





[image: Cover: Til All These Things Be Done, A Novel by Suzanne Moyers]








'TIL ALL THESE THINGS BE DONE


A Novel


Suzanne Moyers


[image: Logo: She Writes Press]


SHE WRITES PRESS









Copyright © 2022, Suzanne Moyers


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, digital scanning, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, please address She Writes Press.


Published 2022


Printed in the United States of America


Print ISBN: 978-1-64742-235-6


E-ISBN: 978-1-64742-236-3


Library of Congress Control Number: 2022905536


For information, address:


She Writes Press


1569 Solano Ave #546


Berkeley, CA 94707


She Writes Press is a division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC.


All company and/or product names may be trade names, logos, trademarks, and/or registered trademarks and are the property of their respective owners.


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.









For my children, SaraJane and Jassi.


Here’s to second—and third and fourth—chances,


and never giving up on love.









Namesek, New Jersey • September 1986





CHAPTER 1






Where am I?


Leola looked around. Was this the house in Bronway where she’d lived as a girl? There was a fireplace, yes, but not the one of raw pine with Mama’s treasured clock upon it. This mantel was glossy white, decorated with brass candlesticks, a painting of ships, bright-colored china birds. On the floor, not the rug Mama had woven from old clothes but one made of wool, with fringe and swirling designs. And the divan where she sat: Leola ran her hands along the smooth fabric, pressed the over-soft cushions. This was a fancy thing, not threadbare and rickety like the one in Mama’s parlor.


Leola gazed at the small table nearby with its vase of delicate roses—peach, pink, yellow. Yellow roses of Texas! She smiled, snatches of song circling her brain:


You may talk about your Clementine


And sing of Rosalee


But the Yellow Rose of Texas


Is the only girl for me!


Rosalee! Someone had called her that once. Had it been Joe, her husband? She studied the roses again. Were these his flowers? Lord knew that man could turn a wretched patch of desert green! P’rhaps this was Tyler then, the small, pretty house she’d shared with him and their children.


From the next room came piping laughter, a high voice chattering away. Was that one of those children? Her son, what was his name? Paul? No, Peter! Was it Peter or the other one? The girl named … Leola squeezed her eyes shut. Thinkthinkthink. But the memory slid by like the underwater silhouette of a legendary fish when you’d left your rod at home.


She glanced out the window, wondering again where she was. No trumpet vines or hummingbirds like in Tyler. No wide sky arcing above the chinaberry trees; instead, low russet hills, branches that reached and reached, peeps of blue showing between. Probably wasn’t that other place she’d lived either, noisy with the sounds of many children. Never much of a home but the Home in Wixa … Waxa … Whatever the town was called.


Suddenly something in the corner caught Leola’s eye, a shadow shaped like—a man! She leaned forward, trying to make out who it was. Joe? Peter? Brother Giles with the camera and … and the pinching contraption? Leola shuddered, thinking she should hide. But the figure moved now, lifting a hand. Beckoning. And then she noticed his other side, the sagging, hollow sleeve, missing its arm.


“Papa? Is that…” her voice was choked, “is that you?”


The figure grew clearer, the face more familiar: small, well-formed nose like her own; square chin (with a deeper cleft than hers); full mouth (her lips were thin). And those eyes—wide-spaced, curved upward at the corners, the trait she shared with her father more than any other.


“Papa!” She struggled to go to him, but the sofa cushions sucked her back, a quicksand of fabric and foam.


“Don’t leave!” Leola’s voice cracked with panic. “Tell me first why you couldn’t … why you didn’t—”


“Mother?”


A woman stood in the doorway holding something in her hand—a food-scooper. A froon? To stir a pot with. A spoon, that was it!


“Who were you talking to?” the woman asked, glancing around.


Leola’s heart quickened, wondering if she should tell. She was fairly certain this was the same person who took her money. Kept her here against her will. Would not let her go home. But before she could answer, the woman rushed over, setting the spoon on the table.


“Mom.” She crouched, staring into Leola’s eyes. “Are you okay?”


Leola leaned back. “Who are you?”


The woman flinched. “I’m your daughter, Rose. Don’t you remember?”


Leola hesitated, not wanting to admit she hadn’t, in fact, remembered.


“’Course I do.” She peeked at the vase. “Rose.”


Her daughter sighed, lightly touching one of the flowers.


“Last crop of the year, cut from the garden yesterday. The peachy bud is one of Daddy’s—the Leola Rose, he named it. They do well even this far north. Pretty but hardy.” Her eyes sparkled. “Like their namesake.”


Daddy? Did she mean Papa? Leola wagged her head, like settling a sack of cotton, trying to make more room.


