

        

            

                

            

        




	 


	A WOMAN LEARNS DEEPLY HIDDEN FAMILY SECRETS WHEN SHE INHERITS BROUSSARD COURT APARTMENTS IN NEW ORLEANS FROM A GREAT-AUNT SHE DIDN’T KNOW EXISTED.


	 


	Madame’s extraordinary powers, helping those in need as well as punishing evil doers, are held in awe throughout her neighborhood and even in the greater city of New Orleans. Madame, however, is old and sees the mists forming telling her she will soon die. She leaves her considerable holdings to her only known relative, Addie Zappo, who is completely unaware of her great aunt and the power she wields. Already Madame has set in motion events that will bring together the lives of four unsuspecting women in unimaginable ways, but it will be up to Addie, the New Witch, to ward off the evil already gathering to strike at the women. 


	 


	 


	“The New Witch" grabs you and lets you be that fly on the wall as the abused wife meticulously plots her escape and covers her trail on her way to her new hideout in New Orleans. Gibson is a master of engagement of the reader and will not turn you loose until she takes you on a ride. She is wonderful story teller who will throw you in the current of her words and wash you down- stream to the end of the book.”—Chap Harper, author of Beer, Bait, and Ammo.


	 


	 


	“In The New Witch Nancy Smith Gibson stirs up a variety of fascinating characters to make the perfect blend of magic, romance and New Orleans soul.”—Carole Katchen, Artist and author of The Menopause Murders and I Was a Lonely Teenager.


	 


	 


	“The New Witch by Nancy Gibson begins with an affluent lady with a plan — a plan to dump an abusive husband and leave him in the dust. Next, she introduces other characters; to me reminiscent of Carl Hiaasen’s Stormy Weather  — where he presents several seemingly unrelated threads and in the end skillfully ties them together in the plot tapestry. Get a good grip and hang on for the twists and turns Gibson provides.” —John Achor, author of Casey Fremont mysteries and Alex Hilliard thrillers.


	 


	 


	“Nancy Gibson Smith has conjured up yet another great book in The New Witch. It is full of mystic, magic and love. The Good Witch is alive with the taste of New Orleans, flavored with a dash of mystic, a pinch of magic and stirred together with love.”—Sherri McDuffie, author of An Unexpected Rescue.


	 


	 


	“A masterfully woven tale, full of rich characters and language. The New Witch weaves together the everyday lives of its characters into this fascinating story. A great and fun read!”—John E Seymore, filmmaker. Seymore Films.
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	CHAPTER ONE


	 


	Evelyn had the grocery ads spread out on the kitchen table when her husband came down for breakfast. “I’m going to the market. I thought I’d fix a pot roast for supper. Did you like the one from last week?” 


	“Yeah, it was okay,” he said, although he’d eaten seconds.


	She tugged at the sleeve of her sweater to cover the bruising that circled her wrist. Subconsciously, she reached for the scarf that hid similar marks around her throat and pulled it higher to hide the discoloration.


	“Is there anything you want me to get?”


	“Get some pork chops. You don’t make quite as big a mess with those." He added more items. She wrote his requests on the list as though she intended to buy them.


	“I’ll be going to the library, too, to return some books.” 


	He acted like he hadn’t heard her, but she knew he filed the information away. He always had to know where she was. 


	After he left for work, she took time to clean the kitchen. It wasn’t unusual for him to return with the pretext of having forgotten something. She didn't know what he thought he would catch her doing. After half an hour, she was fairly certain he wouldn’t return. She took a garbage bag into the bedroom and packed. Now that she had started, she moved quickly.


	There were no suitcases in the house. She guessed he thought that would stop her from running. She hurriedly filled the bag with  a couple of dresses, a pair of dress shoes, plenty of underwear, slacks, blouses, makeup, tampons, aspirin. She added a towel and some washcloths and pulled the drawstring closed. She almost ran as she carried the bag to the garage and threw it in the back of her Escalade. 


	Back inside, she grabbed her purse that contained the money she accumulated by hiding it around the house. She also gathered all the jewelry he had ever given her. She knew she was more fortunate than most women in her situation. Appearances were important to her husband, so he made sure she drove a nice car and had nice clothes and jewelry. It was unfortunate that every item of clothing she owned had a high neck and long sleeves to hide the bruises that usually covered her arms and chest. 


	She suspected the almost-new Escalade had a tracking device on it, but that was okay; more than okay, because she planned for that to work to her advantage. The last thing she retrieved was the title to the car. She discovered months before where Ed kept it but left it untouched until it was time to leave.


	Before she left, she went to Billy's bedroom. Standing there with all his mementoes, she allowed one tear to trickle down her cheek for the son she loved so dearly. If it hadn’t been for Billy, she would have left long ago.


	She walked to his dresser, just like he'd left it when he’d enlisted. Running her fingers over the basketball trophy he had been so proud of, she said final goodbyes. 


