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Nobody’s Business



Knoxville, Tennessee, 1951


SOPHIE, TOO, HAD A NOTION to jump into the ocean. Even better, the Chesapeake Bay. Not that she minded sitting by the Madisons’ swimming pool, with her bare feet up on the orange cushion of her favorite lounge chair. Afternoons like this were the best part of her job.


Already this summer the girls had played their silly game hundreds of times, taking turns jumping off the diving board. They were eight years old. Each time was as much fun as the one before.


A year ago, Gail had gone to a neighborhood pool party, and the next day she couldn’t wait to show Hanna what she’d learned. Jump off the diving board, grab hold of your shins, and pull your knees to your chest. By turning yourself into a little ball—a cannonball—you’ll make a huge splash.


“Notion, ocean,” Gail was chanting now, from the side of the pool, as Hanna, looking like a pint-size Miss America contestant with a suntan, strutted out to the end of the diving board. Before jumping off, Hanna shouted, “Ain’t nobody’s business.” Gail then shrieked, “If I do.”


What would Billie Holiday think if she could see them? It was her song they were murdering.


“Mama,” Hanna yelled when she came up for breath. “Did you see my huge cannonball?”


“Too huge,” Sophie said. “That one got me soaking wet.”


“Next time she’ll be more careful,” Gail said. “Won’t you, Hanna?”


But Hanna was underwater, swimming for the ladder, and didn’t hear.
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The friendship wouldn’t last. Sophie knew this in her bones. Just like back in Maryland, when she was a girl.


Gail wouldn’t be the one to break it off. Her parents would find a way to do that. One day soon, Miss Bessie might say, Sophie, we don’t really need live-in help anymore.


Maybe the Madisons would keep her on as a daily, or maybe she’d have to find a new job. Either way would be a problem. No child should have to live with a father who didn’t want her around.


The girls would be heartbroken. Hanna would try not to show it, but Gail wasn’t any good at pretending. And the more Gail pleaded with her parents to change their minds, the more they’d believe they were doing the right thing.


All the Madisons knew about Sophie’s own family was that on Sundays, her day off, Del’s black Pontiac would be waiting at the curb after breakfast. Sophie always rode up front with her husband. Hanna climbed in back with her brother.


Half-brother was how Del saw it. But to Sophie, Jeremiah and Hanna seemed closer than most brothers and sisters.


Mr. Madison drove Hanna to the colored school each morning, on the way to his law office in downtown Knoxville, but it was Jeremiah who made sure Hanna got on the right bus coming home. Every single afternoon, he did this. Sophie never had to worry.


On Sundays, Del would drop Hanna and Jeremiah off at their church for Sunday school and take his wife home to bed. There were times when she could, but mostly she didn’t want to. Not with so much anger in the room. She and Del would lie there on their backs in the bed, not touching or even speaking.


Were there other women during the week? Sophie never saw any use in asking that question.


When the children came home from church, the family, if that’s what they were anymore, would have lunch at the kitchen table. Couldn’t really call it a Sunday dinner, but Del did keep food in the icebox.


Jeremiah, bless his heart, would joke around with Hanna. But Del? Del hardly ever said a single word to the smart and beautiful little girl who just might be his own daughter.


“Pop,” Hanna said to him one Sunday, “do you like Billie Holiday?”


Sophie watched as Del speared a pickled beet with his fork, held it up, and stared at it. Would he come right out and say what he was thinking? I’m not your father. Or would he suddenly push back his chair without a word, the way he usually did, and go off to spend the afternoon jamming with his musician friends?


“All the woman does is sing.” Del pushed back his chair. “Can’t even read music.” And he stormed out of the house.


Still angry. Angry at what that white man had done and angry at his wife for reminding him of it by keeping the baby. Most of all—and Sophie was beginning to understand this now—Del was angry at how helpless he was to do a damn thing about any of it.


Hanna asked what he’d meant. How could a person read music?


“It’s those lines above and below the words in a hymnal,” Sophie said.


“They tell you what keys to hit on the piano,” Jeremiah said.


“Oh.” Hanna’s eyes lit up. “Those little round feet with skinny legs? I always wondered what they were for.”
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Eight years ago, with a new baby girl and a husband in a military hospital, Miss Bessie had been so desperate for a live-in maid that she’d never even asked Sophie for references. And Sophie had been so desperate for a job where she could take three-month-old Hanna with her that she’d moved right in.


