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July 1963


My grandmother said she prays for me every day. Which was funny, because I’d only ever heard Mamie pray, “Dear Lord, give me strength.” That sure sounded like a prayer for herself—and Mrs. Knopp in Sunday school always said our prayers should only ask for things for others. Once I made the mistake of saying that out loud to Mamie and got slapped into next Tuesday for my sassy mouth. My mouth always worked a whole lot faster than my good sense.


Don’t get the wrong idea, Mamie never put me in the emergency room like Talmadge Metsker’s dad did him (for sure nobody believed the stories about Talmadge being a klutz). Truth be told, Mamie didn’t smack me as often as her face said she thought I needed it; so I reckon she should get credit for tolerance. I heard it often enough: I can be a trial.


I was working real hard at stopping words that were better off swallowed; just like Mamie and my third-grade teacher, Mrs. Jacobi, said I should. I got in trouble plenty at school for being mouthy, too. Most times I was provoked, but Principal Morris didn’t seem to count that as an excuse. Keeping one’s counsel was important for a lady in order to be an acceptable person in society. Not that Daddy and I thought I needed to become a lady, but it meant a lot to Mamie, so Daddy said I had to try.


Anyway, I’d only been about half-successful and had been on restriction twice already since school let out at the end of May. Once for sass. And the second time . . . well, I don’t really count that as my fault. If it wasn’t for a dang rotten board, it never woulda happened.


Out past the edge of town was a haunted house, a big, square thing with porches up and downstairs. It had a strange room stacked on top that was made most all of windows—that’s where people saw the ghost lights on foggy nights. There wasn’t a lick of paint left anywhere on that house, and the shutters had lost most all their teeth. Vines grew through the broken windows on the first floor, snaking around the inside and back up the fireplace chimney. It was hundreds and hundreds of years old, from back in the days of big cotton. I’d been there plenty of times, but I’d never seen a ghost—and I wanted to see a ghost almost as much as I wanted a record player. I figured my problem was I’d always been there in the daytime. What kinda ghost would be out in broad daylight? So I got me a plan. After Mamie went to bed, I snuck out, rode my bicycle out there to see my ghost, planning to be back in bed long before she woke up. I pedaled as fast as I could and had been all sweaty and out of breath, and my legs almost too shaky to climb the front steps, by the time I got there.


I hadn’t been inside that house more than a minute, not near long enough for a ghost to get interested in me, when I stepped on that rotten board. One leg shot through to the basement. I kicked and pushed and hollered, but there wasn’t no getting out. It was the middle of the morning the next day when the police found me. Mamie was madder than I’d ever seen her . . . and that’s saying something. I got restriction and the belt and my bicycle taken away for the rest of the summer. It’d been worth it if I’d seen my ghost. I reckon all my hollerin’ and kickin’ had kept it away.


I’d been off restriction for over a week. The Fourth of July parade and fireworks was coming up the next day, the best part of the whole summer—other than Daddy’s visits home, which were almost as scarce as holidays. He worked down in the Gulf on an oil rig ’cause all the jobs in Cayuga Springs didn’t pay as good. We had to talk with letters ’cause there wasn’t a phone out there in the ocean. Sometimes he called from Biloxi when he got a weekend off, but that was long-distance and cost a lot of money so we had to talk fast, and Mamie hogged the phone telling him all sorts of stuff I know he didn’t care about. I did most of the letter talking between me and Daddy; he wasn’t much of a letter writer. But he liked mine and said they always made him smile, so I wrote a lot.


On July 3 I woke up with bees in my belly. As I put on my white Levi’s shorts and tied my Red Ball Jets, I promised myself I wouldn’t sass or do anything to make Mamie need to say a prayer. I couldn’t risk missing everything—and that’s what Mamie’d do, she’d ground me ’cause she knew that would hurt way more than a wallop. Mamie always knew what punishment I most dreaded. It was like she could see inside my head.


If I got in trouble now, I’d have to wait a whole nother year for fireworks.


I took extra care in making my bed just right; I even made hospital corners on the bottom sheet. I zipped my pj’s into the Tinker Bell pajama bag that Daddy gave me two Christmases ago and set it just so against my pillow, nice and neat. I even picked up the dirty sock I’d dropped last night on the way to the hamper instead of kickin’ it under my dresser with the others that Mamie thought the washer had eaten.


Then I stood back and tried to look at my room through Mamie’s squinty, work-checking eyes.


A-okay.


I felt good as I headed down to the kitchen, sure that she wouldn’t find nothing wrong with my room today.


Through the screen door I saw her hanging a load of our pink bath towels on the line that ran from the back of the house to the corner of the garage. She had two clothespins in her mouth, her lipstick making a bright red O around them. She had on a yellow dress and flat canvas shoes that matched. Even this early with no one but me and the squirrel in the backyard tree to see, Mamie took care about her appearance. She was always looking at magazine pictures of Jackie Kennedy and trying to fix herself up like her—Mamie even got a new haircut last year. Worryin’ ’bout how I looked was one part of being a lady I wasn’t looking forward to. Thank goodness I was only nine and a half and still had some time left.


With a quick glance to make sure Mamie was still busy pegging towels, I opened the bottom cabinet door and stepped on the shelf. Why she expected me to fetch the step stool all the way from the utility room every time I needed something from the top cupboard, when the shelf on the bottom worked just fine, was one of Egypt’s mysteries. I got down my favorite bowl, Daddy’s from when he was a kid; the picture on the bottom had faded so much you could barely see the cowboy and his lasso anymore.


I poured myself a bowl of Sugar Frosted Flakes—they’re grrrrrreat!—and before I even got a spoonful to my mouth, Mamie come in the back door and said, “Good morning, Jane.”


The spoon stopped halfway to my face; milk ran over the edge and dripped onto the table. “Starla,” I said through pinched lips, but was careful not to look up at her ’cause she was sure to think I had on what she called my defiant face.


“We agreed yesterday to start callin’ you by your middle name,” Mamie said just as if it was the honest truth. “It’s so much more suitable for a young lady.”


We hadn’t agreed. Mamie agreed. I just stopped disagreeing.


I started to say that out loud, then remembered my self-promise not to sass.