	He had stuck the picture of him on one knee, in his basketball uniform, holding the ball, into the mirror frame. His face was stern, without a hint of a smile, as though he hated to be there.


	How could he have been happy playing, with his father criticizing every move he made on the court? I’m sorry you didn’t have the loving father you deserved, Billy.


	She stuck the picture in her pocket and took a final look around. After she kissed her fingertips, she touched them to his senior picture on the bureau.


	I thought I said goodbye at your funeral, but this is really it. Goodbye, my darling son. Goodbye.


	* * *


	She took the highway northeast toward Kansas City. With any luck, she would dispose of the car before he had a clue she was gone. She turned off her cellphone. He usually called her at home during the day. If he didn’t get an answer he would call her cellphone. If he found it off, she hoped he would assume she was in the library, where visitors were required to turn them off. Sometimes she had intentionally forgotten to turn it on again. The first time this happened, he yelled at her and told her how stupid she was, how she couldn’t do anything right. The second time earned her a slap. She hoped those two times would convince him she was only absent-minded this time.


	In a town along the way, she stopped at a Walmart long enough to buy a duffle bag and transfer her belongings. She would attract less attention with a duffle.


	When she reached Kansas City, she drove until she found a strip of highway lined with used car lots. She drove by several times until she saw what she searched for. When she entered the lot adjacent to the Cadillac dealer, she was immediately met by a salesman. 


	“What can I do for you today, ma’am? You need a second vehicle? For your son or daughter, perhaps?” 


	“I’d like to sell my car. How much can you give me for it?”


	“Well, ma’am. Let’s see.” He walked around the car, looking carefully for dings or signs of a wreck. He slid into the driver’s seat and looked at the odometer. He popped the hood and examined the motor. Closing the hood, he asked, “Why do you want to sell this car? Are you having trouble with it?”


	“I’ve never had a minute’s trouble with it. I have some unexpected expenses and need money more than I need the car.”


	“Let me get my manager and see what he says.” 


	When he returned, she heard him say to the man with him, “It’s a real cream puff, and she needs the money.” 


	She knew they would lowball her. She had researched on the internet and knew what the car was worth, but she wasn't in a position to haggle for long; time was important. She needed to be away from there before Ed realized she'd gone. When the manager finally named a price, she was pleased it was not much below what she'd expected. 


	“I’ll take it on one condition.”


	“What’s that?”


	“I don’t have a bank account in Kansas City, and I need money now. I’ll take it if you’ll pay me in cash or drive me to your bank and authorize them to cash the check so I can leave with cash.”


	“No problem, ma’am. I’ll be glad to take you to our bank.”


	In his office, she pulled out the title, and he asked to see her driver’s license. When he compared the two, he frowned. “The title says E.A. Simmons. Your license says Evelyn Simmons. You are the same person?”


	“Yes, I’m Evelyn Ann Simmons. The title was made that way because it was how my name appeared on the checking account.”


	He grunted, accepting her explanation, and continued with the paperwork. He had no way to know E. A. on the title stood for Edward Allan and her name was Evelyn Carol. He had her sign the title and some other papers and handed her the check.


	“Here you are, Ms Simmons,” he said. He turned and took a key off the board behind his desk. “If you’re ready, I’ll drive you to our bank.” 


	She retrieved the duffle bag from the Escalade while he pulled his car alongside. Ten minutes later, they entered the bank. He escorted her to a teller.


	“Hi, Jennie. This is Ms Simmons. I bought a car from her. She wants to cash the check I gave her. Will you take care of it?”


	When the teller saw the amount on the check, her eyebrows went up. “Would you like a cashier’s check for this?”


	“No, I need it in cash, please. Hundreds will do for most of it, but I would like about a thousand in twenties.” The teller counted out the money. “Do you have a brown paper bag I can put that in?” 


	Jennie looked under the counter and came up with one. Evelyn put two hundred in twenties and a stack of hundred dollar bills in her purse and stowed the paper bag in the duffle bag. 


	“You be careful with that, ma’am. That’s a lot of money to carry around.”


	“Yes, I will.”


	The car dealer said, “Is there anything else I can do for you?”


	“Yes. Would you call me a taxi, please?”


	He pulled out his cellphone, called information and dialed the local cab company. He relayed her request to be picked up at the bank.


	“They want to know where to, ma’am?”


	“The airport.” He relayed the information.


	Good. 


	She figured when Ed found the car, and he would, she would have three witnesses — the manager of the car lot, the bank teller, and the cab driver — tell him she went to the airport. She told the driver to drop her at the departure terminal of American Airlines. Let Ed pester them to figure out which plane she took. She entered the building, and after she got her bearings she walked to the waiting area with rows of seats. She chose one away from others. She used her cellphone to call information several times. She asked for numbers for a couple of motels in Milwaukee and for American Airlines in that city. She called airlines there and asked a few questions — more to run up the time on the phone than to gain information — and called motels. She placed the cellphone on the seat and walked away.


