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Part I

Bourbon County, Kentucky, 1971











Chapter One



No in between here. That what Grannie use to say. Everything either black or white. Me, I’m black.

When I’m on the porch sometime, or up in Timmie and Albert room, I think about my Grannie. Seem like what she say always running through my mind. Stories she would tell and all. Mama say she make most of them up. Grannie say Mama claim that so she don’t have to think about truth. But Grannie say ain’t no sense in to run from it, and ain’t no in between with it, cuz truth is truth.

The weather miserable today. Didn’t have much winter before the weather turn plain hot. The air hot and thick as cocoa. Feel tight around you like outgrown sleeves. Hard to breathe. You could smell it, too. Smell solid. Seem like a mess of dirt, damp clothes, syrup, sweet honeysuckle, and rain all mix together. Real sticky.

Nobody feel like doing nothing but fan and drink lemonade. Wasn’t no wind neither cuz the air too stiff and stubborn. But, bad as it was inside, seem like it was worse outside. At least you stay dry inside. Outside the air melt on your skin and stick to you like butter. Dribble down your legs like they cobs of corn. The fan don’t help none. Those blades have to struggle to stir the thick air, but they can’t move quick enough to make a breeze.

Pam Elizabeth come running down my street. She kick up dust that stick to the molasses air.

“Ooh, Sister! Sister, you not gonna believe! You wait!” She holler when she get excited. Then a smile rip across her face to show white horse teeth. She still pretty, though.

“What you got good to say, you simple fool? Screamin’ like you crazy,” I tease her. Pammie and me can joke because we close.

“Girl, you won’t believe!” Pammie leap up the porch steps and plop down on the wooden swing Papa make.

“Naw, I sho won’t believe less you tells me already!” I’m anxious since Pammie looking tickle at whatever it is.

“You know that big ole house? The one cross the field back of your house? Political man own it or somethin’. Well, my brother Edward say he hear from his boy Skeemo that folks is fixin’ to move in Friday!” She smiling like she ain’t said it all.

“That your news?” I play like I don’t really care, but really I’m curious. That house so big and mysterious. Been empty ever since I can remember.

“Here’s what else.” She hitting me with the punch. “They’s white folks, what’s fixin’ to move in!” She beam, satisfied that she drop me.

“Naw, sure enough? They’s white?” I pronounce the word real clear, and my eyes get wide because I’m sure enough surprise. No white folks never come to our part of town even to visit. But to live?!

“And they rich, too. Got to be to afford that ole place. Skeemo say it need some work, but it real big. It got something like eight or ten bedrooms in it. And land for miles and miles. They say part of that field back of your house really belong to that house. Wonder how they gonna tend all that land, Sister?” The swing is old and the paint is chip and crack away. Pammie use her long skinny fingers to peel away layers of the paint.

“Quit pickin’, Girl! Spose they ask some of us town folks to help them. Wonder what they comin’ here for? Plenty of fine houses closer to town. Why they gonna live near us? Grannie say white folks is trouble.”

“Spose she was right. I reckon we have to wait and find out for sure. You miss your grannie?” Pammie lift one foot up on the swing and use the other to sort of push and make us go.

“Yeah. Sometime it don’t seem like she really gone. So much of what she say always runnin’ round in my head. But she better off now, I guess.” My Grannie pass last winter. She was 86.

“I miss Daddy, too. Seem like the people you love the most the ones that die first. Least he got to see me finish school. He always want for us to finish.”

“Grannie, too. But she pass before I finish.”

“Do your mama ever cry about Grannie? Mama, seem like she cry all the time. She a little better now that she teach piano again. Use to be she just sit around and cry. I guess she lonely.”

“Mama don’t cry. She pray. Me, I use to cry, but not no more. I still get lonely sometime, though.”

“Why you lonely? Your husband ain’t pass.”

“Yeah, but Grannie pass. And your daddy pass. I ain’t got no daddy. And people pass. And I ain’t got no husband. I don’t know. Just seem like maybe somethin’ missin’, I don’t know.” I finger my springy-coil hair.

“Right. That’s why I wanna get away from here. I don’t think there anything here for me.”

Pammie and me talk a little longer. She always saying she going but don’t go nowhere. Pammie ain’t even got a job yet. She don’t know what she want. Say she got a cousin name Bluff live in Detroit. She say she going and stay with him.

Me, I ain’t press to go. One thing I do know is I wanna sing. Ever since I’s little, I be writing down words. You know, like catchy phrases. Then I add a melody to it. Call myself writing songs. When I go to Pammie house, I play piano. Her mama play at the church and she teach some, too. I never had the patience to take from her. She wanna make you study theory or some mess. I just wanna play what I hear and sing what I play. I do like to sing in church, though.

