read fridge, then another that said cabinet. Most of the appliances were labeled. The words were used to help Aunt Vie remember. Mama said they weren’t helpful anymore, but no one had the heart to remove them. Mama stared at me as if there was a label on my head, too—BABY.


“Go on up and get dressed. As soon as Auntie’s company comes, we’ll go.”


“I know the way to the diner from here. It’s about five blocks and you make a right at that stop sign.”


“No. It’s a left. That’s Columbia and Fifth. But I said that I’ll take you. Everyone isn’t always friendly when they know you’re not from around here. Don’t ask me how they know, but they do. I don’t want any problems.”


I took quick breaths until it felt like my insides were twirling around like a cyclone.


“You’ve let me walk farther than that at home,” I said. “And when we used to live in College Park, Nikki and I walked everywhere. I know how to mind my business. Not talk to strangers.”


“Correction, you didn’t walk everywhere. You never have. And that was a neighborhood that you grew up in. People knew you and you knew them. You’ve never been by yourself here before. It’s not all as calm as you see from the porch.”


Tangie and I read all about the history of the town, everything from it once being called Klanstown, USA, to the establishment of a group of men who helped the town fight back, the Deacons for Defense. We even watched a movie about it.


“Tangie and I read all the bad stuff. It was a long time ago, right?”


“Not even all about that. Kids bound to single you out. It was like that when I was a kid when someone wasn’t from around here. You’re not used to that.”


“I’m not a baby. I’ve dealt with bullies before. And I change schools this year. I have a lot of new kids to meet.”


Mama folded her arms. “Okay, okay. You can walk up there by yourself.”


“Thank you,” I said.


“You’re eleven, Georgie. Eleven isn’t thirteen. It isn’t fifteen. And it’s certainly not sixteen. Out of the two of us, I’m the only one who’s been all those ages and then some. Your daddy did make me see that I’m being a bit overprotective. I do trust you when you’re not in my sight, remember that, okay?”


“I will, Mama!”


“You’ll meet a lot of people at the diner—not everyone has your same values or upbringing.”


“Sorta like school. Everyone is different there, too.” She did that stare-into-your-eyes thing that mamas do when they’re deciding if what they said was enough.


“The diner and straight back home. You hear me? Straight back,” she added.


“Yes, ma’am.”


She pulled me in for a hug. I savored it for a moment, but as soon as she released me, I tore up the stairs to go freshen up. I couldn’t wait to get out of the house, alone.
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As soon as I left the gate, I glanced back and was happy to not see Mama waving me off like I was on my way to sleepaway camp. Aunt Vie’s house had a wraparound porch with ivory wicker rocking chairs with comfy cushions, a porch swing, and plants drooping with pinkish blooms. The porch was like an outdoor living room. Mama said my great-grandfather built it with money he earned working at the Great Southern Lumber Company. Grandma said that he built it with bricks so it would be harder to burn down if any of the white men in town thought he was getting “too uppity.”


The other houses on the street weren’t as big and were close together. Only a few of them had trees so big they blocked the sun. Most sat behind link fences burrowed into red dirt. A couple homes had netless basketball hoops at the end of driveways. Kids pulled them into the street when traffic was slow. At night I’d hear the bounce of a ball, the rattle of the rim, and that’s what I’d fall asleep to.


Aunt Essie said that during Hurricane Katrina, trees fell on houses and churches. And that some neighbors cut down trees on their property scared it would happen again. But Grandma said my great-granddad planted that oak tree in the front yard and if Katrina didn’t uproot it nobody was about to cut it down. Even the thought of Hurricane Katrina made me glance up to the sky and wonder why something so scary had to happen. I was a baby when Katrina hit. The only thing I knew about it at first was that it had the same name as Mama. Then I saw pictures of all the damage it had done and cried for people I didn’t even know. Mama said that’s okay.


As I walked, the scent of the paper mill reduced from old egg salad to a sweaty sock. But for the first time, it didn’t bother me one bit. I got to take in the town on my own, and if that stench was a part of it, bring on the funk. Odder than a paper mill that stunk up the town was the fact that Bogalusa, the entire state of Louisiana for that matter, doesn’t have counties like all the other states, it has parishes. The reason was complicated and had something to do with different sections of the town belonging to the same church and having the same priest, like a huge congregation.