	Her next stop was the restroom, where she placed her credit card on the floor by the sink, as though it had fallen. She hoped a dishonest person would find it and use it across the country to further confuse the trail she was giving Ed.


	She exited the doors by the luggage carousel. She cautiously approached a taxi, checking to be sure she it wasn’t the same driver who had delivered her. When the fatherly-looking man asked, “Where to, lady?” she asked for his advice. 


	“I need to buy a dependable car, not a junker, but not brand new. Maybe a Toyota or a Honda. Can you take me to a car lot where I could get a reliable one?”


	“Sure, lady. I’ll take you where we bought my wife’s car. They treated us right there. Honest folks.” He wheeled into traffic, chatting all the way about his wife, her car, their kids and their cars. “You moving here?”


	“Yes, and the first thing I need to do is get some transportation. Then I’ll look for an apartment.” 


	The used car lot he dropped her at was exactly what she had in mind, and she left with a Toyota only a few years old. She paid cash for it, which would make the salesman remember her. She was sure most people, even if they paid for the car in full, would write a check. She had asked the salesman what part of town she should look to find an apartment.


	After she drove through a fast-food place, she got on I-70 and headed east. She drove an hour, and then pulled off the interstate at small towns along the way. At the third one, she found what she was looking for, a small beauty shop in front of a house. The sign said OPEN but there were no cars in front. She pulled in, hoped for luck, and went through the door. The woman dropped her  People magazine and hopped up when Evelyn entered.


	“Do you have time to take me without an appointment?”


	“I sure do, honey! Sit right down here,” the woman said. She turned the chair around for Evelyn. “What do you want done to that pretty blonde hair?”


	“I want it cut short. It’s hot, and I want it real short for summer. And I want to change colors. I think I want a medium brown.”


	“My name is Sue, honey, and I can do that.” She gathered up the hair that reached to Evelyn’s shoulders. “We’ll have it off quick as a wink, and you’ll be just as pretty as a brunette as you are as a blonde.” 


	While she tucked a towel around Evelyn’s neck, she had to pull the scarf away. Evelyn heard the beautician suck in her breath when she saw the ugly purple and yellow splotches on her neck and shoulders. Evelyn had kept it hidden from everyone she knew all those years, but she was starting a new life.


	“You’re running away, ain’t you? Don’t tell me. I know. I won’t say a thing. If he comes looking for you, you ain’t been here.”


	Evelyn didn’t say a word. She didn’t know what to say, and she didn’t want to get into a conversation with Sue about her problems. It didn’t matter. Sue talked enough for both of them. When she was finished, Evelyn’s hair was brown with auburn highlights. The new style was shorter than she had ever worn it, and she couldn’t help but stare at herself in the mirror. 


	Sue threw her arms around her, and they gently hugged. She held Evelyn’s hands and said, “You take care of yourself. This is on the house. No, no, I won’t take a penny. You see, I was in your shoes one time and someone helped me. I’m a great believer in paying it forward and backward and every which way, so when you get to where you’re going and get on your feet, you help someone who needs helpin.’ That’ll be enough for me.”                 


	* * *


	Back on the road, she reached St. Louis late that evening and spent the night. The next morning, she headed south on I-55. If she hadn’t been nervous about getting far away from Ed, she would have enjoyed the scenery. As it was, she passed through miles of delta land, white heads of cotton showing among the green leaves, almost without seeing it. When she reached West Memphis, she decided it was time to change cars. Ed might have discovered what car she was driving. Although he was probably looking for her up north, it was better to be safe than sorry. This time, she took a chance on being truthful, sort of. The big car lot she picked had late-model cars of all kinds, but the salesman had a problem understanding her needs.


	“Lady, if there's nothing wrong with your car, and you don’t want a newer one, why do you want to get rid of this one?”


	“I’m embarrassed to tell you, but I’m running away from my boyfriend. See here?” She pulled the neck of the sweater down over her shoulder. “See this?” she pushed up the sleeves. “He did this, and he may be looking for this car and me. I just want a different one.”


	Once Sue had been broken ice, she had no trouble using her injuries to her advantage. When the salesman saw her bruises, he grimaced and looked at the ground, a muscle in his jaw jumped as he held it tight. He dropped his head and murmured an expletive. 


	“If I can get to Florida, where I have family, I’ll be safe. I don’t want to spend any more money than I have to.”


	Finally, the man understood and sympathized. He traded her car in on another Toyota of a different color, but same year and less mileage. It cost her two-hundred dollars difference. When the transaction was completed, she left.


	She spent that night in Vicksburg, and the next day she reached her destination, New Orleans, the city full of possibilities, the city where she could hide from Ed. 


	Hopefully, it would be the city where she would be safe. 