Del had made it clear. He did not want that high-yella baby in his house.


The night Sophie had come home barefoot, bleeding, her clothes torn, she told Del how that Mr. Barker had come up behind her when she was washing dishes and held a knife to her throat. The next morning, Del drove her to the police station. An officer listened to her and even wrote some of it down. He acted like he believed her, and maybe he did, but Sophie knew believing wasn’t the same as doing something about it. She was colored. That horrible man, whose third wife had just left him, was white. There would be no arrest, no trial, no nothing.


When she learned she was pregnant, she told Del the baby could be his, from before that awful night. She still believed this. What had happened to her had been happening to women like her for centuries. Colored babies often came out lighter than their parents.


At first, Hanna and Gail had shared a crib, upstairs, in the Madisons’ nursery. Sophie slept next door, in the guest room, so she could get up whenever one of the girls started crying. Bessie Madison needed her sleep. Most nights, Sophie cried, too, her tears leaking into the guest room pillows or onto whichever baby she was trying to shush.


Love at first sight was the only way to describe how those two babies couldn’t take their eyes off each other, how they’d reach out for the other one with their tiny little fists. Sophie nursed Hanna, but Gail was bottle-fed, except for those times Miss Bessie never knew about, at night, when Sophie didn’t bother going down to the kitchen for another bottle.


Miss Bessie, who was from up North, spent most days in the den with the door closed, working on what she called her dissertation. It was about someone named Abigail Adams, so Sophie figured Gail must be short for Abigail, the way Hanna was short for Susquehanna.


Mr. Madison, who’d grown up here in Knoxville, in this very house, had been badly wounded while fighting against Mussolini and was recuperating in a hospital in Washington, DC. The week before he came home, Sophie was told it was time for her and Hanna to move down to the little room in the basement.


No one slept much that first night, or the next one, or the next. With Gail up in the nursery and Hanna two floors down, the babies would not, could not stop crying for each other.


“They’ll adjust,” Miss Bessie said. “They’ll have to. Those girls can’t sleep together forever.”


And finally, they did get used to being apart at night. Maybe because they were together every minute of the day.


On warm afternoons, Sophie sometimes spread a sheet for the girls to play on under the mimosa tree in the side yard. One day Hanna pulled Gail upright, and that’s when Gail took her first steps. Seemed like Gail was always trying to keep up with Hanna, who was two months older and a little taller. Hanna would give the signal, and they’d both fall down and start tickling each other with the pink mimosa blossoms, giggling themselves silly.


When Miss Bessie started teaching at the University of Tennessee, she wanted to be called Dr. Madison. But since Mr. Madison had a law degree, Sophie didn’t think it was right to call him Mister and her Doctor, so for a while she just stuck to Ma’am. Then she went back to Miss Bessie, like it was a habit she wasn’t smart enough to break.
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The summer the girls turned four, Sophie asked if she could teach them to swim.


“You know how to swim?” Miss Bessie raised her dark eyebrows.


“Yes, ma’am. I grew up on the Chesapeake Bay.” Sophie’s father had made his living on the water. No matter what color you were, swimming was a way of surviving.


“But I thought you were from here.”


“Eastern Shore of Maryland,” Sophie said.


“Underground Railroad. Harriet Tubman.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Then how did you end up in Knoxville?” Miss Bessie looked confused.


“Married a man from here.” After his mother’s death, Del had lived in Cambridge, Maryland, with his uncle for a while, working in a boatyard, where he’d learned how to repair outboard motors, including one belonging to Sophie’s father.


“As did I,” Miss Bessie said. “Then we have something in common.”


Like daughters the same age. And being female. “Yes, ma’am.”


“You’d need to get in the water with the girls,” Miss Bessie said, “if you’re going to teach them to swim.”


The Madisons’ swimming pool was surrounded by a high picket fence decorated with No Trespassing signs. Sophie waited to be told she wasn’t allowed in there, but Miss Bessie asked if she had a bathing suit, then what size to buy.


Hanna and Gail were given bathing suits, too, and it wasn’t long before they were paddling around in the shallow end, while music played on the old Victrola stored in the pool house. Mr. Madison’s grandfather had made a list of all the records, in the most beautiful handwriting Sophie had ever seen.