Rose shifted her position, and Leola could see into the corner again—it was empty! She groaned aloud.


“What is it?” Rose asked.


Leola couldn’t help herself. “My father—he was here. I mean there. Over there!”


Rose checked behind her. When she looked at Leola again, her face was filled with doubt.


“How about I make you a snack?” She stood, grabbing the spoon. “Got home late so supper won’t be ready for a bit. You must be hungry.”


Leola had been hungry a few times in her life but certainly wasn’t at the moment, not with Papa near, trying to tell her something. All she wanted was the woman—her daughter—to leave so he’d come out of hiding.


“A snack would be nice,” she murmured, and Rose seemed relieved.


“All righty then.” She turned away. “Back in a jif.”


Leola could tell her daughter didn’t believe her about Papa’s visitation. She’d noticed the way Rose regarded her, like a child or a crazy person. Leola wondered if she’d worn that same expression looking at her own sister—which one was it, Mae or Karla?—who’d also claimed to see their father’s ghost, who’d never been quite right after all she’d been through. Blessed are the poor in spirit. Well there was nothing blessed about being touched in the head. Nothing at all.


Leola recalled someone explaining recently about her own wasting mind. A disease that comes with aging, they’d told her. Something called Dimension? Dime-in-shaw? A disease of dimming, whatever the name. Still, no matter how mauddled … auddled … addled her thoughts, she was sure Papa had been here, in this very room, trying to tell her something. And now he’d disappeared again.


Leola wiped her eyes with a sleeve, lifting her face to the sun, feeling warm—for once. She’d been cold night and day since coming North. Yankeeland, she and Joe had called it in private after their daughter had moved to … wherever this place was. Something new. Not New Mexico, not New York … New Jersey! That was it. Joe used to say how funny it was that Rose had grown up where people couldn’t be bothered to pronounce their last name, yet nowadays lived around folks who didn’t believe an Italian could speak with a Texas twang. A person just can’t win, he’d say, shaking his head.


Leola sunk back into the divan, closing her eyes, letting the sun sink into her. Letting it sink in where she was, not Bronway or Tyler or the orphanage nor anywhere else but New Jersey, the home of her daughter. The Rose she’d made with Joe.


At least she remembered that—and other things, too, bits and pieces of her past. The buttery crumble of cornbread on her tongue. Joe’s lips on hers, urgent and warm—the thrilling ache his kiss brought down deep. Brilliant woven cloth swaying in a hot breeze. The red of a hummingbird’s throat and another shade of red, crimson blood trailing a floor, leading to, or from, Papa.









Smith County, Texas • August 1918





CHAPTER 2






It happened too fast for Leola to drop the half-peeled potato and knife. Too fast for Mama to move from the window where she’d gone to see what the racket was, cartwheels on packed earth, male voices shouting, boots clattering across the porch. Too fast even to open the door, as the men from the mill kicked it in themselves, Gus Lister and Ralph Newsom hefting Papa’s body onto the kitchen table, scattering the beans Mama’d been picking over moments ago.


“Arm got caught up in the saw blade,” Gus shouted. “Someone’s ridin’ to town to summon Doc.”


Seeing Gus press Papa’s shoulder, stanching the blood, Leola dropped her knife, finally, into the sink. Dropped the potato also, lunging toward her father … except Mama blocked the way.


“Go to your sisters.” Her eyes were like burnt coals in her paper-pale face. “They’ll be wakin’ soon from their naps. Keep ’em from,” she glanced at Papa, “this.”


Leola warbled all over like Auntie did from the palsy sometimes. She wiped her hands on her apron, trying to answer, but nothing came out. Not that she would’ve been heard, as Doc Hickley blustered in then, shouting orders left and right.


“Boil water, Orlie! And I’ll need all the clean cloths ya got!” He turned to Ralph. “Ride on down to the Gumbses’ place, see if Nancy has some of her sugar-soot concoction for makin’ a compress.”


Leola wanted to add, And bring Nancy back with you, but stopped herself. Doc would never allow a root healer or any other Black person to work beside him, however much he respected their medicine.


Cutting away Papa’s shirt, the doctor noticed Leola for the first time.


“This child’s got no business here!” he snapped, and Leola bristled. At fifteen, she was hardly a child, had helped birth the piglets last spring and nursed her sisters through measles. She could pump water and cut up bandages and …


Mama’s fingers pressed hard around her wrist.


“Do as I asked, Lee. Go to your sisters. This instant.”


Leola started to argue, but there was the corpse-like body of her father. The ashen skin. A foul smell rising in her nose: metallic, mixed with rot—flesh, already dying. She couldn’t stand to see Papa this way. She was a coward after all. A child, not a woman. She wanted to be gone.