Soon Pammie get on her going-to-Detroit kick, and I get bored. I say I’m going in the house, and she walk on down the street to hers.









Chapter Two



It cramp at home. Whole bunch of us in one little house. We got a kitchen, bathroom, living room, dining room, and three bedrooms.

It ain’t that bad. But it do get crowded. It me, my mama, my older sister, Ruthanne, her baby, Nakita, my younger brothers, Timothy and Albert, and sometime Ruthanne boyfriend, Peanut. Ruthanne and Nakita in one room, Timmie and Albert in another, and me and Mama share one.

Mama getting old, so she go to bed all early. She want the light out by 10:00. I can’t read or write or sing in there. Sometime I can sit in the living room and write. Then sometime Albert come in with some fast girl from cross town, acting like they grown. Else Ruthanne down there with big-headed Peanut and don’t want me around. Timmie only five, so he usually sleep. Sometime I go in his room and look out the window and think.

Timmie and Albert room face the back, so the window show the back yard and way out into the field. Sometime it real pretty out there. The grass all soft and plush like crush velvet. When you walk barefooted out there it feel kinda cool and wettish, and the air smell real nice. I like fall best. Then you can see the leaves on the sycamores blended in different patterns. Green, red, and gold all together. Look like the patchwork on some of Mama quilts.

When the moon bright and in the right place, kinda hazy and yellow-like, it make the meadow look like maybe ghosts is back there. It spooky. Sometime I pretend they really is ghosts back there, and I imagine what they like. Is they black ghosts or white ghosts? Do they come from the dead folks in our town or from that big house back there? Probably they’s all kinds. I reckon don’t nobody care what color you is when you dead.

In their room you can see the back of that house Pammie say white folks moving into. Ain’t nobody live there since I was real little, and whoever they was, I don’t remember them.

Not long after I hear the news from Pammie, I seen the new people moving in. Everybody in the neighborhood talking about it. Only time white folks come around is if someone take some of they property—they stuff or they women. Don’t nobody here do that. We got our own stuff, and the men here ain’t too particular for white women. Least that what they say.

One night I’m in Timmie room and I could see clear into those people house. Why they got windows all over the back? They don’t want privacy? I could see the dining room and one of the bedroom. I seen three people in there: one old man with white hair, a fattish woman look like she Mama age, and a boy my age with wild red hair. Seem strange to put those few people in that big ole house whiles me and Mama and all of us is pile up in our house cross the field. White folks is crazy. That what Grannie use to say. I ain’t really known none of them personal-like. Just some of the teachers back at Dunbar, but you can’t count them. They ain’t there to get to know; they just try to teach you.

The lights was dim in the dining room, but I could see into the bedroom where the boy stay. I can’t see all that well, but I can tell he got a guitar. I couldn’t hear him play, but it seem nice that he try. Wonder if he good? I use to wish I could play one of them guitars, but I don’t got one. Plus it seem kinda hard—all them strings.

All week I hear people talking about them white folks. They say the boy sick or something. That his mama and granddaddy he live with. They name Mandarene. Say the mama got the house left to her by her dead uncle. That may not be true. Folks around here often make up what they don’t know for sure.

People saying they looking for someone to keep the house and cook during the week. Don’t nobody want to ask about it because don’t nobody trust white folks. I’m thinking about going cross the field and see if they maybe take me. Maybe they pay good. And anyway, I ain’t scared of no white folk no how.









Chapter Three



Grannie say white folks is crazy. They can be as crazy as they wanna be when they pay me $75.00 a week to cook and clean they house. Mama figure these people must got money to burn.

The old man over there is name Norman. He don’t spose to smoke, but I find his butts all over the back porch and in the yard, too. Mama is name Cordial. She say don’t call her Miss cuz it make her feel old. She is old, so I call her Miss. Cordial a strange name anyhow.

Her son sick or something. He got cancer. Pale skin and wild red hair. Calls hisself “Ev-ee-in.” His mama say “Ev-yin.” But he always put that extra sound in the center. Me, I didn’t call him nothing at first. No need. If he come up on me, I just answer his question and go on.

Cordial, she one of them artsy types. She set up a board by the window in the dining room and call herself painting. First few weeks I come, all I see her do is mix paint together, sometime with a stick, sometime with her hand. Then she wanna “get her own lunch.” What that mean is she gonna leave oily prints and a big mess in the kitchen. I say, if she wanna get her lunch, what I come for? Never mind. She still pay me.