But when Miss Bessie started writing a book about the early days of the recording industry, the Victrola and the 78s were moved into the den. A brand-new record player appeared in the pool house. With Sophie as DJ—little wet fingers might get shocked—the girls became fans of Billie Holiday. Their favorite song? “T’ain’t Nobody’s Business If I Do.”
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“Mama,” Hanna yelled from the diving board, “you’re not watching us.”


“You better believe I’m watching. Every minute of every day.”


“You can’t see us when we’re at school,” Gail said.


“I see you even when you don’t see me,” Sophie said. “Fifty years from now, my ghost will still be watching you.”


Hanna stuck out her arms and waved her hands around. “Whooooo!” she cried, as she ran off the end of the board, grabbing her knees in mid-air.


“Ghost cannonball,” Gail said. “I’m gonna do me one of those.”


Where would Del be in fifty years? Right now, angry as he was, he was working hard and paying the rent and taking care of their son. Was he trying to tell his wife something? There was only one way she’d ever be able to hear the words. He’d have to open his mouth and say them out loud. “Come on home. The both of you.”





The Cocktail Party



Knoxville, Tennessee, 1956


A WOUNDED MUFFLER WOULD announce Hanna’s arrival. While pacing up and down the driveway, trying to stay warm, Gail listened intently, her nerves on edge.


For the past seven weeks, the room in the basement had been empty, the bed stripped, the shelves bare. Her one phone conversation with Hanna had been awkward. What were you supposed to say to your best friend when her father was in jail?


And of course she and Hanna couldn’t even see each other at school.


“Why can’t Hanna go to my school?” Gail had complained to her father, back when she and Hanna had started first grade. The Attorney, they sometimes called him, though not to his face. “She lives in this neighborhood.”


Charles Madison had a way of nodding his head while considering a legal issue. It didn’t mean he agreed with you, although he might. “Maybe in a few years she can,” he said. “The laws are changing.”


“Would it be against the law for me to go to Hanna’s school?”


“Excellent question. I’ll look into it.”


“So, can I? Segregation is stupid.”


He shook his head. This meant no. “Life isn’t always fair. You’re not too young to learn that lesson.”


But he himself could be unfair. “Why can’t Hanna live with her father?” he’d grumbled one night at the dinner table, his voice low, so that Sophie and Hanna, who ate in the kitchen, wouldn’t hear.


In response, her mother had inclined her head in Gail’s direction. Meaning, or so Gail had thought at the time, that Hanna stayed where she was because the two of them were such good friends.


Now the Attorney was defending Sophie’s husband, Del, who had a “rock solid” alibi for the night Randy Barker, a white man, had been bludgeoned to death with a tire iron. Unfortunately for Del, when the police had tried to question him at the auto repair shop where he worked, he’d threatened them with the same type of tire iron the killer had used. And because he was a Negro accused of killing a white man, Del’s bail had been set so high he couldn’t pay it.


“Lots of people had reasons for doing Randy Barker in,” Gail’s father told her. “The man was a brute.”


He warned her she might hear things at school. All she heard was that Sophie used to work for the Barkers. Gail didn’t understand the implications until the Knoxville newspapers reported that, in September 1942, Sophia Norris had accused Randall Barker of rape. Although the charges had never been dropped, they hadn’t been prosecuted either.


There were photos of both men. Randall Barker had bred horses at his farm off Alcoa Highway. Del Norris was an auto mechanic during the week and a musician on the weekends. His band, the Del Rays, had made several records in Memphis. Memphis was where Del claimed to have been the night the homicide occurred.


After studying the photos of the victim and the accused killer, Gail decided Hanna didn’t look like either one of them. Nor did she look like Sophie. Where had those dimpled cheeks come from? The devil must’ve got you with his pitchfork, the milkman had teased Hanna one morning.


But then Gail didn’t take after her parents, either. She had her father’s light brown hair, but that was all.
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What was taking Sophie so long? Gail had almost decided to risk going inside for a pair of gloves, when, finally, Del’s Pontiac, with its ailing muffler, roared into view. Waving both hands in the air, she ran down to the street.


But Sophie, leaving the more convenient parking spaces for the soon-to-arrive guests, didn’t slow down until she was in the next block. It was the Saturday before Christmas, time for the Madisons’ annual cocktail party.


Hanna was going to help with the hors d’oeuvres, which Sophie would pass around to the guests. Hanna’s older brother, Jeremiah, would tend bar.


Gail began to run, expecting Hanna to do the same. But once Hanna was out of the car, she hung back, barely visible behind the other two.