So she stumbled down the narrow hallway to the stifling bedroom she shared with her sisters, curtains shut against the afternoon glare. Wouldn’a done a lick of good to pull them back neither, for summer had been blistering and autumn promising more of the same.


In the corner bed, two-year-old Karla napped peacefully, finger in her mouth, but Mae sat up, dark hair mussed every which’a way.


“What is it, Lee-lee? We got visitors?”


“No.” Leola coughed, hiding the quaver in her voice. “It’s Papa, got hurt down at the mill.”


Mae frowned.


“Hurt bad?”


Bad enough to die, Leola thought but did not say.


“Nothing Doc Hickley can’t fix right up.” She lowered onto the bed. “Meanwhile, Mama says we ought stay here, keep from getting underfoot.”


Mae narrowed her indigo eyes. Stubborn since the day she arrived, Mama sometimes said of her middle child. Born too early during a January freeze, it hadn’t seemed Mae would live out the night. Papa had set her in a shoebox lined with cotton batting and placed it by the stove, but Mae refused to stay put, squalling until someone picked her up. After a few days, the fretting stopped and she began to eat, turning plump and pink overnight. Well, didn’t she tell off ol’ Death! Papa had declared, though that same determination made Mae a trial at times. As now.


“I wanna see my papa!” Thrusting her spindly legs from beneath the quilt, she slid to the floor. “And I’m hungry ’sides!”


“No!” Leola jumped up, forcing the gentler tone Mama might use. “I told you, darlin’, Papa needs tending. I’ll get you something to eat, soon’s I can.”


Mae hardly faltered. As she made a beeline for the door, Leola grabbed the china doll off her bed.


“Reckon a girl of seven is ready to play with such a fine thing, don’t you agree?”


Mae stopped, mouth open wide enough to catch a barnful of flies. For years, she’d begged to play with Bettie, but Leola always answered, Not ’til you’re bigger. The doll—bisque head and limbs, sateen dress, blush-painted cheeks—was Leola’s most precious possession, a present from Papa after he’d started teaching down in Mixon. Back then school ran eight months a year instead of five, so Papa hadn’t needed that second job at the sawmill—a job she thought he’d never have again nor another like it. If he even lived.


As Mae moved closer, Leola held the doll out of reach.


“You may have Bettie for a time but only if you promise to stay put like Mama said.”


The girl nodded, somber enough for baptismal vows, then settled herself on the bed again. Cradling Bettie, she hummed Papa’s favorite ballad, while Leola took up the words: If I roam away, I’ll come back again/Though I roam ten thousand miles, my dear …


Hearing the familiar song, Karla stirred, and Leola pulled her close.


“Hush, sweetness,” she whispered, stroking the girl’s butter-soft cheek.


The sea will never run dry, my dear/Nor the rocks never melt with the sun …


From down the hall came a sharp cry—Papa’s voice!—and Leola felt ashamed for not defying orders, for not insisting she help—until she recalled his battered body, lifeless as the doll on Mae’s lap, the oozing cloth where his arm had been.


Noticing her sister’s wary expression, Leola feigned bravery, taking up her song again:


But never will I prove false, to the bonny lass I love;


’Til all these things be done, my lass,


’Til all these things be done.









Early June 1919





CHAPTER 3






The sun was licking the sky awake as Leola pulled on her new dress. Well, not new exactly, and hardly the fashionable one she’d seen in the mail-order catalog: lightweight silk, tiered skirt, batwing sleeves. No, this was a work dress, made by Mama from old picking sacks, the material soft from countless washings. Was shaped like a sack, too, with wide armholes to let the air circulate—whatever air there’d be on such a hot day. Leola sighed, thinking at least this was an improvement over the denim overalls she used to wear—so scratchy it took all her mettle not to rip them off before she’d even quit the field.


After braiding her hair, Leola hurried to the kitchen, where Mama stood over the stove, spooning batter into a skillet.


“Mornin’.”


Leola shoved a steaming corn patty all of a piece into her mouth.


“Mercy, child!” Mama scolded. “It’s a wonder you don’t burn your mouth off or choke, the way you bolt your food.”


Leola took a second cake, swirling it with sorghum syrup.


“Can’t help myself,” she replied, gulping it down. “One whiff of these things makes me hungry as a stray cat. Besides, I don’t have time to let ’em cool. I’m late as it is.”


She wiped her hands on a towel, then reached behind the door for her picking sack—also new, also made by Mama, with padded straps and a reinforced bottom so it wouldn’t rip. At nine feet long, it was meant to hold as much cotton as possible. Both bag and dress, she often thought, had been designed to keep her at this hateful task forever.