	When she arrived, she drove all over town, looking for a place to light. She had it all planned to this point, but since she had never been to New Orleans, and the internet could only tell so much, she had no idea where to look for a place to stay. She had to be careful with her money. She had ideas about how to earn more, and she could sell her jewelry  —  her engagement and wedding rings alone should bring a good sum  —  but she needed to be wise with the remaining cash.


	She found herself in an older part of the city, not on the tourist paths, but close, when her stomach growled. She realized she was hungry for the first time in days. She had eaten because she knew she should, not because she wanted food. Now the thought of a meal sounded good. There was a parking place right in front of a little café called Simon’s Place. 


	The red brick building sat on a corner, and the door was kitty-cornered to the quiet intersection. A folding blackboard sat on the sidewalk to announce the special of the day: jambalaya. She went in and took a seat, glancing around at the homey-looking place.


	Evelyn studied the menu, trying to figure out what the strange names were: jambalaya, gumbo, etouffe, muffaletta. 


	How am I going to figure out what to order?


	It was almost like a foreign country. 


	An old woman entered the almost-empty café. “Simon, how you be? The spirits done sent me to you. I come for a glass of your lemonade and one of your fried pies.”


	The big black man spoke with evident pleasure at seeing the old woman. “Madame! It is an honor to have you visit! We have peach pies. The apple is all gone.”


	“La pêche, she is best anyway. Bring me one and a glass of lemonade with jest a l'il bit of ice.” 


	She sat at the table next to Evelyn’s.


	Evelyn tried not to stare, but she couldn’t help looking at the woman. She was dressed in a white blouse and a long skirt the same brown as her skin, her head wrapped in a turban of red, green and yellow. A multitude of necklaces hung around her neck. She had never seen anyone dressed like that.


	The woman looked back at Evelyn, her brown eyes twinkling.


	“I ’magine you’re new here. Can you make sense of the food you see on the menu?”


	“No, I can’t. I was trying to decide what to take a chance on. I’m so hungry, I probably could eat anything.”


	“If you haven’t tried Cajun food, maybe it be best to start slow. Simon, he makes a powerful good ham sandwich. You like that, chère?”


	“Yes, a ham sandwich sounds delicious.”


	Simon approached with Madame’s order. “Simon, you make this here lady one of your bodacious ham sandwiches. She’s not tried Cajun food before. Give her a little bowl of sumpin' to start getting her taste educated.”


	The women talked while Evelyn waited for her food.


	“You ever be to N’Awlins before?”


	“No. I’ve never been this far south.” Evelyn hoped the old lady wouldn’t ask where she was from. 


	“You never have any gumbo or jambalaya?”


	“No, I haven’t. I’m looking forward to trying some.”


	Simon brought her sandwich and a small bowl filled with some sort of rice dish with onions, peppers, sausage and shrimp. 


	“This here’s jambalaya,” he said. “Most folks around here like it real spicy, but I was light on the red pepper for you.”


	Evelyn liked the jambalaya, and the ham sandwich so thick it was difficult to bite into. 


	She was glad the question of where she was from didn’t come up. For some reason, she didn’t want to lie to the lady Simon called Madame, but she didn’t want to tell the truth, either. 


	They were finished eating when Madame said, “You wouldn’t happen to be looking for a place to live would you?” 


	“Why, yes. Yes, I am.”


	“I rent a few apartments down in the next block. I have one empty right now, and I be needin’ someone to move in. It’s all furnished and everythin.’ You come see. You’ll be likin’ it.” She folded her napkin and placed it beside her plate.


	Evelyn paused. It was a coincidence, the old lady with an apartment for rent when she needed one. She liked the neighborhood, with its brick sidewalks and trees along the small businesses that lined the street.


	Madame saw the hesitation and said, “You don’t know me, but I be safe. My house is safe. Tell her, Simon, tell her it be a good place to live.”


	Simon’s smile lit up. “That be so, Miss. Madame’s place is the safest place in the city. No harm’ll come to you under her roof. You be one lucky lady; she likes you.”


	“I guess I can come see it, before I decide.”


	“That’s right. We can just walk. If you take it, you can move your car to the garage in the back.” The old woman stood and picked up her cane, an ornately carved piece of dark wood with what appeared to be a carved snake twisting around it, its head forming the end of the handle. 


	Evelyn opened her purse to pay for her meal but Simon waved his hand to stop her. “Madame, she always eat free here. An’ you, this is your first meal here. It’s free as a way of saying welcome to the neighborhood. Any friend of Madame’s is welcome here.”






	* * *


	



When Evelyn first saw the flat, a second-story apartment that overlooked a secluded courtyard, she felt she had come home. It was furnished with pieces that looked like they had been there for over a hundred years. Perhaps, she figured, they had been. A beautiful walnut secretary sat against one wall, with a sturdy chair ready to pull up to the fold down shelf. A comfortable armchair, covered in faded chintz, was placed next to a table with a lamp, all ready to settle down with a good book. Tall ceilings allowed heat to rise, where it escaped through  transoms. It felt like a home, not just a rented pied-à-terre. Covered parking in the back of the building would keep her car out of sight. 