“Be that way,” Gail muttered, retreating to the hickory tree in her front yard. A few yellow-orange leaves still clung to the branches.


As Sophie started up the driveway, she gave Gail a solemn nod. Jeremiah, who was even taller than his mother, stared straight ahead. Hanna glanced over and put a finger to her lips. Their own private signal. Not now.


After seven long weeks, wasn’t now the perfect time to say hi? The minute Hanna disappeared around the back of the house, Gail turned in that direction and stuck out her tongue, something she hadn’t done for years.
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“The season to be jolly,” the party invitations had proclaimed, but Gail zipped herself into the green velvet dress she’d worn the year before with a feeling more like despair. What was so jolly about watching your life go down the drain?


“You didn’t have the party right after Granny died,” she’d complained to her mother, whose reply had been chilling. “For heaven’s sake, Hanna’s not dead. You’re getting to be as melodramatic as she is.”


“Why couldn’t Jeremiah move in with us?” Gail shot back. Now that Del was in jail, Sophie didn’t want their son living alone.


“No other maid in Knoxville brings her child with her. I should never have allowed Hanna to stay for so long. Sophie got all sullen whenever I tried to discuss it.”


“You’re glad Hanna’s gone.”


“Honey, I’m really sorry it had to happen this way, but please don’t take your disappointment out on me. Let’s go shopping together. We both need new dresses for the party.”


“No, thanks.” Wasn’t bribery illegal? “I guess Daddy’s glad, too, that Hanna’s gone forever.”


“It’s nice having the house to ourselves at night, don’t you think?”


Nice? Nice would be if her parents moved out and Sophie and Hanna moved back in. Jeremiah could come, too.


Although she was allowed to wear lipstick to the party, Gail didn’t bother. The only reason she combed her hair was to keep her mother from doing it for her. She waited to go downstairs until she could hear the first arrivals jabbering away in the front hall.


It was her job to take the guests’ coats upstairs, a job at which she excelled. Hours later, she never failed to remember which coat belonged to whom.


Finally, the doorbell stopped ringing. No more arriving guests, no more coats.


Gail took a deep breath, worked up her courage. She walked through the dining room—where Jeremiah, in black slacks, a white shirt, and a maroon tie, was mixing drinks—and into the kitchen.


Hey there, long time no see, she was planning to say, but Hanna, intent on pouring cashews into a cut-glass bowl, didn’t even look up. Her pink skirt was too short, her matching sweater too tight. As Gail’s mother liked to say, Hanna had shot up like a weed.


“Miss Gail,” Sophie said, taking the bowl of cashews from her daughter, “can you put this on the table in the sunroom?”


Miss Gail? Gail looked around for someone by that name. Hanna studied the empty cashew jar.


In the sunroom, Carol Ann Moss fingered a sleeve of Gail’s dress and announced, “Real velvet, all right.”


Gail pulled away in disgust.


Carol Ann lowered her voice and leaned in, her breath reeking of bourbon. “Who’s the bartender? Is that Del’s son?”


“Del who?” In her haste to escape, Gail nearly collided with Jimmy Marsh’s mother, who smiled sweetly, probably unaware that in fifth grade Gail and Jimmy had been sort of engaged, until Jimmy had asked for his sparkplug ring back.


The noise grew louder and louder. A lot of the guests were people her parents didn’t even like. Just be polite, her mother had pleaded. The easiest way to do that, Gail decided, was to go up to her room and shut the door.


It no longer felt like her house, her life.


She was lying on the bed, staring up at the ceiling, when her mother burst in without knocking. “Here you are! Are you sick?”


To prove she wasn’t, Gail sat up.


“This one belongs to Judge Newcomb.” Her mother held out a coat. “I had no idea he was coming. Your father must’ve invited him.”


Gail gave a tiny shrug.


“You know the judge. Silly little mustache.” Bessie Madison sparkled in a silver sheath.


“Are you drunk, too?” Gail asked.


“Honey, what’s wrong?”


“Why’d you make them come tonight? Hanna doesn’t want to be here any more than I do.”


“Sophie was delighted. They need the money.”


“Well, Hanna’s not. She won’t even look at me.”


“She’s embarrassed, that’s all.” Her mother smiled without showing her teeth. “It’s up to you to make the first move.”


Gail thought this over. As much as she hated to admit it, her mother could be right.