My definition of parishes was fuzzy, but I loved the fancy-sounding name better than “counties.” I knew for sure that Louisiana had sixty-four of them, and I was smack-dab in the middle of Washington Parish for the first time on my own.


Everyone I walked past spoke or nodded. Nothing like Mama said at all. One lady stopped and said, “Now, just one second.” She carried a covered dish with a seafood aroma so strong it cut through the odor of the paper mill.


“You must be Elvie’s grandniece, G-baby.”


I wanted to say Georgie, but I said, “Yes, ma’am.”


“I’m Mrs. Corine. One of Vie’s longtime friends. I’m on my way there now. Girl, you couldn’t look more like your mama if you tried.” Mrs. Corine managed to fold her arm around the dish and grab my hand and twirled me like she wanted to dance. Everything my training bra held jiggled and the twisting turned my shorts to the most awkward angle. Then she lobster-clawed my cheek and pulled a hunk of it between her fingers.


“It’s good to meet you, ma’am. My mama is expecting you.”


“Call me Mrs. C, G-baby. You’re just as pretty as your mama was at your age. Would you look at this hair? As thick as Vie’s bowl of gumbo.”


I tugged at one of my twists. “Thank you.”


“What a dutiful daughter you are to come help your mama see after Vie.” I thought back to the way Mama monopolized Aunt Vie’s care, but I didn’t say that, of course. “I hope you’re having some fun, too, in ole’ Bogalusa.”


The way Bogalusa flowed from Mrs. C’s lips was completely different from the way I stressed each syllable—Boh-guh-loo-suh. Mrs. C’s way had a rhythm that sounded like some kinda dance they did in the old days. Let’s do the Bogalusa Boogaloo!


“Look at me, just holding you up.” Right after she pinched my cheek again, she waved to another lady across the street and I was on my way.


With each step, I wondered what task I’d do first at Sweetings. I bet the neighborhood kids stopped by for cake or a soda, or as Aunt Essie called sodas, a “cold drink.” Maybe I’d serve them. Maybe Aunt Essie would let me run the register. I’d tell her about my A in math and how I usually handle the money at all the bake sales for the step team Nikki and I belonged to, the Georgia Peach Jam Steppers.


I’m glad Mama mentioned the street name, because I was so lost in my thoughts that I almost walked clean past it. The stop sign was at the corner of our street, Fifth Street, and Columbia next to a fire hydrant. Then I remembered Mama saying, “It’s a left.” My stomach roller-coastered thinking of the possibility of getting lost. I could hang up the idea of even walking out on the porch alone. My nerves settled when I saw the sign that said Boga-Littles Day Care. And remembered that name from when Mama and I drove by the diner on our way to Covington. Thank you, Boga-Littles.


I walked like I was in the Olympic trials for racewalking, which Nikki and I couldn’t believe was a real sport. And it’s not as easy as it looked. Within a couple minutes, the diner was in sight. I stopped and wiped my forehead.


The standalone building had an emerald-colored awning with scalloped white edges. The front of the building held a huge window, but SWEETINGS FAMILY DINER written in block letters and a picture of a barrel of gumbo teeming with loads of shrimp and crab legs obscured most of the view inside the restaurant. Right outside the door, an A-shaped chalkboard listed the breakfast special: Fried Catfish or Whiting, Grits, Toast, Home Fries, Coffee, and Orange Juice. Grandma Sugar’s fancy cursive writing floated on the board like skywriting.


Even though I thought I’d given myself a minute to be what Daddy called the three Cs—“Cool, Calm, and Collected”—I opened the door with such force I almost fell in. Sweetings was like a classroom-sized gallery with pictures of ole-timey singers and musicians on the wall. They were all framed and had signatures scrawled across the bottom. And just like Otis Redding, whose “The Dock of the Bay” rang out, I’d heard of most of them from Grandma Sugar or Daddy. “This here is Bluesman food,” B. B. King wrote on his picture. He had his eyes closed, clutching his guitar, Lucille, with sweat rolling down his face.


Grandma Sugar and Aunt Essie were busy with customers. There was a small podium where guests stood who were waiting to be seated.