Mainly she want me to wash the windows. That and the baseboards. That what she call the thin wood that stick out at the bottom of the wall. Twice a week she got me using vinegar and newspaper on the windows and Pine Sol on the baseboards. I never seen such clean windows. Good thing they clean, too, cuz Miss love to stare out them. Some days she just stand and look for hours, seem like. Make me chuckle. If I had time, I stare out them, too. Me, I’m too busy cleaning them to stare out of them.

One thing I do know, white folks ain’t much for work. Miss hire somebody to do everything. She call it sending things out. Use to be I clean the sheets and they clothes, but for long she send them out. Sure enough on Wednesday morning, I gather up the laundry and set them by the door. Then Jefferson son come from the cleaners and pick them up, return them on Saturday. I ain’t around on Saturday. Least not at first.

Evian, as he call hisself, talk on the phone a lot. He talk in a high-pitch voice real slow and drawn out. It don’t sound like Kentucky, neither. More like Tennessee or something. But when he laugh, he cackle. Whoever he talk to must really tickle him, because he always laughing. That and play the guitar. He sing some, too. Singing don’t sound like his speaking, though. Sound more like cranberries: sweet, cold, and tangy. I hum along sometime. Sometime I don’t know the words.

One day I’m cleaning his bathroom and he in his bedroom playing Marvin Gaye and Tammi. Where he get Marvin, I wonder? He playing it real loud, so I start singing Tammi part. This time I know the words. Next thing I know, he at the door singing Marvin part real strong. We sound kinda good, but I act like I don’t notice. Just keep singing.

When the record go off, he spin me around and say, “Hey, now! I never knew you could sing like that, uhh…ahh…What is your name again, I’m sorry…” Evian look shame.

I answer quick. “Don’t make no difference. Folks call me Sister.” I don’t look him in the eye.

“Sister, you got a mean contralto! You like to sing real low, don’t you?” Evian lean against the sink. His wild red hair matted in the back.

I’m surprise he interested. “Yea. I can sing up high or low, but I like it best when it settle somewhere in my chest.”

Evian get real excited, start talking with his hands. “Cool! I love to harmonize. I love the way you people sing! I wish I could emulate it.”

Right there I start tuning out. What he mean “you people?” I maybe clean the house and cook the food, but it 1971, and I’m 18 years old, a full women, and King done died, and I don’t feel like conversating as one of “you people.” I turn away and sprinkle Comet in the tub.

He don’t take the hint. “…I have so many records. Old stuff. Newer stuff. You like Ray Charles? Oh, oh, and how about James Brown? Double threat—dances and sings! Aretha, the Beatles…” Evian chatter on, don’t notice I ain’t hardly listening. “Who are your favorites, Sister?” He cross his feet while he lean on the sink.

“I disremember. I…I think I better finish this here tub.” I try not to be rude. He ain’t worth losing my job over or nothing. One hand, I wanna talk to him. Don’t nobody love Aretha and music like me. Other hand, what he wanna talk music with “you people” for?

Evian turn to leave. “Oh yeah. You’re busy. Like my mom is too busy to clean her own toilets. I’m in my room, mostly. Come by and say hey sometime. I wanna know who your favorites are.” He scratch his head in the back as he leave. He need to comb his hair.

He puzzle me. You people. Cracks about his mama. He setting me up? And I don’t see him rushing to clean his own toilet.

Soon after that, Evian get sick. Miss leave me in the house some days with the old man. She say Evian be going to the doctor a lot for a while. She say I don’t have to clean his room or his bathroom, neither. Okay with me.

But I still gotta vacuum. So, I hear him in his bathroom being sick. I’m out in the hall with the vacuum. I go in the room next to his and pull the door to. Don’t seem right to have someone hearing you be sick. So first I sort of dust. But really I’m finish in there, so I turn on the vacuum and just sit a minute. Next I hear him go in his room and shut the door.

While I’m vacuuming the hall outside his room, something sort of sink down low in my stomach. He so young to be so sick. Next thing I know, I hear Dinah Washington singing “Unforgettable.” Something jump up in me then, same thing that had sunk before, and I knock on his door.

Hear him rustle on the bed. “Yea?”

“I like her, too.” I say through the door.

“Come again? Sister…?” He turn the music down a little.

“I say, I like Dinah Washington, too.” My heart pounding some.

“Sister. Come in. Open the door.” He sitting on the edge of the bed , hair breaking off and skin more pale.

I scan the room slow, like I don’t never seen it before. It got carpet, but he also put down these wild color rugs on the floor. He got a painting of a bird over the bed, got its head stretch up and its wings half-spread.

Evian half-laugh, half cough. “She is my absolute favorite. Gotta be in the right mood for Dinah, though. She’s better than some of them, I spose, like Billie Holiday.” He not looking at me. He looking at the bird.