“It’s high time for you to start thinking about how the world looks at you,” she said. “Your name is one of the first things people know.” Mamie was real concerned over what people know about us. She stood up real straight and stuck out her hand like she was going to shake hands with an invisible somebody standing beside the sink. Then in a prissy, high voice she said, “ ‘How do you do? I’m Jane Claudelle.’ ” She switched back to her normal Mamie voice. “See how nice that sounds. Starla makes people think of a trailer park”—she flipped her hand in the air—“just sittin’ there waiting for the next tornado.” Mamie had a real thing against trailer parks. We weren’t rich, couldn’t even afford help like the LeCounts next door, but Mamie liked to make sure I remembered there was folks out there who had less than us.


Fireworks. Fireworks. Remember the fireworks.


I shoved the Frosted Flakes in my mouth to keep all the words spinning around in my head from shootin’ out.


Truth be told, no matter how hard Mamie tried to make me agree, I’d never give up the only thing my momma gave me before she went away—the only thing left since Mamie burned Mr. Wiggles with the Wednesday trash the last week of third grade anyway. She said he was “too filthy for human contact.” I know nine-going-on-ten was too old for stuffed animals, but it still felt wrong going to bed without him.


“Daddy likes my name,” I said after I swallowed. Mamie liked everything about Daddy, so that couldn’t be considered sass . . . could it?


Mamie huffed. “Porter let Lucinda have anything she wanted—and see what it got him.” The way she was looking at me made me think I was what he got and he’d be a whole lot better off without me. But I was Daddy’s girl; he’d be lost without me.


“Lucinda—” Mamie started.


“Lulu.” The word was out of my mouth before my mind could grab ahold of it. All the sudden, I felt like I was sliding on ice, arms flailin’, about to fall flat. Lulu had told me not to tell.


“What?” Mamie’s head turned and her brown eyes stared at me.


I’d started it. If I clammed up now, it’d be even worse. I dunked a flake floating in the milk with my spoon, staring at it as it popped right back up. “She wants to be called Lulu,” I said real quiet, not sassy at all.


“Since when?” Mamie’s red lips pinched together.


“She said so in my last birthday card.” My birthday cards from Lulu was private, even Daddy wouldn’t let Mamie snoop in them.


“Certainly not by her own child!”


“Now that I’m gettin’ so grown up, she said it’d be better for her career if people think we’re sisters.”


“Career my—” Mamie snapped her mouth shut like she did when she wanted to yell at me in the grocery store but couldn’t because we was in public. “What will people think, you talkin’ like that? You call her Mother or Momma, or I’ll get out the soap.” She sighed. “Lulu, dear Lord, give me strength.”


I bit my tongue and slid out of my seat.


Real quick, I washed my bowl and spoon and set them in the drainer, all the while the pressure was buildin’ up inside me, like it always did before I did something that got me in trouble. Lulu was gonna be famous, that’s the only reason she left me and Daddy when I was just a baby. People around here were so jealous . . . so was Mamie, that’s why she always looked so sour whenever Lulu’s name come up. Lulu was gonna be famous all right, and then she’d come back and get me and Daddy. We were gonna live in a big house in Nashville with horses and whatnot, and Mamie would have to stay stuck here in Cayuga Springs all by her hateful self.


Just before I went out the back screen door, I turned around and looked at Mamie. I was real proud when I kept my voice respectful. “My name is Starla. Not Jane.”


Then I run out the back screen before she could say anything else. I heard it slam behind me, but kept running around the corner of the house.


I was real surprised not to hear Mamie hollerin’ for me to come back.
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I decided to spend some time in my fort, just to stay out of Mamie’s sight so I wouldn’t fall into getting in trouble. Course my fort wasn’t really a fort, but a giant, waxy-leafed magnolia in our side yard. Mamie said it was almost a hundred years old. Back before I knew people weren’t as old as I thought they were, I asked if she remembered when it sprouted. She’d scrunched up her face like she was gonna be mad before she laughed and told me she was only forty-two years old, too young to even be a grandmother of a six-year-old.


Anyway, the tree. The branches go clean down to the ground and there’s just enough space for me to get inside. Nobody can see me. I keep Daddy’s old Howdy Doody lunch box in there with stuff I don’t want Mamie to stick her nosy nose into—mostly stuff that belonged to my momma and whatnot. I’d even found two pictures of her in a drawer in Daddy’s room. Mamie kept everything in there just the same as it had been when Daddy’d been growing up. I wasn’t even supposed to go inside, even though Daddy had told Mamie I could have his room ’cause it was bigger and he wasn’t hardly ever here. Mamie had told Daddy she’d think about it, but that was a lie. When I asked her when I’d be able to change rooms, she’d looked at me with those hateful eyes she gets and said, “Never.” Now I sneak in there and sleep at night sometimes, even though I never even wanted to before. What with Mamie’s bedroom being downstairs, she never even knew. I was always careful not to leave clues.


I opened the lunch box and pulled out the birthday cards from Lulu—one for every year except for when I turned six; that one must have got lost in the mail.


I laid on my back and read them, tracing my finger over the big, loopy L in Love you and the little x’s and o’s that were kisses and hugs sent through the mail. I spent some time thinking about Momma—Lulu recording her songs up in Nashville, getting famous. The memory of her was worn and fuzzy on the edges, since I hadn’t seen her since I was three. But I know I have the exact same color of red hair, so that’s the brightest spot in the picture I kept in my head.


Back when Momma and Daddy and me all lived together, I remember liking to twist her hair around my finger while she held me on her hip. I loved the way it felt soft and slippery, like the satin edge of my blanket. Momma didn’t like it though, ’cause she’d spent a long time getting it to look just right and I messed it up. I remember her and Daddy getting in a fight once when she smacked my hand away. It was all my fault, and I’d felt bad. When we all got to live together again, I’d be careful not to cause any fights. I put away the birthday cards and closed the lunch box. Then I just laid there for a spell, watching light dance with shadows and thinking about what I was gonna name my horse. By 10:32—I knew the time exactly ’cause Daddy had given me a really neat Timex with a black leather band for Christmas—it was already about a thousand degrees out. The brick street out front looked like it was wiggling from the heat. Dogs had already crawled under porches and into garages to get out of the hot sun. They would come out after sunset with cobwebs on their noses and dirt clinging to their coats like powdered sugar.


Wish I had a dog.


One like Lassie.