I waved to Grandma Sugar. She blew me a kiss back. “Be right there,” she said. I eased over to the side and continued looking at all the pictures of singers, musicians, and even some local activists. And the one Grandma Sugar called “The Queen of Soul,” Aretha Franklin, wrote, “Food for the Soul. Thank you, Ms. Vie,” her hair as high as Mama’s wedding cake.


Then someone said, “Are you here to pick up an order?”


When I turned to face the voice, my tongue flapped, but I couldn’t spit out words.


Her voice wasn’t high or squeaky but a little on the alto side, and her words were clear and pronounced like she was a teacher’s aide. I tried hard not to stare at her, not to notice what I couldn’t help but notice.


“Uhm. Uhm. I’m not a customer. I mean not a regular one. You’re Markie Jean?” The cowbell above the door dinged and two ladies walked in wearing scrubs. I hadn’t paid attention to the bell when I entered.


“Yep. Let me know if you need anything,” she said and moved on to the ladies. “Got your to-go orders coming right up,” she said and headed to the back.


Grandma Sugar sidled up and kissed my cheek. Aunt Essie caught a quick breather and waved.


“What took your mama so long? I’ve been telling her to let you come down here and work for a few days now,” she said and called for Markie Jean to join us.


“One oyster po’boy, one catfish, two orders Cajun-fried pickles. One slice of chocolate cake and one lemon. Thank you,” Markie Jean said and sat the order on the counter as Aunt Essie rung them up. Markie Jean hustled over, stuffing a tip in her apron pocket.


“Markie Jean, this here is my oldest granddaughter, G-baby. You two about the same age, right?”


“Georgie, Grandma.”


“Sorry, honey. I remember you telling your mama and me that. But wasn’t it Gigi for a minute or two?”


“Yes, ma’am. But it’s just Georgie now,” I said, feeling my feet start to sweat.


“I’m right about y’all being around the same age?”


“Not so much. I’m twelve and a half,” Markie Jean said.


I stuck out my hand to shake hers. Markie Jean stared at it like I was holding a flopping fish. If it wasn’t for Grandma Sugar, I bet Markie Jean would have left me hanging. Finally, she shook it and I felt like the dorkiest girl in all of Bogalusa.


Unlike the Costco three-for-twenty short set I wore, Markie wore her apron over a T-shirt that had a faux bow tie and jean shorts that had a satin stripe down the sides like tuxedo pants. Tangie and Nikki would greenlight her outfit, even with the apron. Her skin was the color of those brown eggs that Mama bought from the farmers market. Her hair was thick like mine but in neat cornrows that let out into an Afro puff. It glistened like she’d just sprayed it with oil sheen. Her legs were sort of like mine. She’d seen action: scrapes, scratches, and cuts. Way more than the one bruise that I had on my knee from a run that went wrong.


But even though I tried to stop it, my eyes returned to her arms. One was long like mine, but the other didn’t come down all the way. When one of Aunt Vie’s friends who had a folded-up pant leg and empty space where a leg should have been had stopped by the house, I didn’t stare. I’d met older people without a leg before, but never a girl, especially a girl around my age, with a halfway arm.


“I’m almost twelve,” I said. When she caught me looking, I made eye contact with her and was pretty much too embarrassed to blink. She squinted, which said to me, “I saw you staring—don’t try to play it off.”


“Georgie started saying ‘almost twelve’ a month after she’d turned eleven,” Grandma Sugar said.


“I didn’t, Grandma.”


The cowbell rang, and three new customers entered.


“Pardon me, please,” Markie Jean said. She went over and escorted them to a booth. “Welcome to Sweetings Diner.” She wiped down the tabletop and seated the customers. Then she bustled back with water, complete with lemon wedges on the side, and took their orders, all like she was a real teenager with a real job.


There she was, not much older than me, dashing around the diner like she ran the place. I had to plot, plan, and unleash Daddy as my secret weapon to get out from under Mama’s thumb. As I stood there eyeing Markie doing the job that I thought I’d have this summer, I didn’t want to acknowledge the twinge of jealousy that made my skin tingle. Why was she allowed to work in the family diner and I wasn’t? For all the reasons I thought Mama wanted me to stay close to her since we’d been in Bogalusa, something told me the biggest reason wasn’t that big at all. She was strutting around with her Afro puffs and freedom, taking orders, collecting tips, and all with a triple scoop of confidence and attitude. Pretty much everything I thought I’d do at the diner. The person occupying my spot was Markie Jean: the summer me.
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When the diner wasn’t as crowded, Grandma Sugar cleared off a booth herself and summoned me from my stool, which I slid back underneath a counter against the back wall. At the top was a signed photo of Michael Jackson and the Jackson 5, next to that picture were the Supremes with Tracee Ellis Ross’s mama, Diana Ross.