“Yeah. She take you down some place you don’t intend to go.” I sing along to “Willow Weep for Me.” Evian sort of hum along, too. Then the record stop and all you hear is breathing. Mine shallow and his seem like water running through it.

“You ever get tired, Sister? Sometimes I’m so tired.” He lean against the back board of the bed and cross his feet Indian-style.

“Sure. After working all day or walking around with Pammie.” I answer without thinking.

“Yea, but I mean deep down in your bones tired. And sick. And sick of being tired. I mean, what is this about, anyways? All these trips to the doctor and therapy. Doesn’t seem like I’ll ever get better. And it makes me tired.” He rest his head against the back board. Small tears run down his cheek.

I don’t know what to say. What I got to be tired for? Sometime things get on my nerves, like when it crowded at home and I wanna write or just think. Or the way white folks look at you in Woodsons downtown like you dirty. I gets tired of that fast and want to go home. Bone tired? I don’t know. I notice a pile of Negro spirituals on his desk. “Precious Lord” and “Deep River.” They two of my favorites. These the ones they always let me lead at church.

“At home, it ain’t no room to breathe. They’s a bunch of us in there. I get sad sometime for my grannie. She pass a year ago. Those times I sing. You know. Out on the porch, just swing a little and sing till the heavy part slip away. You know this?” I hand him “Precious Lord.”

Evian take the page. “Hand me my guitar, will you?” He let his right leg dangle off the side of the bed.

First he tune. He put the music on the bed in front of him. Then he strum soft. Close his eyes and strum around the melody. I don’t never hear nobody play spirituals on the guitar before. Sound so soft on the outside, like when raindrops fall off the tree in the front yard and bounce on the window.

He rock a little and strum. Seem like some of his sick and tired, some of my dirty looks from Woodsons, and some of Grannie’s “no in between” splash together and land at my feet. I start to sing.

I start at the center and move out. Through the storm. Through the night. By the time I’m back at the beginning, pleading to the Lord, Evian singing, too. We sound kinda sweet together.









Chapter Four



“So, what it like over there? Do they got marble floors and gold-plated everything? What about they clothes? Where do they come from—Fields? Gimbles? She got furs, Sister?” Me and Pammie in my room. Both us on the bed with a bowl of popcorn between us. We love us some popcorn. Pammie make it better than I do. She got a bigger pot. It don’t never scorch over to her house. Pammie painting her nails. I’m filing mine.

“Girl, they not like that, I’m telling you. They house is big, though. They got real thick carpet everywhere. Cept the kitchen. Look like I spend most times vacuuming. That and cleaning the windows. They got plenty carpets and windows.” My nails don’t grow long like Pammie. I don’t usually add no color to them.

“Do she got furs? What you be cooking over there? They eat strange food?”

“I ain’t seen no furs so far. She always wear flower skirts and tee shirts. And bare feet. But they got two refrigerators. One really a freezer. That where they keep the meat and ice cream and all kinda dessert. Miss love dessert, wit her fat butt self. I cook chicken or steak or fish. Evian love fried fish. She got cookbooks, but I don’t usually look in them.”

Pammie better-looking than me. Her skin even tone and caramel brown. She got long, thick hair fall away from her face and turn under in fat hunks. Big brown eyes and full, heart-shape lips.

Me, my hair curly. It come down and coil back, look like rusty springs. Reddish brown, sort of. My skin ashy-looking. Not real brown, not redbone. Just plain. Pammie got a round butt and hips. I go straight up and down like a boy. I ain’t ugly. Wholesome, that what Mama say. That her word for nothing special, I guess. Pammie always tell me I look pretty when I fix up, but usually I don’t.

“Dang, Girl! You lucky! Wha you gonna do with all that money?”

“Give part of it to Mama; you know—help out. I spend some on clothes and records, and I’m thinkin’ bout getting a guitar.” I slip that in casua-like. I ain’t ready to tell her about Evian and how he say he teach me how to play, maybe.

“And you gonna spend a little taste on your best bud, too, right?” Pammie giggle while she fan her nails.

“Girl, you know we gonna hang. Go to movies and stuff. You know that’s right!” We slap five in the air.

“Maybe I could work, too. Save some money. Something. Edward say he going round there, too, but he never do. Say he hear they need somebody cut the grass and all.” Edward Pammie older brother.

“I told Miss he comin;. Be nice to have him around sometime. Maybe then I feel more comfortable.” I tell Pam how it is all day with white folks. How you feel kinda strange and don’t know what to say. Truth, I feel kinda okay around Evian. Me and him seem like we can understand each other some. But in the back of my mind I know I got to be careful cuz he may be crazy, like Grannie say.