She’d follow me everywhere. I was thinking on how she coulda gone to get help when I fell through the floor in the haunted house when I heard clack-clack-chhhhhh, chhhhhhh, chhhhhhh, chhhhhh, clack-chhhhhh chhhhhh-clack. I knew who was coming, wearing the metal, clamp-on skates she’d just got for her fifth birthday—Priscilla Panichelli. I called her Prissy Pants. She wore dresses with cancan slips and patent leather shoes every ding-dong day. She wasn’t even gonna have to work at changing into a lady when her time came.


I was kinda surprised she’d risk getting those shoes all scuffed; skating on our broken-up sidewalk was dangerous business—which accounted for the clacks. I bet her big brother, Frankie, who was in my grade and called her way worse things than Prissy Pants, had made it a dare.


I moved so I was behind the tree trunk and held real still, just in case. Besides dressing like a doll, Prissy Pants could be a real pain in the behind with her goody-two-shoes, tattletale ways.


Then I heard trouble. A bicycle was coming fast with a card clappin’ against the spokes. It meant only one thing: Jimmy Sellers, turd of the century. Jimmy was gonna be a hood, anybody could see that. But Mamie, and truth be told a lot of the other old people on our street, thought he was a “nice, polite Christian boy” ’cause he was a real brownnoser, too.


Prissy Pants was like a lightning rod to Jimmy’s thunderbolt. She was just too shiny and clean to not try and mess up—even though it always seemed like an accident.


As I said, I had no warm place in my own heart for Prissy Pants, but Jimmy was twelve, almost a grown-up. Him picking on her was just . . . wrong.


I held my breath and hoped that bicycle would buzz right on by.


Chhhhhh-clack-clack. Silence.


Prissy Pants must have seen Jimmy.


The card slapped the spokes just a little faster, and I thought trouble would just keep rolling down the street. I moved around the trunk and peeked out just in time to see Jimmy’s bike jump the curb and head right for Priscilla.


She stood there in front of the LeCounts’ house like a possum staring at a Buick.


Jimmy pedaled faster.


I jumped out of my fort, too far away to do nothin’ but hold my breath.


At the very last second, he cut the handlebars and swerved around her. Priscilla jerked backward and fell flat on her flouncy heinie. One of her skates come loose from her shoe and hung from her ankle by the leather strap—she wouldn’t need that skate key hanging around her neck to get that one off.


She squealed, then started a real-tears cry, not her usual just-for-that-I’m-gonna-get-you-in-trouble cry.


Jimmy swooped in a circle and come back around. He stopped his bike and looked down at her. “Gosh, looks like you’d better practice some more with them skates.”


Prissy just cried louder and used her key to loosen her other skate.


I got what Daddy calls my “red rage.” I was hot and cold at the same time. My nose and ears and fingertips tingled and I couldn’t breathe.


I run down the block and grabbed his handlebars, jerking them to the side. Instead of making Jimmy fall down, he just let the bike go and stepped over it as it fell into the grass beside the walk.


“Go back to your tree, shitbird.” Jimmy shoved my shoulder.


“Shitbird!” I swung. His nose popped.


The blood hadn’t even touched his top lip when I heard Mamie yell, “Starla Jane Claudelle!”


Good-bye, fireworks.
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I’d had trouble sleeping because of the sticky heat and thinking on all I was gonna miss: cherry snow cones and fried okra, winning the blue ribbon in the horseshoe throw (this woulda been my fourth year in a row as champion for the ten-and-under age group), penny candy falling like rain from the parade floats, fireworks and sparklers. It was enough to get my ears burnin’ all over again. Grounded on the Fourth of July, of all days. And Miss Prissy Pants hadn’t even stuck around to come in on my side of the story; did nothin’ but get up and bawl all the way home. And of course, Jimmy had been real convincing—I bet his nose didn’t even hurt that much.


Mamie had made me walk Jimmy’s bike home while he held one of our dish towels filled with ice on his nose and she fussed over him like he’d been crippled or something. She made me apologize to Mrs. Sellers (which she probably deserved ’cause she had such a horrible kid for a son) and to Jimmy (which had nearly made me barf). The whole way back to our house I got the ladies-do-and-ladies-do-not lecture, which started and ended with how embarrassed she was by my “trashy, street-gutter” behavior and always had a bit about not saying ain’t. Hey, I didn’t even want to be a lady.


After stewin’ and sweatin’ all night, I was tired and extra grouchy Fourth of July morning. Guess it didn’t really matter; sass or not, I was still on restriction on the best day of the summer.


I walked into the kitchen, real quiet, hoping to avoid another lecture. Mamie sat at the table in her pink-and-white seersucker housecoat, her pink slippers, and a pink lace hairnet over her pink sponge curlers—I forgot to mention, Mamie liked pink best of all the colors and was real sad that my red hair kept her from buying me pink dresses. She was looking at the S&H Green Stamp catalog, drinking coffee and smoking a cigarette. Mamie loved that catalog enough to marry it. Our grocery even had double-stamp days; if we was out of bread and one of those days was in sight, we’d go breadless. Which is kinda funny, ’cause we got our toaster with Green Stamps.


Mamie looked up at me. I braced myself; if I got sassy now, who knew how long I’d be on restriction—probably till Labor Day. But she didn’t start yammering about me being a lady, or being an embarrassment to her and Daddy (even though Daddy wouldn’t even know to be embarrassed if Mamie didn’t keep telling him stuff). She just nodded toward the fancy, new Norge refrigerator Daddy had bought for her. She’d been so proud of it that she’d made the whole bridge club come into the kitchen to look at it. A long list of chores was taped on the door. She must have been up all night thinking up stuff for me to do.


“That should keep you out of trouble today while I’m gone,” Mamie said in a way that said this wasn’t gonna be the end of my punishments.


I felt a hot prickle run over my skin—the red-rage prickle. I looked her right in the eye and said, “Maybe I’ll just run away from home. Then you won’t be embarrassed by me anymore—and you’ll have to do all this stuff yourself.” Like I said, I was grouchy.


I half-expected a slap, or at least another day stuck on to my grounding, but Mamie just blew out a stream of cigarette smoke and pushed herself up from the table and headed out of the kitchen. “I’ll go pack your bag.” Over her shoulder she said, “But remember, you can’t leave until next week, after your restriction is over.”


Gritting my teeth, I snatched the list off the refrigerator. It was worse than Cinderella’s.


I stomped back up to my room without breakfast. Milk would have soured right in my mouth.