	“Oh, this is lovely! But I doubt I can afford it.”


	When Madame quoted the monthly price, Evelyn was stunned at how low it was.


	“I’ll take it,” she said, before the old lady changed her mind.


	 




 


	 


	 


	CHAPTER TWO


	 


	“Dani, fetch me a loaf of bread from the corner grocery, an’ I’ll give you a nickel.”


	“Take this package to Sister Jones’s house for me, Dani. Here’s a dime for your trouble.”


	“Dani, would you go to the park, and tell the children to come home? I’ll give you a quarter when you bring them back.”


	A quarter was a lot of money. The coins went into a jar Dani kept in her grandmother’s dresser drawer.


	When she had first moved in with her grandmother, most of the things she wore were from the church’s mission to the poor. Grandmother spent what little money she had on Dani’s underwear and socks. At least those were new, but everything else had been someone else’s first. When she was small, it didn’t matter much, but as she grew older, she saw the differences in how other girls dressed. 


	Dani didn’t spend her coins on sodas and candy, the way most kids might. She knew she couldn’t go into a regular store and buy new clothes with her nickels, dimes, quarters and dollars, so she shopped at thrift stores.


	After saving up a few dollars, she got on her old bike  —  the one the church gave her one year for Christmas  —  and went shopping, with a basket to hold her purchases. wired onto the handlebars 


	One day she discovered a marvelous new shopping venue, yard sales. This had opened Dani’s eyes to a whole new world. Memphis was full of yard, rummage, garage and estate sales. Instead of paying a dollar or two at a thrift shop, she could find clothes for a quarter or fifty cents. She would pick up a copy of the Thrifty Nickel every week and scan ads for sales in her part of town. 


	“Look, Granny, what I found today at a rummage sale.”


	“Now don’t that look pretty? We can sew up that seam and it’ll be good as new. My, what people do get rid of when it can be fixed.”


	“Granny, do you have a button in your box that matches these? It was only a quarter, and the only thing wrong is a missing button.”


	Dani’s grandmother taught her to sew when Dani was young, not long after Children’s Protective Services took her from her drug-addled mother. By the time she was eight, she could sew a button or fix a dragging hemline. When she was ten, her grandmother taught her to use the sewing machine. Actually, she taught Dani to use two sewing machines. First, she learned to use the treadle machine that originally belonged to Grandmother’s grandmother. 


	“You’ve got the pedaling down pat, child. Now let me show you how to fill a bobbin.”


	She learned how to slip the belt on and off and how to sew a straight line without putting the needle through her finger. 


	“I can sew straight, Granny. See? Teach me something else.”


	“You knows all about that ol’ treadle. It’s time you started on the electric one.”


	By the time Dani was in eighth grade, she had also learned several things about fashion. She knew that the differences between what was in fashion twenty or thirty years ago and what was in fashion today were slight and could be corrected with a little alteration. Sometimes the things that were in fashion twenty years ago were made better. Plus, they were unique and original, because they weren't found in stores. Decades-old clothing was  considered vintage, and therefore, desirable. 


	By the time Dani entered high school, she had her own style. It drew favorable comments from classmates and teachers alike. 


	“Where did you get that cute jacket, Dani? I’d like one,” girls would say. 


	“Oh, at a little shop over ...” she would vaguely wave her hand. “It was a going out of business sale.” Yeah, an estate sale that only lasted one weekend. 


	The clothes that brought Dani the most compliments were the things she constructed herself. She took parts of one thing and added to something else and came up with an original design.


	“Those jeans are so cool, Dani. Where did you get them?”


	“I made them. See, I took a leg from one pair and replaced the leg of another pair. I took these patches and put them all over.”


	“Will you make me a pair, Dani? Please? How much would you charge for them?”


	Even the boys came to her. “I have all these NASA patches my uncle gave me. Can you put them on my jacket for me?” 


	“Can you make jeans out of a bunch of different ones for guys, like you do girls?”


	She soon sold ten pair at fifty dollars apiece. Of course, every pair was unique but in the same style as the others, which was what Dani’s customers liked. No one could turn up in exactly the same jeans as someone else, yet they were all wearing the same style. 


	Even the teachers liked the skirts and blouses Dani dressed up with ribbon, buttons, and beads. She would buy clothes of good style and fabric even if she didn’t have something they matched or they weren’t her size, and add her magic touch to them. 


	When a teacher complimented her on her blouse, Dani said, “I have one in size twelve, maroon cotton with ribbon, and three different kinds of beads. Would you like to see it?” 


	“I’d like to see anything you have in size twelve. I love your style.”


	That was her first sale to a teacher but not the last. 


	When Dani turned sixteen, she landed a job at Dairy Queen and saved her money. She wasn’t going to be one of those girls who hung around the neighborhood, flirting with the boys, doing nothing and going nowhere. 