“You sure you’re up for pickin’ today?” Mama asked, noticing her pained expression. “Seems you still got an ache from the last time.”


’Course I’m not up for pickin’, Leola wanted to answer. She was never up for the tormenting clouds of ’skeeters, the cricked neck muscles from stooping and reaching and reaching some more. But Mama knew this well enough and only asked because she was a mother and hated her child having to do what needed doing.


“Was just the strap pinching my skin,” Leola lied, “but I set it right.”


She gathered the bag’s excess fabric to keep from stumbling as she walked.


“Besides, the drouth’s over and the cotton coming up fast—better take advantage while I can.”


Her mother pointed at the sweating jar on the table.


“Hope that lemonade’ll keep you gettin’ too thirsty. I’ll stop at Farmer McGee’s, later, to bring you more.”


“No need.” Leola slipped the jar into a smaller cloth bag that also contained a ham sandwich and apple for the noon meal. “Mr. McGee keeps plenty of water jugs ’neath the wagons to take when we need.”


Her mother flashed a warning look.


“Then make sure to take when you need, hear? Last time you came home halfway dead with thirst.”


A rustling sound caught their attention—Papa, standing in the doorway.


“Mornin’,” he mumbled, buttoning one of the shirts Mama had altered so the empty sleeve wouldn’t dangle.


“Morning, Papa!”


Leola hurried to embrace him, but he sat down too quick, leaving her teetering in mid-reach. She swallowed, gesturing out the window.


“Look at that sunrise! Pretty as a picture, wouldn’t you say?”


Papa barely glanced from his coffee cup. “Reckon so.”


Standing there, Leola recalled how her father used to be. Before Papa, she called him, who’d never fail to wax poetic over a wondrous dawn or hug his daughter first chance he got. But that man got lost in the saw blade sure as his left arm.


In the months following his accident, Leola had bargained with the Lord to let her father live. When her prayers were answered—when Papa passed through endless rounds of fever and they could dress the wound without him squirming and cussing—it seemed nothing less than a miracle … except that, as the days had passed, his spirit sunk deeper, a shiny coin tumbling down a dark well. He never read his prized books anymore nor played his French harp. Even Mrs. Gumbs’s pokeroot tonic had failed to raise him from despair.


At first Leola figured it was the shock of the accident, the pain of losing his arm, that had changed her father. But it soon became clear he’d no memory of falling onto the blade nor the frightful struggle after and these days, his stump ached only when a storm approached. ’Course, a man losing an arm was no small matter ’round here, with muscle labor the main way to earn a living. Papa had attended a year of college, was smart as a whip and had a head for numbers, but those qualifications meant little when it came to driving horses or putting roofs on barns.


Brings a man down, Mama had told Leola, to beg for work and find none.


Still, Leola suspected more to the story of Papa’s melancholy. Thought maybe it had to do with the longstanding spite between him and her cantankerous grandfather, Mr. Owen, who often accused Papa of getting maimed on purpose so he could “laze about, gatherin’ wool.”


Only yesterday, when he’d come to collect his rent, Mr. Owen had addressed Mama as if her husband weren’t sitting nearby.


I been forgivin’ of your circumstance, Orlena, seein’ you’re my daughter, but I can’t always make exceptions ’cuz y’all are kin. Gotta meet my obligations, whatever fixes you get yourself into.


Which had riled Leola no end. Mr. Owen had suffered his own share of misfortune—like buying this sandy-land farm right before the corn market failed, taking on two mortgages he couldn’t afford. Then his wife, Big Leola—for whom Leola was named—had died and, without her help, Mr. Owen was further doomed. The man considered himself charitable for allowing his daughter’s family to rent his old sharecropper’s cottage, but it hardly seemed an equal bargain. Mama was the only one of Mr. Owen’s children who’d moved back after Big Leola died, doing all her father’s cooking and cleaning with next to no thanks. And far’s their living quarters were concerned, Mama said the place wasn’t fit for mice until she and Papa put considerable elbow grease into fixing it up.


Leola had asked her mother, time to time, about the bad blood between Papa and Mr. Owen, but Mama claimed it was on account of the old man’s disposition, which Leola figured was true. He kept mostly to himself—had no friends that Leola could see—and never smiled at his granddaughters, insisting they call him by his surname instead of PawPaw or Grandaddy or any other term of endearment.


Mama’s voice intruded on Leola’s thoughts.


“Best get on your way, girl, ’fore the best rows are claimed.”