“Georgie, you and Markie Jean come on over here now and sit down for breakfast.” She even went and brought us two glasses of water like real customers. She wiggled her fingers and Markie Jean took off her apron. Grandma Sugar flung it on her shoulder.


Since I was so upset with Mama, I’d picked over my breakfast at home, so I was hungry.


“Pancakes and sausage, okay?” Grandma said.


“Yes, ma’am,” we replied.


Markie Jean yanked a sleek phone out of her pocket and scrolled. I didn’t dare whip out my phone. It was so old that Nikki stamped its embarrassment level: Code Red. I busied myself reading the daily specials that were handwritten under the laminated tabletops.


“Your T-shirt is cool,” I said.


“’Preciate it,” she said and pretended to straighten her T-shirt’s faux bow tie.


A young woman with long, blue braids and a baby straddling her narrow hip walked in and looked at the menu. “Let me have two orders of shrimp and grits.”


“Toast or biscuit?” Grandma Sugar said. When it came time to pay, the girl was short and Grandma Sugar pulled out her coin purse and added what she needed. The emerald beads on the purse glistened.


Markie’s chuckle diverted my attention.


“What’s so funny?” I said.


She stared at her phone and chuckled again. “Nothing.”


A few minutes later, Grandma Sugar called “Order up!” as she waltzed over to our table.


The tray was above her head and balanced on her fingertips. She slid plates of pancakes, sausages, and grits in front of us. “Enjoy, and there is plenty more where that came from,” she said and strolled back toward the register.


After plopping her phone next to crawfish-shaped salt and pepper shakers, Markie took out a mini bottle of hand sanitizer and flipped the cap as she clicked her tongue. I didn’t want to stare again, so I watched her from the corner of my eye. She squirted a bit of the sanitizer on her little arm and then used it to spread the sanitizer around in her palm.


“This stuff lasts me twice as long. You know, with the one hand and all,” she said. “Want some?”


I pulled out the one attached to my purse strap. “Nah, I’m fine,” I said, unsure if I should say something about her one-hand comment.


Markie Jean tilted her head over her plate and sniffed. Then she leaned back, closed her eyes, and inhaled the aroma the way someone would do after smelling a rose. A second later, she leaned in again.


“Mmm, Double D smoked sausages are the best in the whole wide world,” she said, her nose almost touching them.


I sniffed but couldn’t match her enthusiasm. “They’re good.”


“They’re local. Made not even twenty miles from here. The plant cranks out about eighteen thousand pounds a day. Went there on a field trip last year.”


“How was it?”


“Hog heaven.”


She picked up the Double D and bit it like it was a carrot, then buttered her grits. Instead of holding the butter dish so it didn’t move, she pushed it against her plate to secure it. I pretended not to be impressed with the way she did most tasks with one hand that I did with two.


As I was thinking of something interesting or cool to say, she said, “So, G-baby, what’s your deal?”


“Georgie,” I said.


“Sorry, Georgie. Short arm. Short memory,” Markie Jean said and laughed.


“Forgetting stuff isn’t funny.”


“Who says it was?”


That ended our first attempt at conversation. I reread the menu a million times, people-watched, and she busied herself with her phone. As we were clearing off the table, Grandma Sugar said, “Let me get those,” and loaded the dishes on her tray.


“Thanks,” we said.


“What you want me to do first?” I said to either of them. Grandma Sugar scanned the diner. “It’s not that busy in here now. Why don’t you and Markie Jean go enjoy yourselves awhile…” She probably could see alarm in my eyes. I told Mama that I felt like I was grounded, but that wasn’t the same as really being grounded, which is where I was heading. “Don’t you worry. Leave your mama to me. You’ve been cooped up in the house enough.”


She reapplied her ruby lipstick and blew me a kiss and winked. Unlike Mama, she let me try on lipsticks so I could “find my color” when I was ready.