	“Granny, do you think I could go to college? My guidance counselor says my grades are good enough.”


	“Honey lamb, you can do anything you set your mind to.”


	“Maybe I can get a scholarship to Memphis State. I want to be a fashion designer.”


	Every minute she wasn’t in school or sleeping, she spent working or making clothes. Everywhere she turned she found new ideas.


	One day she came home with a surprise. “Granny, come look! I bought a car!”


	“Lordy, child! A car?”


	“Yes, ma’am. I need one. Now I won’t have to use my bike or catch the bus. I can go to estate sales all over Memphis, even in the rich areas. With a car, I can find shops where I can sell my designs on consignment. I gave $1200 for the car, and I’ll bet I make that much back by having it. I can take you to buy groceries or to your doctor’s appointments. The car will make life easier for both of us.”


	Things were going well for Dani and her grandmother, but one night in her senior year, her world crashed. 


	She worked the late shift that Saturday night. When she got off, she walked around to the back lot where employees parked their cars. A carload of boys pulled in. “Hey, girl! Y’all closed? We want some hamburgers and fries!”


	“We’re closed for the night. Come back tomorrow.”


	They were too drunk to listen. Finally, one of them said, “She said go someplace else, fellows. Let’s take her with us to show us the way.”


	Two of them jumped out and grabbed her and pushed her into the backseat. She screamed, but it did no good. One of them even said, “That’s right, I like it when you fight back.”


	They raped her, all four of them. Then they took her back to the Dairy Queen and shoved her out beside her car. 


	She lay on the hot pavement for a while, all the fight, all the anger, all her optimism for life draining out of her like the blood and semen escaping her body. Nothing was left in Dani but despair. After a while she got up and got her keys out of her pocket  —  thank heavens they were still there — and drove home. She woke her grandmother, who held her and cried with her. It wouldn’t do any good to go to the police, Granny said.


	“They’ll say you was willin.’ They’ll just say you was out partyin’ an’ just wanted some money from them.”


	“But I wasn’t, Granny, honest,” Dani sobbed into her shoulder.


	“I knows, sweetheart, I knows. You’s a good girl. You don’t do none of that stuff, but that’s what them boys’ll say. And who do you think the police is gonna believe? Four white boys or a pretty black girl?”


	She tried her best to stop thinking about that night. In the daylight, when she was busy, she could push it out of her mind. At night, it was a different story. She cried herself to sleep and woke each morning remembering terrible dreams in which she relived the rape. 


	When she missed her next period it was soon obvious she was pregnant. She thought about having an abortion. She had the money for it in her bank account, so that wasn’t what stopped her. It was the thought of taking a life, part of her, her baby, and doing away with it. Although she lived through the shame of being raped, she didn’t think she could handle an abortion. She considered giving up the baby for adoption. She did some research on the computer she bought a year before at an estate sale to help her with schoolwork, and found that although there were many childless couples looking for newborns to adopt they overwhelmingly wanted white babies. The black couples wanting a newborn wanted a black newborn. Nobody wanted a half-white half-black baby. Maybe it was because her own mother didn’t want her enough to straighten up and keep her, but Dani was determined that her baby would be loved and wanted, as well as cared for in every way she knew how.


	“Don’t you worry about it none,” her grandmother said. “We’ll make it fine, and your baby’s gonna have a lovin’ mama and a lovin’ granny. I done started gettin’ my Social Security, and I can take care of the l’il thing for you while you works. You’ll be graduatin’ from high school shortly, and maybe you can work full-time after that, until it gets close to your time, so’s you can buy what all you needs.”


	Her hopes of college were gone. 


	When she graduated, no one knew she was pregnant, so she was spared the comments of her classmates. Unfortunately, graduation also ended most of her customer base. She once hoped to use her savings for college and supplies for more creations, but now she knew she would have to use it for the baby. She soon needed maternity clothes, and using her talents she was the best-dressed pregnant lady in town, at least in her opinion. When her pregnancy started showing, her friends and neighbors hinted around, trying to figure out who the father was, but Dani didn’t confide in anyone. As far as she was concerned, the baby had been divinely conceived, that terrible night at last pushed so far back into the recesses of her mind it never surfaced. 


	Dani knew the chances were even between having a boy or a girl, but her heart told her it would be a girl. When she went to the sales she bought a couple of things for a boy, but lots of things for a girl. She learned how to take out the milk stains that marred the little dresses and onesies she bought. She even picked up some slightly larger girls clothes and did her magic on them. She would have the hippest little girl in town, attired in snazzy jeans, beaded shirts, and dresses adorned with ribbons and embroidery, a walking advertisement for her designs for little ones.


	Then the baby was born. A boy. 


	She crooned to the tiny figure she held in her arms. 


	“Sweet son, I’m going to have to think of a name for you. I don’t think Danielle Rose fits a boy.” She tucked the blue blanket around him and held him to her cheek. “It will have a be a special name for a special little boy.” 