Taking her brimmed hat from its peg, Leola peeked at Papa, hoping he might tap his cheek, begging for a kiss. But no, this stranger—this After Papa—still stared listlessly into his plate. And so she slipped away.












CHAPTER 4






Even at such an early hour, the sun was wicked on Leola’s back, the day’s humidity adding extra weight to the sack she dragged behind. Judging by the size and shape of it, she’d picked some thirty pounds of cotton so far. Another seventy and she might earn enough wages for a bag of flour, real coffee instead of the usual chicory root they brewed, maybe some bacon to tide them over until hog killing. P’rhaps she’d even put some aside for that mail-order dress—or the pattern and fabric so Mama could make it, if she ever had time.


Leola looked across the field where the farmer’s larger wagon sat beneath a sycamore tree, awaiting their cotton. From here she could make out the jugs beneath it, burlap tied tight around their tops. Seemed a miracle how, even on the hottest days, evaporation cooled that water. ’Course Leola had her own miracle to look forward to—the jar of Mama’s lemonade she’d left in the shade—and she licked her thirst-scabbed lips. Five more pounds, she promised herself, pick five more pounds and you can have your drink.


She bent over, slipping a feathery tuft from its sharp boll without feeling a single sting. First few times Leola had picked, the plant’s barbed leaves left her fingers so sore, she’d had to soak them in linseed oil for days on end. But she’d had plenty of practice since and now could remove the feathery tufts neater than a pickpocket filching wallets at a fair.


Cramming more cotton into her bag, Leola caught sight of the Colored pickers across the field—kept separate as always. The white workers were mostly children, with some women here and there, but the Black hands ranged from toddling babes to elders walking on their knees, spines bent from tending other folks’ crops and kettles their whole lives. Colored men in their prime, too, doing the rare job that paid them a halfway-decent wage. Leola flicked a mosquito from her wrist, thinking at least she had some chance of escaping this life someday.


Laughter erupted from the next row: little Jimmy Suggs, poking an anthill with a rolled-up leaf. Poor thing was smudge-faced and scrawny, wearing oversized overalls with mud-crusted hems and a battered straw hat. Though he’d begun picking before Leola, he’d hardly made progress, stopping every few minutes to do a jig or study some interesting rock. Whenever his elder sister, Opal—far ahead on the same row—caught him slacking, she’d holler, Stop that, Jimmy Ray! Hain’t got time for monkey bidness, hear?


Brought a pang to Leola’s heart, imagining her own sisters at such a chore. Mae would find any excuse to dawdle, using cotton fibers to dress up sticks or gathering weeds into bouquets. But Karla—well, she was just a mite! Surely Papa would find a job before they’d have to send her out here.


“Jimmy!”


Opal’s shout made Leola flinch yet again.


“That bag hain’t hardly growed since last I checked. Git yourself to workin’, this instant!”


Leola snorted, wondering why the girl couldn’t let up on her brother. Opal had wide shoulders and tree-trunk legs, and could pick one-handed, steady as a locomotive’s pistons—reach-pluck-wad, reach-pluck-wad. Already, she’d filled two whole bags; seemed she could more than make up for Jimmy’s scant earnings.


Then again, Opal’s kind tended to think with their appetites more than their brains—or so Mama said. White trash, some people called them, low-downers, scrabbling a living any way they could but always coming up short. Mama dubbed them clay eaters, saying they craved the loamy earth found near rivers and streams. When Leola asked why people would eat dirt, Mama had sniffed.


Their men believe it begets more children, and their women, that it gives them strength to deliver those children.


Overhearing this, Papa had frowned.


People only resort to such measures, Orlena—if they even do—to fill their empty bellies. Main difference between us and them is a long stretch of bad luck makes ’em forget who they once were.


Leola glanced at Jimmy, all bare feet and sickly complexion, and then at Opal, stained dress stretched tight across her back. Bad luck, she thought, as in having a drunken, no-account father who came home long enough to beat you and misuse your mother. Or bad luck, like your own papa getting his arm cut off, turning melancholy and never being right again. Either way, Leola reckoned, it’d be easy to forget who you might’ve been.


Swallowing her sadness, she settled into work, trying to match her picking rhythm to the names of the Animal Kingdoms.


Porifera


Cnidaria


Platy … platy … hel … minth … es


Anne … anne … annelinda? Annelita?


She cussed beneath her breath. If she’d any hopes of attending North Texas State with her best friend, Mary Shipley, she’d need straight As and a full scholarship. Ship went to boarding school, where she could take all the necessary courses, while Leola had gone on long as she could at puny ol’ Bronway High, earning her remaining credits by mail, studying whenever she could—which, these days, wasn’t often.