“Thank you, Grandma,” I said and would have hugged her neck if I wasn’t clenching on to a few cool points.


“Stop back later. If not, we can certainly put you to work tomorrow.”


Markie Jean checked her phone. “Well, in that case, laissez les bons temps rouler.” She strolled toward the door.


Grandma Sugar placed fresh napkins on the table. “You behave yourself, Markie Jean.”


“See you later, Grandma,” I said, and she winked. I didn’t repeat Markie’s phrase, but I’d been in Louisiana long enough to know what it meant: let the good times roll. I didn’t know what Markie had in store, but I didn’t care. This was the most freedom I’d had since I rolled into Bogalusa.


“Glad that the good aromas coming from the diner knocked out some of that paper-mill smell,” I said and tooted up my nose. We had to agree on that.


Standing outside under the awning, Markie Jean put her balled fist on her hip and puffed out her chest. As she took a deep breath, she lifted her chin to the sky.


“For me, there’s nothing like filling my lungs with the sulfuric fumes of our paper mill. Lets us know we’re home. Fresh air is overrated,” she said.


I tried not to breathe in through my nose. “I just know it stinks.”


“You haven’t been here long enough to appreciate it. Most Bogalusians know it’s the smell of moola. Keeps this town percolating.”


“Still stinks,” I said.


“Enough relaxing. I have business to take care of. You coming?” she said, already walking.


I didn’t bother asking where we were going. My only criteria was that it was not back to the porch. That meant the opposite direction of the stop sign at the corner of Fifth Street and Columbia. And away from my landmark of Boga-Littles. It was time to see more of the town. Neither of us spoke for a couple of minutes. I tried to not act like the open ditches on the side of some parts of the sidewalk weren’t a little scary. I could see the huge exposed pipes mixed with debris. What I knew for sure was that I didn’t want to topple over. I walked in a straight line like a tightrope.


“Guessing they don’t have gullies in Atlanta,” Markie Jean said.


“Probably, just not where we live,” I said.


“Bet it’s all fancy schmancy.”


“A few areas.”


It was more than a few. Daddy used to drive us to gawk at the mansions behind pointed iron gates in Buckhead’s Tuxedo Park, and then onto his favorite neighborhood in Southwest Atlanta, Cascade Heights, which he called the “Black Beverly Hills of the South.” I put that out of my mind and tried to think of something interesting to talk about. But it seemed like she already knew what she wanted to say to me before we even met.


“You don’t really act like I thought,” Markie Jean said.


“What does that mean?”


“Thought you be more conceited. You know, full of yourself.”


“Why would you say something like that?”


“Everyone talks about you. You get good grades. But I remember hearing that you took your parents’ divorce hard. Grades dipped a bit.”


“Whose wouldn’t?” I snapped.


“Just telling you what I heard. Not digging on you or nothing. Wasn’t your sister sick recently?”


“Meningitis.” I hated the word.


“Parents both remarried. And you have a stepsister, right?”


“Yeah, Tangie.” Then I thought for a second. “What you know about me and what I know about you is lopsided, don’t you think?”


“Nah, probably the way it should be. With two moms, two dads, a baby sister, and a stepsister? That’s family galore. Lots to talk about.”


If she only knew that not so long ago the thought of all those changes made me cry and my grades more than “dip.” I wanted our lives back the way they used to be until I realized that wasn’t going to happen, ever. I held up my hand to block the glare from a car window.


“Doubt I have more to talk about than you. You’re working and handling things. Bet no one treats you like you’re in kindergarten. You have freedom.”


“That’s true. More than I can handle sometimes.”


In an open yard, a few kids splashed around in an inflatable pool. Two women sat on the porch. One was peeling potatoes and the other reading the Bogalusa Daily News. Whenever I saw that paper, I remembered Grandma Sugar saying how the paper was shut down for a while after Katrina and still only ran three to four times a week years later, but they still called it the “Daily News.”


“Staying cool this morning?” one lady said.


“As a fan on turbo,” Markie Jean replied, which drowned out my “Yes, ma’am.”


The lady’s chest heaved in laughter. “I know that’s right.”


A splash from the kiddie pool hit me warm as raindrops.