	Danielle was Dani’s first name, although she had gone by Dani for so long everyone she knew thought it was her real name. Rose was her grandmother’s name, and she wanted to honor the person who cared for her, loved her, and sheltered her when her own mother wouldn’t. She didn’t have a clue about what to name a boy. She thought about Daniel as a name, but the only Daniel she knew was a bully, and besides, if she named him the same as someone in her class, people were sure to think Daniel was his father. 


	She had no role model to name him after. She never knew who her father was, and there wasn’t a grandfather in the picture either. The only man in the family was her uncle, her aunt’s husband, and he was a creep. He had been nosing around, trying to come on to her, even before she got pregnant. After a while her expanding belly marked her as easy. She did her best to avoid being caught alone with him, and one time she had to threaten to kick him in the balls if he came any closer. Grandmother knew him for what he was and stayed close to Dani whenever he came around. No role model there.


	She thought about men she didn’t know personally, famous people. She guessed she could name him after the President, but somehow that name didn’t fit the tiny baby. She thought back to when she was a young girl, wishing for a father. She used to imagine she had one; it was just that he had to be away working all the time, making movies. Finally, after the office lady had been back twice to find out the name to put on the birth certificate, she thought of the person she used to pretend was her father. She had seen lots of his movies on TV, and watched him being interviewed a couple of times too. She thought he seemed like a nice man, strong and even-tempered, wise in his choice of roles he played. She never saw him as a deadbeat or thug. She also knew he owned a restaurant down in Mississippi, not that far away from Memphis. 


	“His name is Morgan Freeman,” she told the office lady. “Morgan Freeman Washington.”


	The next few years were good ones. Dani forgot all about having wanted a girl. She loved Morgan intensely and delighted in everything he did. They didn’t have a lot of money, but Dani was frugal and they got by. She was even able to save some money. Every bit of extra went into the bank. The old car finally started giving her some trouble, so she traded it in at the used car lot for another one, not quite as old. She received a promotion to shift manager at Dairy Queen, and that meant a little more to put back. Sometimes she worried about whether it was too hard on her grandmother to watch Morgan, but she was assured that he was no trouble at all. 


	“Morgan don’ give me no trouble, child. He plays all around with his lil cars and trucks, buildin’ roads and such with his blocks. An’ he fetches stuff for his granny,” she said, looking toward the grinning boy, “Don’t you? Don’t you worry none about me and Morgan. We do fine.”


	Most evenings after supper Grandmother would go to bed early, while Dani sat at the sewing machine and worked up new garments to sell. Morgan would play at her feet and tell her about his day. 


	“We walked down to the corner store today, Mama. I carried the bread back home for Granny.”


	“You’re a big help to Granny, Morgan. I’m so proud of you!”


	“Yessum. I’m a helper. You want me to do something for you?”


	“You can take the whisk broom and get all these scraps up off the floor and put them in the trash. There’s a good boy.”


	Business was growing slowly. Selling at other people’s shops meant she had to split the profit with the shop owner. She wished she could afford a store of her own, but rent in a good area in Memphis was high. And if she had a store, she would have to quit her job. She couldn’t make it without that income and the health insurance that went with it. Even so, she was building a stock of clothing for when that day came. It would come, she knew. She didn’t know how she knew, but she did. 


	When Morgan was four years old he came into the bedroom one morning and shook her awake. It was her day off. She was sleeping in, after staying up late the night before sewing.


	“Wake up, Mama. Wake up. Something’s wrong with Granny. She won’t wake up.”


	Dani knew before she reached the other bedroom that it would be bad. Her grandmother had been feeling poorly for several days, but refused to go to the doctor. Now it was too late.


	Years before, Granny had purchased a burial policy, so there was very little expense to be paid for the funeral. Before the funeral home even arrived, Dani retrieved all the money her grandmother secreted around the house. She hid in several places, all of them easily found by anyone who searched, and Dani thought it likely her uncle would start searching as soon he heard about the old lady’s death. She gathered all the money together and, on the way to the funeral home that afternoon, she deposited it in her bank account. 


	Before she left the house she looked in the top dresser drawer, where Grandmother kept her important papers, and stuck the folder into her own purse for safekeeping. She called her aunt to tell her about her mother’s passing and made an appointment to meet her at the mortuary that afternoon to complete the arrangements. 


	She stopped at Kwik-Kopy on the way and made a copy of the will to give to Aunt Janice. She knew what was in it, because her grandmother told her many times what Janice was to get. It was all ready to give to her: a ring Janice had always admired, a broach with garish green stones, which Janice swore were real emeralds, a pair of earrings, and underneath all that, a hundred dollar bill. Dani got everything else. The furniture and household items, which weren’t worth much, the two sewing machines, which weren’t of value to anyone but Dani, to whom they were precious. It all went to her.