“Can I put a tip jar on the hall table?” If Hanna and Jeremiah were being paid, then why should the coat-check girl work for free?


“Don’t be silly. Black cashmere. Judge Newcomb. That’s my good girl.”


The cashmere gave off a stench of cigars and something else. Some animal. Holding on to a lapel, Gail dragged the coat into the guest room and added it to the pile on the bed. She tried on a mink coat that came down to her ankles and stank of perfume. Why were adults so smelly?


Minus the mink, the good girl descended the stairs. In the living room, she spotted a man with a thin mustache who was popping shrimp into his mouth from Sophie’s tray. Gail followed him into the dining room, where Jeremiah handed him a full glass. Straight bourbon, from the look of it.


Her father, too, was holding a drink. He put his free hand on Gail’s shoulder and introduced her to Judge Newcomb.


“Hello, Judge,” Gail said. “I hope you won’t report the bartender. I think he’s underage.”


“Why, Gail.” Her father looked truly shocked. He turned to the judge. “An interesting question, would you agree, sir? Is there a legal age for tending bar in a dry jurisdiction?”


Gail felt her cheeks flush. She’d forgotten that her father bought his booze from a bootlegger. Everyone did, maybe even the judge, who stood smiling down at her with yellow teeth.


There was only one place to go, one person to tell about having made such a complete fool of herself. She pushed open the swinging door to the kitchen, startling Hanna, who was licking cream cheese off her fingers. Hanna’s guilty look made Gail’s own predicament seem trivial.


I’m with you, not them, Gail wanted to say, but that would come too close to the jagged edge of the thing she and Hanna never talked about. “I’m so glad you’re here,” she said instead. “I hate this stupid party.”


Hanna frowned. “What’re these things I’m cutting up and putting in the cream cheese?”


“Candied ginger, I think.”


“Tastes like fancy soap.” Hanna launched one of her long, melodious burps.


“I’ve missed you so much.” Gail sat down opposite Hanna at the kitchen table. “I wish there was some way we could see each other.”


“I asked Mama if I could come with her on Saturdays. She was going to ask Miss Bessie, but I guess she forgot.” Hanna raised one shoulder.


“Then I’ll ask Mother.”


“Too late. I joined the choir at our church. Choir practice is on Saturdays.” Hanna stared into the bowl of cream cheese. “Last week, the choir director said the strangest thing to me.”


“Tell me.”


“She asked if Del knows I can sing.”


“Does he?”


Hanna picked up a cracker and crumbled it to bits. “He barely knows I can talk.”


“But you always spent Sundays with him.” Sophie’s day off.


“Mostly, he wasn’t there.” Hanna blew her nose on a red cocktail napkin, then wiped at her eyes.


All those Sundays Hanna had spent at her other home, and not once had she so much as hinted that something was wrong. Maybe because Gail had never once asked her what she did on Sundays.


Gail retrieved a box of Kleenex from the kitchen counter and set it down beside Hanna. But that only made Hanna cry even harder.


The key to the padlocked gate to the swimming pool hung from a peg above the back door. The pool had been drained for the winter and was off-limits.


“I’ll sneak out to the pool house and get one of Billie’s records,” Gail said. “We can listen in the den.”


“I’m not allowed in the den tonight,” Hanna sniffled. “I’m working.”


No longer a member of the household, Hanna meant. A paid servant like her mother, Hanna meant. Gail was close to tears herself.


“We’ll listen to one side of the record,” Gail said. “No one will know or even care.”


“We could listen in the pool house.”


“We could.” Gail wasn’t sure this was a good idea.


With a fresh tissue, Hanna dried her eyes. She stood up, put on her coat, and handed Jeremiah’s jacket to Gail. It was Hanna who found the step stool and Gail who climbed up for the key.
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They pulled the gate in the fence shut behind them, so that no one would know where they were. A garage floodlight partially illuminated the shallow end, where three wide steps led down into the empty pool. The rest of the pool was in darkness.


It was even darker in the pool house.


“Jeremiah gets to visit him in jail,” Hanna said.


Gail didn’t even know where the jail was. Were there two of them, one for coloreds and one for whites? Arms raised, she tried to locate the chain dangling from the ceiling light bulb.


“Mama thinks Del might be my father.” Hanna was crying again. “But might wasn’t good enough for him, and after he saw me, he wanted her to give me away.”


There was a click, followed by the soft whir of the turntable. When the needle touched down, the singer was Johnny Mathis.
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