After we walked a few more steps, it was time for me to speak up, flip the script. “Ahem, haven’t said much about yourself. What’s your deal, Markie Jean?” I liked the sound of two first names. But if she were at Sweet Apple Elementary, someone would have nicknamed her MJ by now for sure.


“Just Markie. Only adults like to say your whole name.”


“Don’t I know it. And they love to use your nickname even when you’ve outgrown it.”


“Oh, the G-baby? What’s that short for?”


“Grandma Sugar says it means Grandma’s baby. And Daddy says it stands for George’s baby.”


She chuckled and laughed into her fist the way some kids do when something is extra funny. And when I realized she was laughing at me, I had a quick urge to yank that puff of hair.


“Of all the things to hate in the world, that’s one of yours? What a life.”


“It’s not that I hate it, but I’m not a baby. That just helps them treat me like one.”


“I’m just saying: as far as nicknames go, I’ve heard worse.” She extended her stride. I skipped to keep up. “This way,” she directed. Then she stopped. “Did you need to check in with your mom?”


I shrugged. “Why would I?”


“Just asking. Don’t want you to get in any trouble.”


“I’m good,” I said, hearing Mama’s voice telling me to come straight home from the diner. I blocked that out of my mind and kept moving.
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We rounded the corner that took us off of Columbia onto Lucy Burt Lane. The houses had more trees than Aunt Vie’s street, but only a few of them were towering and close to homes. Two blocks down, we approached a house that was various shades of brown with shrubs evenly cut, like bangs. A big barrel brimming with peanuts sat next to the door.


A man whose slender body swam inside a warmup suit called out, “How y’all doing this morning?” and waved. His foot was on a shovel and his other hand squeezed the handle of it.


“No complaints, Peanut Man,” Markie said.


“Good morning, sir,” I said.


His eyes locked on me. “You Mrs. Essie’s people?” He applied his weight to the shovel. The dirt broke.


“Her grandniece. Yes, sir.”


He leaned his shovel against the house, and we stopped along the middle of the gate.


As he strolled up to us, his toes curled over worn sandals and he cracked his knuckles. “Essie told me y’all was coming down. It’s good to have you here in the Magic City.”


“Magic City,” I said. I thought about what Tangie and I had read up about Bogalusa. “That sounds familiar.”


His fist opened and his eyes followed imaginary smoke into the air. “In the early 1900s it took less than a year to build Bogalusa to support the lumber company. Appeared just like magic,” he said and gave us another helping of the imaginary smoke.


“By those tire people,” Markie said.


“Yeah, the Goodyears, but we the ones made the wheels turn. Black people was only fit to clean the toilets at the mill to them but we didn’t give up. Not in our nature.” He stabbed his chest with his index finger—his thumb was missing.


“My grandmother said that my great-grandfather worked there. My uncles, too.”


“Not too many lifelong Bogalusians don’t have some ties to that mill. At times for Black folks it’s been a blessing and a curse. Rather shoot a Black man and anybody who supports ’em than let ’em join the union.” His voice softened. “Don’t mind me none. This not the day to burn your ears with all that.” Then his eye darted toward Markie like he’d pulled a penny from behind her ear. “You just tell Mrs. Essie that I’ll have some peanut soup for her next week. Maybe even some goat.”


“I’ll get the message to her,” Markie said. She ran her hand along the gold Christmas tree tinsel that weaved along the links of the fence and swirled at the top.


“Hope you get to taste some of my peanut butter soup before you leave, young lady. Got the recipe straight from my people in Ghana. Best you ever tasted. Peanuts are in my blood.”


“He’s a great-great-great-great-grandnephew of George Washington Carver.”


“Two too many ‘greats’ in there, Markie Jean. But I sell the best boiled peanuts in town. I call them the Caviar of the South, trace the roots of ’em back to Africa, though you can do that with lots of southern delicacies.”


As loud as a school bell, Peanut Man’s house phone blared through his open window.


“Pardon me, please, young folks. I don’t mess around with those cell phones, ’cept for emergencies. Don’t forget to tell Mrs. Essie I’ll be by,” he said to Markie and leaped up the steps.


Once he was inside, Markie lifted the gate’s latch and crept up the porch steps. She snatched a crumbled grocery bag out of her pocket and loaded it with peanuts.


“Come up. I have another bag,” she whispered.


I thought I was speaking but it was just my head moving so hard I thought it was flinging words out. “No. I’m not stealing.”