While Mamie went to the Fourth Festival, I was Rapunzel in the tower. I crumpled the chore list and threw it into the corner of my bedroom. I sat on the floor in front of my window with my elbows on the sill and watched as the LeCounts loaded their station wagon with a picnic basket and lawn chairs and four of the five kids piled in. Ernestine, their colored maid, stood on the porch holding Teddy, the baby, raising his chubby arm for him to wave as the family pulled away. She was probably glad to see ’em go. I liked Ernestine fine, even if she was a grouch most of the time, nippin’ at me to not step on the flowers and to stay away from the cistern. I reckon she had cause to be grouchy. Them LeCount kids was the wildest and noisiest in town; and there just kept getting to be more of them all the time.


Our upstairs is hot as the hinges of Hades. Usually if I wanted to stay out of sight, I’d take to my fort. But today, I sat in my bedroom. I kinda hoped when Mamie got home late this afternoon, she’d find me passed out from heatstroke. Then she’d feel bad over ruining the one good day of the summer for me. Maybe I’d even have to be put in the hospital; that’d fix her.


I sat looking out the window and sweating for long enough that my hair started to stick to my forehead. Then I started to get ideas: What if I went to the parade? Mamie was at the park. I could go stand with the big crowd of kids on the corner near Adler’s Drug Store, where you had two chances at candy when the parade turned from Magnolia Street onto Beaumont Avenue. Mamie would never know. If I came back right after the parade, I could be home before her easy. I’d hurry through enough of the chores to keep her from being too mad. If I looked tired and pitiful enough, all sweaty and weak from hunger, maybe she’d let me go to see the fireworks. Bet she wanted to see them; and I ain’t allowed to stay home alone after dark.


This could work out fine. Course I’d miss getting my blue ribbon and the snow cones, but at least I’d have some of my Fourth of July.


But what if Prissy Pants or somebody from church saw me? Or worse, Mrs. Sellers, who knew I was grounded ’cause Mamie made a big deal of it in front of her.


Just then I heard Jimmy’s bike coming down the street, headed toward town. He had a big, white bandage across his nose. He looked up, saw me in the window, and gave me the finger. I didn’t know exactly what that meant, but I knew it was dirty.


Well, that was it. No way was I letting the turd of the century see the parade and ride back past here with his pockets full of candy while I melted into a big puddle of lady.


I slipped out the back door and down the alley, not that anyone was left in the neighborhood to tattle. Still, at each cross street, I looked careful before I stepped out in the open.


I waited behind the post office until a group of kids heading toward the parade passed by. I talked Drew Drover—he’d had a crush on me since second grade—out of his Ole Miss Rebels baseball cap and put it on over my red hair.


Ten minutes later I wiggled into the middle of the group of kids in front of Adler’s Drug. The color guard had just passed, and people were puttin’ their hats back on. The first float rolled by, the one with the Cotton Queen and her princesses, and a long line of floats and horses and marching bands was behind it. Candy flew like cottonwood seed.


I was a genius.
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My luck held through the parade (thank you, baby Jesus). No tattletales saw me, and my pockets was bulging with candy. It’d be a whole lot easier to do my chores eating Pixy Stix and jawbreakers—after all, I hadn’t eaten breakfast.


All of the kids started to head toward the park. I hung back, wishing I could go, too. Even though it’d be several more hours before Mamie got home, the park was too dangerous. Not only was she there, but Drew had taken his cap back and there would be way too many church ladies around for Mamie not to get wind that I wasn’t home doing chores like I was supposed to be.


“Starla!”


I quick ducked behind the light post. I was tall and skinny, but not skinny enough to hide behind a light post. I was caught.


I peeked around the post and saw Patti Lynn Todd, my best friend in all the world, running toward me. Patti Lynn had a real family with a sister and three brothers and lived in a big house on Magnolia Street. She even had a dog.


“I been lookin’ all over for you,” Patti Lynn said, tugging my hand. “Come on, you’re gonna be late signin’ up for the games.”


“Can’t. I’m grounded.”


“ ’Cause you broke Jimmy Sellers’s nose?” Patti Lynn knew me well enough not to ask why I was at the parade if I was grounded.


“How’d you know?”


“Everybody knows. Prissy Pants’s brother told. Jimmy’s still trying to get everyone to believe that it was Rodney Evans who done it.”


I laughed. Nobody’d believe that story. Rodney Evans was the biggest hood in town, wore a ducktail and rolled-up sleeves on his T-shirt. He walked the streets in his black boots with metal taps on the heels just looking for trouble. And he usually found it. If he’d lit in to Jimmy, Jimmy would have had lots worse than a broken nose.


“I’m on restriction for a whole week.”


Patti Lynn smiled. “It was worth it. Maybe Jimmy’s nose’ll heal all crooked.” She linked her arm through mine. “Come on. I’ll hang out with you for a while.”


“You’ll miss all the games and whatnot.”


She shrugged. “Don’t care. It’s no fun without you.”


We headed to the school playground, inventing crazy stories that Jimmy would probably try to get people to believe to hide the truth that he’d been beaten by a girl.


Patti Lynn was the best best friend ever made.


Twenty minutes later, Patti Lynn and I was making daisy chains out of clover blossoms, so I didn’t notice the pink-and-white Packard pull up until I heard the car door slam. Mrs. Sellers, for who knows what reason, had showed up at the playground.


Wish Mamie could see her, out here for all the world to see in red-checkered shorts—Mamie could give her the ladies-do-and-ladies-do-not lecture.


Mrs. Sellers come flying across the pea gravel fast enough that it was shootin’ out from beneath her Keds. I guess I forgot to mention that yesterday I’d discovered she was real prickly when it came to her “little boy.”


“Starla Claudelle! Your grandmomma know you’re here?” By then she was on me, diggin’ her fingers into my arm and gritting her nice white teeth at me. All the sudden, I was sorry I’d ever felt sorry for her; she looked like a witch hiding under perfume and powder. I shoulda known a person with a son like Jimmy couldn’t be too good herself.


I looked right up at her with my defiant face. “Yes, ma’am. She knows.”


“Well, we’ll just go and see about that.” She pulled me toward her car so fast I couldn’t do nothing but run along beside her.


“Bye, Starla,” Patti Lynn called. “See you later.”


Fat chance. I was never gonna get off restriction.


As Mrs. Sellers yanked open the passenger door, she said, “Your grandmomma is right, you’re no-good, cheap trash, just like your momma.”