Weeks pass and Evian seem like he feel better. He got his hair so short he almost bald. Talk on the phone again. He got a cousin name Blister from over to Georgetown. First I think that a strange name for somebody. Then I seen him and understand. Big red face and fat sausage fingers. Look like he ready to pop. Got a fat butt, too.

One week he come over from Georgetown, gonna stay the weekend. He come on Wednesday and stay until Sunday. Miss have me set up the room next to Evian. All I gotta do is turn down the bed and put out towels and stuff.

I don’t know what to make of me and Evian. All the time he call me in his room and we talk. He tell me about when he live in Memphis and he got sick. He got to stay home a lot and have a tutor come and teach him. Stay in the house, mostly, and play guitar and sing. Blister, he play guitar, too. They like to sing together or plan out how they gonna form a band and be stars one day.

Tuesday before Blister come, I’m rubbing the baseboards with Pine Sol. Evian call me in. He got James Brown playing on his record player. Don’t seem like he ever listen to nobody white, cept the Beatles.

“Hey, Sissy!” He took to calling me that few weeks before. “You ever get tired of cleaning Mama’s floors? I mean, you are so talented! You sing as good as Aretha, easy. What you got planned for yourself? You 18 yet?” He on the floor flipping through crates of records.

When he talk to me, I want to lean back and ease off, like with Pammie. But something catch in the middle and I can’t. Maybe cuz he a little older and he a man. Maybe cuz when he smile I get a tightness in my shoulders. Mainly cuz he said, “you people,” and I ain’t forgot. Why he wanna know what I do?

“I be 19 in September. Anyways, I like to clean. Ain’t nothing to keep a place clean, Ev. Plus, your mama treat me nice, and if I don’t work here, how I get to know you?” I look at him silly and stick out my tongue.

Ev swat me on the leg. “You best keep your tongue in your mouth, Sissy, or someone might come along and snatch it out.” He wink at me.

He do that and something buckle at my knee. I sit down for a minute.

He say, “My mama is so backwards! She acts like she lives in the dark ages or something. I mean, she claims to be such a liberal, but the closest she gets to Blacks is the people that she hires to run her house. That’s so played out!” A vein pop out at his right temple when he get mad.

“Parents always seem backward. My mama still blame me if the kitchen ain’t clean even though I ain’t at home all day. Plus she don’t like me to go nowhere less it with Pammie or something, like I’m a baby.” I don’t wanna say nothing about his mama. Where I come from, you don’t talk about somebody Mama, especially when they your boss.

“Whatever. I guess you just lose your sense when you get older. Me, I’m never gonna lose my sense, cuz I’m never gonna get any older! Not with Mama around! She is so protective. Like she doesn’t want me to go anywhere or do anything. I might break, or something. She doesn’t want me to die, so she won’t let me live. It’s crazy. But, hell, when I go, I go. I can deal with that. I do have to live a little, first. Otherwise, what’s the point? You gotta listen to this, Sissy.” He hand me an album by Joan Armatrading.

“Your mama would love to know that I’s back here listening to records while she pay me to clean. Specially when your cousin comin’ and stay and I got to fix up his room.”

“Oh, so you don’t have time for me, Sissy? You so busy, right, you can’t spend a minute with an old friend?” He tickling my leg, moving up to my stomach and sides.

“I’m ticklish, Ev. Don’t! You make me…” I’m too laughy and nervous to talk.

“Make you what, Sissy? Huh? What does it make you do?” Evian tickle my underarms near my chest. He up in my face. Smell like Dove soap.

He pin my arms down so’s I can’t wiggle, face right up next to mine. Seem like my legs go to Jell-O. I start to slip down. He catch me around the waist and hold tight. Then he brush his lips against mine, and I feel his fingers on my back.

We kiss.

Seem like the walls fly out and we standing in outer space somewhere.

Feel like a balloon filling up in my chest and I can’t breathe.

Seem like whatever he got on his heart he trying to push down my throat and into mine.

He got his hands in my hair. “I been wanting to do that for a long time.” He looking at my eyes.

I can’t say nothing. Seem like he took my tongue all for hisself. Then he put his finger on my lip and give it back to me.

“Ev…I gotta…. we better…. let me go tend to the cleaning. Miss be back from the store soon…” I lean away from him, but don’t no space come between us.

“Sure, Sissy. You can take the album with you. Let me know what you think about it.”

I head on down the hall thinking, “Damn. What I’m gonna do now?”









Chapter Five



What I decide to do is act like it don’t matter. What I care if some white boy with cancer gonna make like we friends and stuff and kiss me like that? Big deal. So I shake my hair some, like I wanna get a bad smell off me, and then I go back to the room set up for Blister. Everything in order there. Smooth down the sheets and fluff up the pillow. Spray a little more daffodil air spray. Truthfully, I don’t never smell a flower that smell like this junk, but Miss seem to like to use it. She keep it in every room.