Reaching toward another plant, she pictured the animals along with their phylum:


Mollusca: snails clinging to the rocks in Caney Creek.


Arthropoda: insects, like the flies buzzing ’round her head.


Chor … chor … data: the four-pound catfish she’d caught one day at Lake Palestine.


“Jimmmmmy Suggs!”


Here came Opal, barreling toward her brother, slapping the anthill-poker from his hand. “Quit lollygaggin’, kid!”


“I’m thirsty, Opes,” the boy answered, rubbing his knuckles.


“You fill that bag.” She waggled her finger in his face. “Then you can ’git water. Not a minute a’fore!”


Seeing Jimmy’s quivering lip, Leola could no longer contain herself.


“You oughtta be ashamed,” she shouted at the girl, “treating your own brother that way! And him so young!”


Opal spun around, face mottled with rage.


“Mind yer own bid’ness, missy! Just ’cuz your pappy’s a schoolteacher don’t mean ’ya get to lord it over us.” She let off a wheezy laugh. “Guess all that book-learnin’ didn’t keep him from falling on a sawblade, huh? And now he ain’t no bett’r’n a gimp!”


Pressing an arm to her side, moving about in a fitful dance, Opal sang, “Step right up and see the deeeee-formed schoolteacher!”


Leola checked the insults wheeling through her brain. She’d spotted Mr. McGee at the edge of the field; if he caught her making trouble, she’d not be hired back. But then here was Opal, doing her loathsome dance, so Leola gave into her ire, stepping over the cotton plants, jamming her nose in the other girl’s face.


“’Least my papa doesn’t steal jug money from his own children but is a right and honorable man,” she hissed, “not that a clay eater would understand the first thing about honor!”


Fast as lightning, Opal took Leola’s arm, flipping her face down to the ground.


“Y’ain’t no better’n me, nor anyone else.” She yanked up Leola’s dress, pulled down her drawers. “Got shit stuck to yer ass, same’s the rest of us.”


For an eternity after Opal climbed off her, Leola was aware only of the warm sun upon her private places, the taste of dirt in her mouth—like damp smoke and dried bone and humiliation. A few children tittered but the rest were silent—all except Jimmy, whose filthy feet appeared in Leola’s line of sight.


“Mrs. La’ola? You awright?”


With some effort, Leola sat up, straightening her clothes, not daring to look from her lap, knowing there were boys here she’d see in town and school and church for the rest of her life. Dear Lord, she silently prayed, please reach down, save me from my disgrace, and I will never do wrong, ever again.


And then an arm was pulling her up, a familiar voice murmuring, “There, there, Rosalee.”


Not God but Papa, calling her by the nickname he’d assigned at birth—which she hadn’t heard him use since his accident.


“All is well.” He pulled her close, stroking her hair. “I’m here now.”


Relieved as she was, Leola couldn’t help wondering if Papa had seen her exposed so rudely—a notion she couldn’t dwell on long as Mr. McGee had shown up, waving his hands in the air.


“All my born days, ain’t never heard such a ruckus! Y’all kids supposed to be pickin’, remember?”


Papa removed his hat, slicking damp hair from his forehead.


“Seems like these young’uns could use a rest every so often, Tom, and more looking after, if you don’t mind me saying.”


The farmer hunched his shoulders.


“Matter of fact, Frank, I was about to make an announcement ’long those lines.” He pointed at a surrey parking beneath the sycamore. “Mrs. McGee is just arrived with cookies and fresh-made lemonade. If y’all want any, y’all might head there straightaway.”


The kids whooped, taking off across the field as if lit on fire—all except Opal, who glowered at the two men like she might very well shove their faces into the soil.


“Don’t go dancin’ in the pig trough, Opal,” the farmer warned. “Best get some rest and somethin’ to eat while you can.”


When the girl still wouldn’t move, Jimmy tugged her hand.


“Hurry up, Opes, a’fore all the cookies is gone.”


She gave their group one last hard look, muttering, “Come on, then,” pulling her brother across the field like yet another sack of cotton.


After they’d left, Farmer McGee studied Leola. “You hurt, child?”


“No sir,” she mumbled, thinking the real pain was deep down where he couldn’t see. Telling herself, too, that he couldn’t have noted her part in the scuffle—nor the resulting disgrace. That the others wouldn’t mention it either, out of fear of causing their own trouble.


“Leave your pickings in the wagon for weighing,” the farmer said, pointing at her half-full bag. “Come by later to get your pay. But next time, make sure you choose a row far from that Suggs girl.” He lowered his voice, addressing Papa. “If she weren’t one’a my best workers, I’d have no truck with such cracker filth.”