	The funeral was to be in three days, and Dani spent every one of them getting ready to leave. She had to be careful her aunt and uncle didn’t find out. They were already griping about the fact that Dani got all the furniture, although what they would want with the shabby stuff she didn’t know. If they knew she was going to sell it they would demand half the money. They assumed, and Dani didn’t correct them, that she and Morgan would continue to live in the house.


	She was afraid of her uncle. Without her grandmother there as a witness to what he might do, she didn’t know if she could fight him off. He kept making references to coming over after the funeral and helping Dani go through her grandmother’s things. 


	The funeral was at ten o’clock. By noon they were back at Saint John the Baptist Methodist Episcopal Church where the ladies auxiliary served lunch. By one-thirty Dani and Morgan were ready to go back home.


	“Dani, honey, we’ll just come along with you and help you go through Mama’s things,” her Aunt Janice said.


	“Yes. We’re family and we need to be there for you in your time of need,” her uncle said piously as he tried to put his arm around her shoulders. 


	“There’s no need,” she replied as she evaded his grasp.


	“There’s all the need, sugar. We’re family. I’d never forgive myself if I didn’t help my niece with the sad chore.” Janice wiped an invisible tear from her eye. “Mama would never forgive me if I abandoned you now when you need us most.”


	“Well, if you really don’t mind helping…”


	“Not at all. Not at all,” boomed he uncle, smiling broadly.


	“Would you come tomorrow morning about ten? Sister Johnson and Sister Long are coming by this afternoon, and we wouldn’t be able to do much.” This was a lie, but if he thought other people would be there, maybe it would discourage her uncle from showing up unannounced.


	“Of course. We’ll be there. Now don’t trouble yourself until we’re there to help. No sense doing everything yourself when you have us to lend a hand.”


	When she and Morgan returned home, she told him to change into jeans and a tee shirt and bring her his suit. “Hurry, now. And if Aunt and Uncle show up, don’t say anything to them, not anything at all.” 


	All their clothes were packed in bags and boxes, as were the mementos she was taking, and all her sewing supplies. When he came back and handed her his suit she said, “Now run next door, quick as a wink, and tell Turrell it’s time to come help me. Hurry!”


	While she was waiting for the teenager to come help load the car, she called Big Eddie, the Furniture Man. He came by the day before and gave her a price on all the furniture in the house. She explained that it needed to stay until after the funeral, but when she called he needed to bring a truck and get it as fast as possible. “Big Eddie? I’ll be ready for you to pick up the furniture in half an hour. Bring plenty of help so you can get it quickly.”


	When Turrell came, she had him put as many boxes as would fit in the trunk of the car, along with the electric sewing machine. The treadle machine went in the back seat — barely. She had measured ahead of time to be sure it would. She didn’t know what she would have done if she couldn’t have gotten it in. It was too precious for her to leave behind. A lot of the clothing she put in black trash bags, which could be maneuvered around everything else. When at last everything was in and the doors really would close, she turned to Turrell. “Thank you so much. I couldn’t have done it without your help,” she said as she handed him a twenty-dollar bill.


	As Turrell returned home, Big Ed pulled up with his truck and two helpers jumped out. “Everything else is yours,” she said.


	It only took about forty-five minutes for the house to be completely empty, as if they had never lived there. Big Ed pulled a roll of money from his pocket and counted out five one hundred dollar bills. “But you said you would give me seven hundred dollars!” Dani was angry.


	“You took the sewing machines. I had counted those in the price.”


	Dani knew she had emphasized the fact that the sewing machines were going with her, but Big Eddie knew he had her. “You want me to unload all this, lady?” He started to put the money back in his pocket.


	“No. You’re cheating me. You know that and I know that. But what goes around comes around, so you better watch out for who cheats you, Big Eddie.”


	She took the money and called Morgan to come get in the car. “Let’s go, sugar. Let’s go start a new life — after a couple of stops.”


	She took the keys to the house by the rental office and told them she had moved out. “We’ll have to check for damage before we can return any deposit.” 


	“That’s okay, just keep it,” she said. When they looked at their records they would find that Granny had lived in that house for twenty-five years. If she had put up any deposit it would be small, and she was sure they would find something they would have to fix. 


	“We need a forwarding address for you, Miss Washington.”


	“I’m moving to Chicago. I don’t have a place yet, but I’ll send it to you when I get settled.”


	Yeah, when pigs fly.


	Next she stopped at the bank and closed her savings account. She let the checking account go low, so she left that. She knew she didn’t have any checks out, and she didn’t want to get in a conversation with the bank about a forwarding address. She had picked up her check for last week’s work at the Dairy Queen the day before and cashed it instead of depositing it like she usually did, but she didn’t give notice when she was there. She was afraid it would get back to her aunt and uncle. She would call DQ tomorrow from somewhere on the road. They had been good to her there, and she hated to leave them like this but it couldn’t be helped. The day before she also filled out a notice at the post office to hold all her mail until she sent them a forwarding address. 
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