But, much as I don’t wanna admit it, it do seem like I got a little spring in my step afterward. Miss still in town and I done finish the list of cleaning to do today. Scared to go back in Evian room. So, I go to the kitchen and pull down one of Miss cookbooks. I look at desserts first. They got recipes for cobbler in there and banana pudding. Who need a recipe for that? Me, I just get down the stuff from the cabinets, like the peaches or the bananas. Then I just add a taste of this and a taste of that. For you know it, you got dessert. Now, I can’t make some of the stuff Mama and Aint Nelly make. They can throw down, sure enough. Aint Nelly can make pound cake and pecan pie like you don’t believe. Mama, she big with sweet potato pie. I don’t mess with no sweet potato pie too much. Don’t seem right to be putting vegetables in pies. But I do like me some cobbler.

So, for a treat, I decide to make Miss some apple cobbler. I like peach better, but she don’t have none in the kitchen. And go to the store? No, I don’t feel that special. So I’m peeling apples and sifting flour and the like. I got the radio on, and I am listening to the Jackson Five. For long I got a big pan of it ready to go in the oven. I put some in a small pan, too, so’s I can take a little taste home with me.

I’m just finishing up cleaning the cobbler mess and done stashed my separate pan in a bag inside my tote, when Miss come in. She got old Norman behind her. He got a scowl on his face, same as usual. He notice me and smile a little. Seem like he kinda sweet on me or something. He always smile and say something when he see me. Specially when I’m in the kitchen. Miss, she always got the sound of the sun in her voice. Like God set her up with a picnic smack in the middle of the world, and now all she gotta do is kick back and enjoy. Sometime she sort of get on my nerves.

“Sister! Don’t tell me you took and made a cobbler!” Miss always accusing me of “taking and doing” something. “Girl, you know the last thing I need is some cobbler! But, sure nough, I was thinking just today how I would like to have some with some ice cream. Had a sweet tooth all day. I must a been inside your head, cuz I took and brought some home. Ice cream, I mean. Vanilla—that soft kind.” She start unloading her packages all over the counter.

Norman, on his way out to the back porch, which is where he stay most of the time, or in his room, laugh out loud. “Cor-jul, you got nothing but sweet teeth in your head. Wonder they don’t all fall out. Just like your mama. One of these days you gonna take me round to that doctor and have to stay for yourself. Why in the world you eating all that sweet stuff when sugar was your mama’s demise is beyond me. And you, Sister. Always her accomplice. For shame!” He wink at me and pick a little edge off the crust. The cobbler ain’t been out the oven more than five minutes and he already picking. He look like warning Miss. “Well, I’m off to greener pastures than these. Sister, you have a safe walk home, now, hear?” He shuffle hisself on out the back door.

“Daddy is a real nuisance! Like I don’t know that he smokes and drinks and God knows what else. Mama was diabetic, but she died from her stoke. Plus she was 74. And anyway, he ought to be more careful than he is, too. He is getting up there, you know.”

I just sort of nod my head. Miss ain’t looking for no comment, no way. Just talking to hear herself, really. I’m helping Miss put away the groceries even though it time for me to go. So, I figure I better say something.

“Bless his heart. He don’t mean no harm. I guess that his way of letting you know he love you. Like my Grannie use to say, you gotta die of something. Might as well have fun while you doing it.” I put the eggs in they special compartment.

Miss sigh deep. “Well, it is about that time, Sister. I guess Daddy could go any time now. Then I really will be alone. ‘Cept for Ev-yun. And he is so grown these days. Doesn’t want to hear anything I got to say.” She put a stack of corn ears in the refrigerator. “That reminds me. I will be going into Louisville on Friday. I will be staying with my girlfriend, WilleMae. She has gotten us tickets to the symphony, and she has another male friend she wants me to meet. Folks are forever trying to fix me up! Since James died, I have dated more men. None of them hold a candle to my Jimmy…” She trail off. I hope she don’t choke up. Jimmy her husband that died in Vietnam. Been dead since 1968, she say. He Norman son. She related to Norman by marriage, even though she call him daddy.

“Might be good for you. You never know who you may meet. Sound like a good time to me.” I am being sincere, though I don’t truly care. Grannie say don’t get too sentimental for white folks. They sure never sentimental for us all these years. But don’t nobody want to be alone, I reckon. So I think she might want to go and meet someone.

“Yea, well, we’ll see. Sister, I am going to be gone til Sunday after church. I know you are normally off on Saturday, but…Would you mind coming over and checking on things? I worry about Ev-yun. And Daddy can handle himself, I guess, but…I’d just feel better if you looked in on them and maybe cooked something for their supper. And you know Blister is gonna be here, too. He can be so wild…Do you think you could come?” She look at me helpless.