Papa frowned. “Good thing you do. Velma Suggs was bad off before her latest babe arrived and that consumption don’t help. They’d hardly manage without Opal’s wages.”


Shaking his head, the farmer trudged off, and Leola turned to her father. “How did you know to come by just then?”


“I didn’t know. Soon after you left this morning, I got to thinking ’bout you picking on such a hot day—a Saturday, no less. Felt the urge to fetch you back.” He shook his head. “Was only by accident that I happened along when I did.”


He whistled at their mule, Violet, who’d been patiently standing by.


“But it’s time for us to go.”


He retrieved her pickings from the ground.


“Mama borrowed some sugar and rock salt from Auntie.” His eyes filled with their Before Papa gleam. “Reckon we can make it home in time to help turn the freezer crank?”


Leola’s face warmed with love—and then worry. Even more than the idea of Papa seeing her in her natural-born state, she feared he’d heard what Opal had said about him and what she’d said in return.


“Opal … she … I called her a—”


He held up his hand.


“Any youngster doing a grown person’s job is liable to go astray, child. You’ve worked yourself to a nub of late, which I do appreciate. But if you’re to have a future free of such onerous toil—and I’m determined you will—you’ll need to finish your education and also have some fun, such as folks your age are meant to do. As of today, we’ll make sure that happens.”


He helped her climb on Violet and they headed toward the sycamore. Though Leola struggled to keep her head high, the other children were too busy enjoying their snack to notice her presence—or kind enough to pretend as much.


Taking the lemonade jar from Papa, Leola spied the Suggs kids, removed apiece from the others. Jimmy sat on Opal’s lap, a cookie in each hand, chattering away—although his sister wasn’t paying attention, instead watching the Rideouts with a curious mixture of envy and longing.


Wrestling a torment of feeling over what she’d said to the girl, Leola gulped the drink, the tang of earth too raw on her tongue.












CHAPTER 5






A few days later, Leola found Papa on the back porch, examining a hunk of basswood.


“Isn’t this a fine specimen, Rosalee? Found it by the river. Would be right nice for whittling, I reckon.”


Leola took the branch, studying it close so he wouldn’t see the pity in her eyes. Papa—or Before Papa—had been an expert whittler, able to carve wood and even walnut shells into anything you could imagine. Over the years, he’d made a menagerie of tiny wooden animals, both familiar (armadillos, deer, coyotes) and copied from books (zebras, elk, elephants), which Leola had played with for hours on end. Her sisters had too—until Mama hid them recently, saying such things only reminded Papa of his incapacities.


“I don’t know about you,” Papa was saying, pointing to a section of the branch, “but I keep seeing a particular creature right about here. What d’you think?”


Leola tipped the stick, imagining what it might become.


“Hmmm. This could be antlers—no, tusks. And here,” she traced a bumpy spot, “could be a snout.” She looked at him. “It’s a wild pig like the one I kept as a pet when I was a kid—until it trampled Mama’s garden and ate her chicks.”


“I pictured the very same thing! Which only proves we are truly cut from the same cloth—er, tree.” He peered at her. “Remember when you were little and loved to watch me carve? How I gave you a bar of Ivory soap and let you use a spoon handle to make a figure of your own?”


Leola smiled, recalling how satisfying it had been to press on the soap and watch it give way in clean-smelling curls of white.


“I think I made a bird once. Or that’s what it was meant to be.” She laughed, shaking her head. “Ended up looking more like a lopsided snowman.”


“Well, I thought you demonstrated a talent for whittling and wanted to teach you more.”


“Except,” Leola scoffed, “Mama said if I was going to spend extra time on handiwork, it ought be sewing, which, in her estimation, is a far more practical life skill.”


“Mama’s not here to estimate, is she?” Papa gave her a wink. “And we can’t let this fine wood go to waste, not when it so badly wants to be a fetching javelina.” He stood. “Wait here.”


After rustling around inside, Papa returned with the cigar box he used to store his whittling tools, handing her the pearl-handled penknife he’d had since childhood.


“Seein’ I can’t carve so well these days, it’s up to you to help our porcine friend fulfill her destiny.”


Leola cast him a doubtful look. “Mama won’t be happy if supper isn’t ready when she gets home and me sculpting sticks like a good-for-nothing boy.”


“The beans only need heating, Lee, and you can whip up a batch of larrupin’ good biscuits faster than anyone. Most likely, we’ll have supper fixed long before your mother returns.” Papa waggled his eyebrows. “Besides, I’ll say I commanded you to help me. She can’t protest that, can she?”


Before Leola could answer, he jiggled the hunk of wood like a saber.