My ears started ringing. My face got hot and prickly. “When did she say that?” Sometimes I think she hates being my mamie—once she told me it was a shame I’d even been born, so I guess she does.


Mrs. Sellers looked at me with a wrinkled forehead. “What? Well . . . every time I see her, poor woman. Now get in the car.” She tried to shove me in, but I dug in.


“My momma is gonna be famous. And your son is a mean son of a bitch!” It was the worst thing I’d ever overheard my daddy call anyone; so I figured it fit Jimmy Sellers just right. I yanked my arm free.


She made to grab me again, her face looking for all the world like Jimmy’s when he was gonna beat the living daylights out of someone. I gave her a shove. She fell backwards squealin’ like a stuck pig, landing in the dirt.


I ran like the devil hisself was on me.


“You come back here!” The screaming made words. “You’re going to reform school for sure!”


I’d done it now. I was a goner.
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I ran until my lungs burned like they was filled with hot rocks. Then I walked. That’s when it was hardest not to cry—when I slowed down. Mamie said I was gonna end up in jail someday, said she’d be happy if they throwed away the key. So I knew she’d be happy to turn me in if I went back home. I wasn’t sure what I was gonna do, but going back wasn’t on my list. I was too worked up inside to think clear and make a plan, so I just kept going and hoped something came to me.


I’d already passed the lumber mill and the city dump. I’d turned at every crossroad I’d come to, figuring a straight line was easier for the police to follow. Still, I kept my ears peeled for the sound of the sheriff’s siren. I wondered how long I’d have to go to prison if they caught me. I’d seen it on Perry Mason you could get fifteen years for assault with batteries . . . which was lawyer talk for beating someone up.


Feeling as low as skunk’s toes, I wondered if I should maybe head for Nashville. Lulu was probably my only hope; she’d hide me. Daddy would just haul me back to Cayuga Springs ’cause he was all about accepting your just desserts. Besides, it’d break his heart to see his little girl go to prison. Mamie would probably do a dance when she figured out I wasn’t never coming back to be an embarrassment to her ever again.


Trouble was, I didn’t know how to get to Nashville, or even what direction I was headed exactly. I always went by rights and lefts, gas stations and flagpoles, not easts and wests; which was another disappointment to Mamie. I just couldn’t get those directions to stick in my head unless I was standing on my own front porch, facing the street.


I tried to think about which way my house would be facing by taking my mind backwards to town, but I lost track of the turns and was no better off than before.


The sun wasn’t any help neither, sitting up there high in the sky.


Maybe I could hitchhike. Somebody old enough to drive would surely know east from west. I’d have to be careful and not to hitch a ride with anyone from Cayuga Springs though.


That’s when I realized I hadn’t seen a single car on the road since I’d passed the lumber mill. Everybody was picnicking, playing games and swimming, not driving from place to place.


I walked along, sun beatin’ down on my head between the shady spots, getting thirstier and thirstier. The sweat stung my eyes and my feet was swollen like melons inside my shoes. I closed my eyes and for a minute I could see my crumpled body beside the road with buzzards picking at my red hair and eyeballs.


That thought made me determined not to die, no matter how happy it might make Mamie and Mrs. Sellers. So I got my mind busy on something other than my misery.


I thought about the last time I saw my momma. Mamie said I was too young to remember, but she was wrong, wrong, wrong. I remember the way the sun sparked on her red hair—it was in a ponytail. I remember she picked me up and twirled me around before she put me in the car to go to Mamie’s. Momma had been wearing a round skirt that spun out like a top. I remember she sang with the radio all the way there. I remember the way she smelled when she hugged me good-bye, like oranges and maple syrup . . . she’d made us pancakes for breakfast.


I hadn’t eaten a pancake since.


I wondered if, when I saw her in Nashville, her hair would still be in a ponytail. Mamie kept my hair cut in a pageboy (she did the cutting herself, so my bangs were almost always whopper-jawed). She said nobody wanted to see that much red hair, especially if it’s a rat’s nest, which it most always was ’cause, when Mamie brushed it, she pulled so hard my scalp felt like it was being cut with a million little knives dipped in vinegar. When I got to be a teenager, I was gonna wear a ponytail and tie it with scarves that matched my clothes, just like Momma had.


Everybody in Cayuga Springs treated my momma like a secret. But it seemed like I was the only person they wanted to keep the secret from. Sometimes when Mamie had bridge club in the summer, I’d sit below the living-room window outside and listen. The ladies had plenty to say about Momma, all right. Hateful things. Lies. They squeezed them in between their bids and trumps, like it was part of the game. That was when I’d get a good red rage going and head into the house to tell them all to shut up—course I’d be punished, but it would be worth it. But so far, I’d never once got to say it. The second they heard the squeak of the screen door they got quiet all by themselves. It saved me being punished, but just one time I wished I’d been able to tell them how un-Christian-like they were.


Even Patti Lynn’s mother talked about Momma on the telephone when she thought I couldn’t hear: “Oh, you know, the little girl whose mother abandoned her. . . . Yes, the one who thinks she’s going to be a singer in Nashville. Can you imagine? I feel just terrible for that child.”


At school, my teachers and Principal Morris was extra-careful never to mention my momma. It made me feel like I’d been hatched from an egg or something on Mamie’s front porch.


I used to ask Daddy about Momma, about things she liked, what was her favorite color, did she hate spaghetti sauce and chicken livers like I did? He used to answer me. Then he got so he just said, “Starla, I already told you a million times. I’m sure it’s in your head somewhere, look for it.” He didn’t get mad exactly. But it always made him leave the room, so I stopped asking.


Momma was even getting to be a secret with Daddy; course she’d always been a secret with Mamie.


Secrets. Secrets. Secrets. They made me feel ashamed of loving my own momma; made me do it in secret.


Well, once I got to Nashville, I’d be able to love her right out loud.


I marched on, holding that thought close. Just when I thought I couldn’t take another step in the heat, I heard a rattle and chug coming up behind me. I almost jumped into the ditch to hide until I was sure it wasn’t somebody who’d take me back to Cayuga Springs, but was quick to change my mind. Reform school seemed better than being buzzard food.


I turned around and waited. I didn’t recognize the truck. It was one of those real old ones with big fenders scooping over the front tires and a windshield in two separate pieces. It had shed most all of its paint, with a robin-egg-blue splotch the size of a dinner plate on a hood the color of an old scab.