“Yeah, Miss Cordial. I come by Saturday. No problem. Don’t you worry. These men will be okay.” Now I got to come round here on Saturday, too. What Miss thing they gonna do, anyways?

“I am much obliged, Sister. Maybe you want to take Friday off, since you’re coming on Saturday. This way you don’t feel overwhelmed. Of course, I’ll leave a little extra for you this week. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“That’ll be good, Miss. I can get some things done at home on Friday. Matter of fact, I guess I be getting on back now. I need to fix supper and all.” I rinse my hands off at the sink and then move toward the kitchen door.

“Of course. I lose track of time, don’t I? Running my mouth. Get lost already! I’ll see you tomorrow.” Miss smile and start humming a song I don’t know as she move to the sink and look out the window. Always looking out the window.

Back home I flop on my bed and think. I don’t mean to, but look like I can’t help myself. Crazy stuff running around in my head. Like do Evian love me or do he mean to trick me or something. I think back to everything he ever said to me and every time we be together. What it seem like? I don’t think he mean-spirited. Seem like he sincere. But all tricksters seem sincere, don’t they? Otherwise how they gonna fool somebody? I don’t know. I do know it feel nice when he messing in my hair and breathing so close. And I like to sing with him. I like the way he talk to me and listen if I got something I wanna say. I usually don’t. But if I do, I think he listen.

I start to fantasize about him and me. You know. Walking some place or just sitting close and listen to each other think. What do he think about, I wonder? Me, it’s always what Imma do or be. Pammie, she always saying she got to leave from around here. But I don’t know. Leave and go where? Everything I know about is right here. Mama and my family and everybody. Plus, I don’t wanna leave Mama. Seem like she need me, even though she don’t act like it. The house is paid and all, but I do help around here. Pay some of the bills and buy some groceries. Keep the rooms clean and stuff. I don’t know.

Evian cute to me. Didn’t especially think so at first. But he grow on me, I guess. He got these strange color eyes. Not blue. Not green. Just pastel, sort of. Look like they got plenty water in them, but they clear and…I’m not sure what else. Patient, maybe. And he got fat lips for white people. Used to be so thin, but now it seem like he pick up a little weight. Miss say he getting better and they don’t see tumors no more. But they still got to watch him. I pray that he be okay. I don’t know why. I just don’t want to think of nothing bad happen to him. Seem like he been through enough.

I put on the record that Ev let me borrow. This woman, Joan Arma—whatever can sing. She sing deep like I do. I look at the words on the back of the album. She write pretty, too. I listen and try to hum along even though I don’t really know all these songs yet. I can learn right quick, though. Ev right. I do like her sound.

I lose myself somewhere around the fourth song. Just floating out in space somewhere. I know I need to see whether Mama fix supper or not, cuz I’m hungry. But something make me just sit there and think. Mostly about Evian and how he kiss. I like it. Thing that worry me is, I hope he kiss me again. Real soon.









Chapter Six



When I went around there that Thursday before Miss leave for Louisville, Evian already gone. He downtown somewhere with Blister. I peek in Blister room to see what I can tell from what he got with him. Miss on the front porch with a magazine and some iced tea I made and let brew in the sun. It taste so good that way. But she out of my way, like I like it. So I snoop a little.

He got a guitar, too. And tons of what Evian call sheet music. All it is where the person wrote down the notes and chords they be playing. I can understand the piano ones. But some of them also got these funny marks. For the guitar, I guess. He got a bunch of tee shirts and what seem like army pants. Clean underwear. A notebook and some colored pens. A copy of Lord of the Flies. I read that at Dunbar. It was okay. But in the corner of his suitcase he got a plastic baggy with home-grown inside. Those boys from Georgetown always smoke corn. It must grow real well there. Pammie and her brother have a little in their back yard. They smoke it sometime, too. Me, I get real silly with that stuff. It don’t agree with me, especially. Every now and again, me and Pammie and her brother smoke a little and act simple.

So, I cover all the stuff on Miss list for the day, same as usual. I try not to think about Evian and his kiss. Maybe he forgot about it. He don’t seem like he too worried about it to me. Off with Blister somewhere. I ain’t worried neither.

I’m about to put the dishes away and head home when I hear them in the driveway. Blister drive a VW bug. It got different colors all over it and got a Confederate flag in the side window. Blister wearing some jeans look real fray at the bottom and flare out. Evian wearing those baggy shorts, barefoot, and carrying a stack of albums. I guess they been to the record store.

They come busting through the back door that lead into the kitchen. I am standing at the sink about to drain the water out from the dishes. Dry my hands on a flower towel.