All I could see was Mr. Peanut rushing out of his door and catching her. And here I was—an accomplice. When I told Daddy that I wanted to be a lawyer, then a judge, he let me watch Law & Order marathons as long as I didn’t tell Mama. It was paying off now.


I kept my eye on the door. It made me think of how I scolded Nikki when she shoplifted some earrings on a dare. I didn’t know if watching Markie steal from Mr. Peanut was any better. Just as I was about to decide to save myself and head back to the diner, Markie shouted, “Let’s go!” and jetted off. I mean, flat out, Usain Bolt sprinting.


“You gotta pay for those. You’ll get charged with stealing. And I’ll get… aiding… aiding and abetting,” I yelled to the back of her Afro puff. But I wasn’t a tattletale, so I took off, too. The buckle of my left sandal dug into my skin.


“‘Aiding and abetting.’ Aren’t you a smarty-pants? Might need to keep you around.”


I hated that those words made me a little proud.


As we ran, the colors of trees, cars, houses swirled together like melted crayons. My legs were nothing but noodles, like when you ride your bike too long. And I couldn’t help fearing I could get a bug stuck in my throat.


“Where are you going?” I forced out, feeling at any moment I was going to spontaneously combust.


Markie finally stopped at a clearing. I grabbed my knees, panting like I was in gym class doing laps. Markie hadn’t even broken a sweat.


“So what was that all about?” I asked, still trying to catch my breath. “Why steal ’em? If you don’t have the money, he probably would’ve let you pay later. Plus, I could have given you the money.”


“First, where’s the thrill in just paying for ’em? And two, I don’t do charity.”


“Oh, so you’d rather get in trouble, literally, for peanuts.”


“You have a sense of humor.” She held out the bag of peanuts to me. I shook my head. She shrugged. “Suit yourself.”


Two minutes later, we stopped in front of a shotgun house with iron rods over the windows. Mama said some houses were called that because if you stood in the front door and shot a shotgun, the bullet would go out the back door without hitting a wall.


Markie strolled up and rattled the flimsy gate. “Yo, Scooter! Scoot!”


Seconds later, a boy scurried from around back with a wobbly baby stroller.


“Just cleaning it out for you,” he said and paid me as much attention as he did the waist-high weeds surrounding his narrow frame.


Markie forked over two crumbled dollar bills.


“Bring it back this evening. My sister might need it tonight,” Scooter said.


“I got you,” Markie said and dropped the bag of peanuts in the stroller. He stuffed the money in a dingy fanny pack and disappeared around the rear of the house. Markie grabbed the handle in the center and started pushing. Then she stopped for a second to flatten the canopy.


“You can toss your purse in here if you want,” she said.


“I’m good. Thanks, though,” I said. “What do you need that for?”


“Are you hanging out with me or interrogating? Which one is it?”


I side-eyed her. Not sure if she was serious. “One doesn’t negate the other.”


“‘Negate.’ I like that word. Adding it to my negotiations repertoire.” She then gave me a long look. “But I warn you, if you use ‘negate’ around here with other kids, you’re going to really need some running shoes,” she said and laughed.


“You haven’t answered my question.”


“I had a wagon. That went missing. So I rented this.”


Guess she’d answer any question as long as it didn’t really tell me a thing. For another three or four minutes, we ambled along Hopscotch-colored sidewalks, speaking to people and catching glimpses of others going about their daily business, which included everything from braiding hair on front porch steps or kitchen chairs planted in yards to “fixing” cars or frying fish in driveways. While Bogalusa was unfolding in front of me, I was taking it all in, with Markie leading the way.


If I had the idea of remembering landmarks and street names to make sure I knew where I was, I’d failed. I thought I would use the humongous stacks of the paper mill as a marker but the smoke blew up to the sky like streaming clouds and the distance seemed to change.


“What street are we on?” I said.


“Cumberland… Hold this,” she said like she was handing me a dog on a leash. I stood there with the baby stroller, thinking at least it was much better than Great-aunt Vie’s vacuum cleaner. “You want anything out of the store?”
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“A glorious, bighearted, and joyful novel!”

—Jewell Parker Rhodes,
New York Times bestselling author of
Ghost Boys and Black Brother, Black Brother
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