The gears ground and the truck slowed as it passed me. A skinny colored woman peered out through the windshield. I didn’t recognize her, but even if she knew me, being colored she couldn’t make me go back if I didn’t want to. But I reckon she could tattle.


She coasted by, then stopped a few feet ahead of me.


Pretty sure I was in the clear ’cause she was colored and I didn’t know her, I went right up and stood on the running board of the passenger side. I held on to the wing vent and looked through the open window.


The colored woman smiled. I could tell she was nice.


“What you doin’ out here all alone, child?” she asked in a voice that sounded like a lullaby.


“Goin’ to Nashville.”


She shook her head and pressed her lips together. “Nashville. Now that’s a long, long way.” For a minute, she looked like she was making up her mind if I was telling the truth.


Maybe I’d made a mistake. Maybe I should just take out for the woods. Too bad I was more scared of being ate than I was of the law right now. I stuck.


Finally, she nodded. “You look like you’s about to fall to the heat.” She picked up a mason jar off the seat. “Here.” She handed it to me.


I was horrible thirsty, but I didn’t take it; Mamie had made it clear: no matter even if we’re about to expire from thirstiness, we don’t drink after negras. That’s why there was signs on the water fountains everywhere, so we’d know where we was supposed to drink.


The woman shook the jar a little and the water shot through with thirst-quenching sparkles. “It fine. Been washed and I ain’t opened it since the water went in.”


My tongue felt like a wadded-up sock in my mouth. I’d already broken enough rules I could never repent enough to save me. If I was going to h-e-double-hockey-sticks, I wasn’t gonna go thirsty.


I reached out and took the jar. It didn’t leave my lips until it was empty.


“Obliged.” I wiped a dribble from my chin with the back of my wrist and handed the jar back through the window.


“You momma know where you are?”


“That’s why I’m headed to Nashville. That’s where my momma is.” Hellfire or not, it was best to keep my lies as close to the truth as possible.


“Who ’posed to be takin’ care of you?” Her brows scrunched over her eyes, just like Mamie’s when she was unhappy about something but couldn’t say right out.


Panic licked at my belly. If I told anything near the truth, this woman would tattle for sure—coloreds feared the law lots more than they did a redheaded white girl.


So I loaded a lie. “Nobody but my momma. She’s expectin’ me.” Then I realized the woman probably wouldn’t believe any momma would let her little girl hitchhike, so I dug deep for another. “I . . . I . . . gave my bus ticket to an old woman with a sick grandkid and no money. He was almost dead, so she needed it real bad. I can hitchhike there just fine.” I tilted my head and squinted, hurrying past the lies. “You headed that way?”


That’s when I heard something like a little hiccup and looked down at the floorboard of the passenger side. A baby . . . a red-faced, wrinkly white baby . . . wrapped tight in what looked like a pillowcase with crocheted lace on the edge and embroidered flowers, was inside an oval bulrush basket barely big enough to hold his tiny self.


I looked back up at the woman.


She smiled again. “That there’s baby James. And I’m Eula.”


“I’m Starla.”


“Never heard that name afore. Starla,” she said, slow and soft, then nodded. “Nice.”


“You don’t think it’s trashy?”


Her brow wrinkled like I’d said something crazy. “Sounds like a nighttime winter sky . . . you know, when the air is sharp and the stars so bright they look like little pinpricks to heaven.”


Nobody had ever made my name sound so beautiful. “That’s what my momma thinks, too.” My throat felt tight just thinking it might be so.


Baby James made more noises that sounded somewhere between a little squeak and a purr.


I cocked my head looking between him and Eula. “You the maid, then?” Plenty of babies were toted around by their colored maids, especially today with parents busy with older children at the Fourth of July Festival.


“Hmmm.” She reached over and flipped the latch on the passenger door. A tiny gold cross sparkled at her throat; she was a good Christian woman. “I can give you a ride, if’n you want.”


“All the way to Nashville?” I asked, wondering how far I had yet to go.


“Partway only. But better’n walkin’ in this heat.”


And ending up buzzard dinner.


I pulled open the door; its old hinges squeaked loud enough to startle the baby into crying. I climbed up on the seat and put my feet on either side of the basket.


“You mind holdin’ James while I drive? He needs comfortin’.”


I looked down at that baby. He reminded me of the newborn kittens the LeCounts’ calico had in the holly shrubs on the side of their house last year, all pink and wrinkly. And he was oh so small. I figured I’d break him if I tried to pick him up.


“He looks okay down there to me,” I said. “Maybe he’ll quiet when you start drivin’ again.”


She looked at me with a sly smile that said I wasn’t foolin’ her. “Here now.” She reached down and scooped him up and plunked him in my arms. I couldn’t do nothin’ but grab hold.


He wasn’t much bigger than my pajama bag, but lots squirmier. And his squallin’ was getting louder.


“Tha’s right. Now jus’ slide this sassy”—she picked up a pacifier from the basket—“into his mouth and give him a little jiggle.”


I did, and James’s squalls slid down to whimpers. Then he started sucking on that sassy and got quiet and still.


“There now,” Eula said. “Better.”


He was better. And me, too, now that I knew I wasn’t gonna die in the ditch.


She let out the clutch and the truck jerked into motion. She smiled over at me and James, and I felt like she and I already knew each other better than just meeting.


She said, “Now ain’t it a lucky thing that I found you.”
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Eula drove me lots farther than I’d hoped. I reckoned we were moving in a direction that more or less got me closer to Nashville, since Eula knew that was where I was headed. The hot air whirled around the inside of the truck, some relief from air sticky as cotton candy. James had fallen asleep and was getting real heavy for such a little thing.


The trees grew closer and closer to the road, crowding in like they wanted to take over. There was places where their branches reached right out and shook hands over our heads. Still, most of the time the sun baked us like biscuits right through the windshield.


My arm was turning numb when Eula glanced at me. “You got yo’self a real nice touch with a baby.” She smiled over at me. She had a little space between her two front teeth, which were extra white against her dark skin. She looked at me like I was special.


I couldn’t help the lick of pride I felt, even though it was a sin. Mamie always said the only thing I was good at was making trouble. “Never held one before.”


“Well, now, you’s got a gif’ then.” She sighed, keeping her eyes on the bleached-out pavement. “I got that gif’, too. It’s real special . . . ‘rare as hen’s teeth,’ my momma used to say.”


A gift, huh? Too bad Mamie’d never know. “You been a maid long?”