“Hey, Sissy. This here is my cousin, Franklin. But everybody call him Blister. Blister, this is Sissy. She’s a friend of the family, comes and helps us out around here.” Evian get two glasses out of the cabinet and set them on the table. “I’m gonna get us some tea. You want some, Sissy?”

I shake my head no.

“Hey there, Sissy. I heard about you! Evian done told me you was a sanger. I sang a little myself, me and Evian. Glad to know you.” He squat, too bulky, over a chair. Drink a sip of tea. All teeth and pink skin like popped balloons, smiling at me.

“Yeah. Blister is pretty good, actually. Better than me on the guitar. But he can’t sing so great. Though he thinks he sounds like Paul or John, or something.” Evian tease his cousin. I guess they got it like that. “You should hear him play, Sissy. He does all these riffs and shit that I can’t do to save my life. Blow you away.” He wink at me and smile.

My stomach shift when he wink. “I bet he would. Pleasure to know you, Franklin. But Evian, you make me out to be more than myself. I like to sing and everything. But just for fun, you know. It ain’t like you spose to be taking me serious and all.” I act modest. Really it ain’t much of an act. I know I can sing okay, but I ain’t boastful or nothing.

“Puh-leez! Let Evian tell it, and you a regular Joni Mitchell or something. Reckon I just have to hear for myself and see if you sing as sweet as you look…” Now Blister wink. This time when my stomach shift it don’t feel the same.

“You’ll see. Sissy, you coming round here Saturday, right? Me and Blister fixing to barbecue. Ever taste my barbecue, Sissy?”

He know darn well I ain’t. “No, Ev, I can’t say as I has.”

“Oooh-wee, Sister. Now you missing a treat! I can make some barbecue make you wanna slap your mama! Sure enough. You just come on out and see Saturday. And if my ribs and Blister’s riffs don’t make you wanna sing, I don’t know what will.” He grinning all over. Me too.

“Hey now! The party is on. Imma be practicing all day tomorrow and make sure my plucking is primed for your sangin’. We’ll have us a regular ol jam session.” Blister seem like he really excited about all this.

“Good, then. That’s settled. Oh, Sissy, Mama asked me to show you something in the back room. Will you come back with me before you leave out?” He already heading for his room.

“Okay, but I do gotta be getting’ on. Please to meet you, Blister. I spose I see you sometime Saturday.” I follow at Evian heels.

“I spose you will!” I hear Blister say from half to Evian room.

Evian pull me in his room and press against me real gentle. Then he kiss my cheek, my lips, my ear. He say, “I’m glad you’re coming on Saturday, Sissy. I been waiting to show off your singing to somebody. Be selfish to keep you all to myself.”

My heart pounding like I don’t know what. What if Blister come back here? What if Miss or Norman hear? “Go on! What you wanna flatter me like that for? Plus, ain’t you scared? Bringin’ me back here to kiss and all…?” Truthfully, I wish he kiss me two times more. Once for me to feel, and once to think about later.

“What I got to be scared for? I like you, Sissy. You’re sweet and smart and got good sense—nothing wrong with that. Saturday my mama’s gonna be gone, and we can get to know each other some. It’ll be fun.” Evian hold onto both my hands and stare at me.

“Well, Miss did ask me to come and check on y’all. You think she be mad if I stay and eat barbecue? I mean, I do all my work first, of course.”

“You worry too much. What she got to care for? We both got to eat. And me and Blister’ll walk you home if it’s dark when you ready to go. You be my guest, Sissy. Don’t give me a problem.” He tweak my nose and open the door again. “So, I’ll see you Saturday, okay?”

“You ain’t gonna stop worryin’ me til I say yes, so I be here.” I follow him out the bedroom and go round to the kitchen door to go home. Miss in the kitchen with Blister. They both sitting and drink iced tea. I wish Miss a safe trip and say goodbye to both of them.

I got a little extra jiggle to my walk as I shuffle through the field to my house. First thing I think is, I gotta tell Pammie. She gonna be surprised I ain’t already told her about how it is with Evian. Which make me think. How is it with him, anyways? What he mean when he say we get to know each other? What do he have in mind? I mean, I do wanna be with him sort of. I like to spend time and have him talk about how I could sing and brag on me. It feel good when he do that. And when he kiss me. But something tell me Miss would have something to say if she knew we back in his room getting close all of a sudden. Wonder what everybody gonna think if they knew?

Too soon to tell, I guess. Maybe I get over there Saturday and Ev done change his mind. Or maybe I change my mind. We just have to wait and see. But I know that when I get in the house, I hope nobody ain’t on the phone, cuz I need to talk to Pam. See what she got to say about all this.
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