She nodded. “Since I was prob’ly not much older’n you.”


“I’m only nine and a half!”


“Um-hmm.” She sat up a little straighter and lifted her chin. “Got schoolin’ up till I was eleven—the colored school only go to eighth grade anyway. Read better’n my momma ever did.” She got quiet for a minute and I listened to the hum of the tires and the rough growl of the truck’s engine. “I started out takin’ care of my cousin’s young’uns while she worked . . . six of ’em, they was.” She smiled. “Law, my hands was full, but I was happy as a fox in a henhouse. Then when my momma died, I had to get me some real work with cash pay, not just chickens and eggs. That’s when I started with my first family.”


“What about your daddy?” My daddy worked all the way down in the Gulf so he could put clothes on my back and food in my belly. “Didn’t he take care of you?”


Her face got hard and she made a sound like she was choking. “Pap couldn’t even take care of his own self. Can’t recall a job lasted him more’n a month. He just too mean.”


Poor Eula. My daddy hated being away from me, but he sacrificed so I could have everything I needed. He didn’t get home much, but when he did, we did all kinds of fun stuff. One time he bought me my bicycle from the Western Auto and taught me how to ride—it’s a blue Western Flyer, bought big so I didn’t outgrow it. It was pretty dangerous at first ’cause I had to hop off the seat to put my feet on the ground when I stopped, but it fit me just right now. And me and Daddy almost always go to the drive-in movie when he’s home; we get popcorn and Orange Crush. And when I was seven, he took me all the way up to Calling Panther Lake to go fishin’.


“You been workin’ for the same family all these years?” I asked. Patti Lynn’s maid had been with them since her parents got married; Patti Lynn and me both loved Bess to death—she made the best chocolate chip cookies in the whole of Mississippi. We liked her daughters, too; they come to help when there was lots to do, but went to school regular and didn’t work like Eula had. And I couldn’t even remember when Ernestine didn’t work for the LeCounts.


Eula’s face went soft and kinda sad. “No’um. Been several.”


“You always been a maid to a family with kids?” I really wanted to put James back in his basket before my arm fell right off, but I didn’t want Eula to think I didn’t really have a gift ’cause it was the first one I’d ever had.


She seemed to know what I was thinking. “Go on, put him down. He stay asleep now.”


That’s when I realized there was no way I could put him down, ’cause my numb arm wouldn’t work. “Um . . . ”


“Uh-huh. I see.” Eula nodded, slowed the truck, and pulled off onto the grass beside the road. I didn’t recall when we’d turned off the highway with the painted center line and onto this country road with the tar bubblin’ up from the sun.


She got out and walked around the truck. She was really tall . . . and I’d never seen a woman so skinny. After opening the passenger door, she reached out and took James. As she lifted him from my arms (thank you, baby Jesus), my fingers went all tingly and it felt like ants was biting all over my arm.


Eula tucked James into his basket with hands so sure and practiced I felt ashamed of my pride in my gift.


As she climbed back in the truck, she said, “We be home soon, sugar.”


“But I’m goin’ to Nashville.”


“Well, course you are. But there ain’t nobody on the roads to give you a ride today. You can come home and have supper with me and Wallace, sleep, then be on your way to Nashville t’morrow. Maybe I get Wallace to drive you partway.” She nodded and smiled and I thought Wallace must be a real nice man.


’Sides, I was hungry. I’d eaten a jawbreaker already and wanted to make my candy last as long as I could. And I’d only seen one other car since I’d gotten in the truck, and it was headed the other way.


“What about James, don’t you have to take him home?”


She leaned back against the seat, wrapped her hands around the steering wheel, and stared out the windshield. “I keepin’ him.”


“Overnight?”


She dipped her chin as she put the truck in gear and it shuddered back onto the road.


A while later, we run out of pavement and was travelin’ a dirt road, kickin’ up a plume of dust. We passed a long stretch of brown-watered swamp, edged with water weeds and green scum. It was full of old cypress and tree skeletons that dripped with gray moss. A bit after that, we turned off that dirt road onto a double-rutted lane that cut into the woods.


As we drove through the tangle of trees and weeds, branches made screeching noises as they scraped the rusty truck. Goose bumps shot down the back of my neck and I tried to tell myself it was just ’cause of the sound, but it really was more than that. The trees swallowed up the sunlight. With my sun-blind eyes, everything was fuzzy and gray and I couldn’t see nothin’ at all in the shadowy places. We’d left the real world, the world of Cayuga Springs and Mamie and Patti Lynn far behind and was in a place that felt darker—and not just ’cause of the light.


The truck made a curve in the lane. I looked over my shoulder and the square of bright that was the hole to the road was gone; there wasn’t nothing but woods and gloom. I wondered if I’d made a mistake. Mamie always said I never did look before I leaped.


I told myself I should be glad to be someplace safe from the law and Mrs. Sellers—and that a woman as nice as Eula was gonna give me dinner and a place to sleep. Anyway, I didn’t have much choice. I couldn’t never go home again. And I couldn’t walk to Nashville when I didn’t know how to get there.


Sure wish I coulda said good-bye to Patti Lynn.


I’d thought about running away plenty of times. I’d even thought about asking Patti Lynn to come with me. But her momma and daddy lived together and she didn’t have a grandmother who hated every cotton-pickin’ thing about her. It really wouldn’t be fair to ask her to give up all her good stuff just ’cause I wasn’t keen on running away alone.


I always figured it’d take about a week to get ready. I’d store food in my closet a little at a time so Mamie wouldn’t notice and pack up my favorite clothes and Daddy’s lunch box from my fort. I’d write a long note to Daddy and Patti Lynn, who were the only two people who would miss me.


But as it turned out, leaving Cayuga Springs was an emergency, and all I had was some sticky penny candy in my shorts pockets.


The truck hit a particular bad hole and about bounced me off my seat and onto James. Lucky I grabbed the door and kept where I was; I’d crush that baby for sure.


Eula looked over at me. Instead of hollerin’ at me to be careful of the baby, she laughed right out loud. “You should see your face, child . . . all eyes and eyebrows.” She made a face that looked like somebody done sneaked up on her and poked her in the backside, the whites of her eyes big and round.


“I didn’t look like that!”


“Yes’um, you did.” She made the face again.


I laughed right along with her this time.


We were still laughing when the lane ended in front of a house. It sat up off the ground on square brick supports. The metal roof looked rusty and the porch sagged a little. The white paint was most peeled off, but the house somehow still had a tidy look about it, like somebody didn’t have money but still cared. Some chickens were scratching in the yard, and a rooster was flappin’ his wings on a stump at the edge of the woods. A big ax was next to the stump, and some chopped wood was layin’ on the ground around it.


The door to the house swung open and a big bear of a man, wearing gray pants with suspenders and a white shirt with short sleeves, walked out. He was nearly as tall as the doorframe . . . nearly as wide, too.


Eula stopped laughing. Her hands tightened on the steering wheel and she cleared her throat.


The man come off the porch. “I was ’ginnin’ to wonder where you’d got to. Deliverin’ pies don’t take all day.” His voice was so deep it more rumbled than talked.


The second he laid eyes on me, he stopped in his big-bear tracks. Now his eyes had that just-poked-in-the-backside look. “What you doin’ with that white girl, Eula?”


Eula jumped out of the truck. “Now, Wallace, it gon’ be all right. She on her way to—”


James let out a cry like I was pulling his arms off or something.


The man pushed past Eula and stuck his big head though the open passenger-side window.


“Lord in heaven, woman!” He spun around so fast, Eula jumped backward. “What was you thinkin’, stealin’ a baby?”


I didn’t like the way he yelled at her, or the way he leaned his big body over hers. She didn’t back away, but I could see the scared in her eyes. I jumped out. “She wasn’t stealin’! James’s family is busy with the Fourth Festival. She’s takin’ care of him.”


He looked over his shoulder at me with dark eyes as narrow and hateful as Jimmy Sellers’s. The man had little, square teeth that looked way too small for his head. “Who is you?”


“Starla Claudelle.” I stood up extra tall; Mamie said you had to stand your ground with the colored.


“Wallace,” Eula said, and put her hand on his giant arm.


He swung his eyes back to her. “You always was stupid, but you done lost your mind! You can’t take care of yo’self for even half a minute.”


“It ain’t what you think—”


“You get permission to take this baby, this white girl?”


“No, but—”


He raised a hand the size of a frying pan and swung. She flinched and ducked. He didn’t connect with skin and ended up only messing up her hair. The front stuck straight up now where it come loose.


I wanted to break his nose. Truth be told, I was too scared—which made me madder ’n a hornet.


He lifted his hand again, but didn’t swing. “Don’t you push me, woman!” His hand went from flat to a fist. He breathed real deep twice and then shouted, “Get in the house!” He looked at me. “And take them chil’ren with you!”


Eula took my arm and shoved me toward the front porch. “Go. It’ll be all right, child.” Then she snatched James in his basket from the truck.


I looked over my shoulder. The man had both hands on his head like he was trying to keep it from exploding. He walked in little circles, muttering, “Now you gone and done it. We dead. Dead. Dead. Dead.”


Eula hurried me up the steps, across the wood porch, inside and through the house and into a tiny room in the back that was even smaller than my room at home. The floor was covered with cracked blue and gray linoleum, and the little window didn’t have a curtain. There was an empty baby cradle with a knit blanket folded inside it and a rocker. I wondered where Eula’s baby was, but didn’t get the chance to ask.


After setting baby James’s basket on the floor, she bent down, took my face in her hands, and looked in my eyes. “Listen to me, child. You gotta be real quiet while I get things straightened out with Wallace. He in a foul mood, and when that happens . . . ” She didn’t finish, but I could see she was most as scared as I was. “I get him to see, then we have some ham hock and green beans, maybe I make up some corn bread, too. You like corn bread?” She nodded as she spoke and I nodded right along with her. “Good then.”


She turned and left the room, closing the door behind her. I heard a key turn in the old lock. I wasn’t sure if it was to keep me and James in, or Wallace out.


It was all I could do to make myself breathe. I wanted to trust Eula. I really did. She was a Christian. She was kind. But that Wallace was another thing altogether. He looked like he could be worse than Mrs. Sellers, Mamie, and Jimmy Sellers all rolled into one big bundle of mean.


And what did he mean, “steal” James?


I moved real careful and put my ear to the door. Eula’s footsteps sounded like she was afraid the floor might splinter right under her. Boy, did I know what that was like, being afraid just the sound of your feet moving on the floor could make someone mad at you. Patti Lynn’s maid, Bess, called it “walkin’ on eggshells.” I reckon that’s as good a way to describe it as any.


Holding my breath, I waited for the sound of the man’s deep, angry voice, but all I heard was the squeak of the screen-door hinges and the sharp clap as it closed.


This wasn’t at all what I’d imagined when Eula asked me to come home for supper. Eula was so nice, I thought it was gonna be like dinner at Patti Lynn’s—everybody around a table, polite and nice, talking about their day, telling silly knock-knock jokes.


I decided I’d better figure out a way out of here, and fast. The window was small, but big enough me and James could get through, if I could get the bottom sash all the way up.


My stomach got all knotted when I saw the rusted-closed window latch. I worked up all the spit I could in my dry mouth, then spit on it. I waited until I counted to fifteen for the spit to do its work. Then I hit the little lever until the heel of my hand was fiery red and burned like the dickens.


The latch wouldn’t budge even a hair.




[image: images]


The door rattled and I sat down real quick next to James—who’d been caterwaulin’ most the entire time, like he was doing his part to cover up the sounds of me trying to get us free. I tried to look like I’d just been sitting there the whole time.


Ever since Eula had closed that door, I’d been thinking about what she’d said about James; that she was keeping him. When I’d asked if she meant overnight, she’d kinda nodded, but that wasn’t the same as saying yes. Facts are facts. I’d heard it often enough when I’d tried to explain myself to Mamie. And fact was, she was keeping James—a baby Wallace said she had no claim to. The other fact was me and James was locked in tight. Was she planning on keeping me, too?


“Well, now,” Eula said, as she came in, going right over and reaching for James. She had a bruise growing on the inside of her wrist, purple and angry. It hadn’t been there when she’d left us. “Sounds like baby boy here is hungry.” James didn’t stop crying when she picked him up, but he sounded less like someone was trying to kill him. “There, now. I got some formula made up. You be fine, jus’ fine.”


I was just beginning to wonder if she’d forgot I was in the room when she looked at me. “You want to come out and hold him while I fill his bottle?” She acted like the whole ugliness with Wallace hadn’t even happened. But that bruise said everything she wasn’t.
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