“Daughter, I herewith order you to whittle or risk the wrath of your esteemed elder!”


Seeing how excited he was, Leola could hardly say no. So after they’d sharpened the knives on Mama’s whetstone, he helped her peel the remaining bark and she began to carve. Though Leola could recall the gist of what he’d taught her before, Papa used his hand to guide her, at times, providing plenty of verbal encouragement too: Don’t use your wrist too much. Put the weight in your thumb … Turn it, work the other side …


When the knife slipped, nicking her finger, Leola refused his ministrations, licking away the blood, not stopping until the thing resembled something besides a piece of wood.


“You’re doing right nice work for a first effort!” Papa exclaimed, and Leola sniffed.


“You may be needing spectacles. This is more like one of those strange mixed-up creatures in your book of myths—half-cow and half-turtle, p’rhaps, but a cow-turtle with tusks and—what’s this?” She ran a finger along the pig’s jagged chin. “A beard?”


“It only needs finessing to bring the rest of the way out.”


Papa removed another knife from the box, this one with a thinner blade.


“Here is what I always use—used—to make the shape more exact.”


Glancing between his hand holding the knife and her hand with the carving, his face fell, as if he’d suddenly remembered the distance between what he knew how to do and what he could.


“No matter.” He set the knife back in its box. “You can figure it out later, if you’ve a mind.” Nodding at the shavings on the steps, he added, “Best we clean up. You’re probably right—Mama will have our heads if supper isn’t ready and the place a mess to boot. I’ll go get the broom.”


While he was gone, Leola closed the box, thinking if Papa had a proper workbench with a vise to act as a second hand, he might be able to whittle again. ’Course, they couldn’t afford to buy one and even if Dell Meeker, their good neighbor, agreed to cobble something together, he’d be busy for a while yet harvesting crops.


But the next day, helping Mama can tomatoes, Leola spied their old apple peeler on a high shelf. Big Leola had bought the contraption in the eighties when it was considered the kitchen tool every farm wife had to have. She’d dubbed it The Apple Inquisitor as it did, indeed, resemble a torture device, with long spikes to hold the fruit and toothy gears for turning the shaft. Not that they ever used it much. In the time it took to set up, Leola and Mama could peel, core, and slice a dozen apples apiece. Yet there it was with its metal “arm” and sturdy “fingers,” and a clamp to hold everything in place. Like a vise, only better.


Without a word, Leola climbed onto a chair, removing the heavy machine from its shelf—nearly losing her balance in the effort.


“What are you about, child?” Mama said, rushing to take it from her. “We’ve no apples for a pie!”


She nodded around the kitchen, every surface covered with jars and tins.


“And we’re hardly done with this mess, besides.”


Leola jumped to the floor, lifting the contraption from Mama’s arms.


“Not making a pie. Think I’ve found a better use for this ol’ thing—an invention of sorts. Won’t take long to rig up, I promise.”


Put out as she was, Mama watched her daughter closely as she clamped the device onto the small table Mae used for her lessons. Then Leola headed outside, where her sisters were leashing a captive cicada with thread.


“Come on, girls, let that poor creature take its rest. I got an important job for you!”


Mae and Karla abandoned their pet at once.


“What is it?” asked Mae, scratching the welt on her knee, a parting gift from some desperate late-summer mosquito.


“I’m testing out a special invention for Papa.” Leola held up a sample branch. “We need to find sticks ’bout this size to see if it works.”


It was as if she’d asked them to help find buried treasure, for the girls fell right to the task and did a good job of it too.


Back in the kitchen, even Mama got in on the scheme, hardly chiding Leola when her stroke of genius took longer to realize than planned. Finally, though, all was ready. As they’d been instructed, Mae and Karla met Papa on the porch, tying a cloth around his eyes before leading him inside.


“Am I to be walked from the plank then, mateys?” he asked, in a scalawag voice.


“One minute.” Mae stopped him in front of the little table. “Go on, take off your blindfold!”


Papa did as he was told, studying the javelina Leola had started carving yesterday, its unfinished end impaled on the apple-peeler’s spikes.


“It appears we’re having a pig roast of sorts,” he joked, though Leola could tell he knew more or less what he was looking at.


“This pig doesn’t need cooking, Papa, only carving—which you can do yourself now with your new whittling arm.”


She pointed to the butter knife wedged snugly beneath the crank shaft.


“This locks the arm in place so it won’t move as you carve, but when you need to work another side,” she pulled out the knife, turning the handle, “it’s easy as, well, apple pie!”


Papa went quiet, inspecting the peeler-whittler from all sides. Then he took up the mother-of-pearl penknife lying beside it. Locking the crank into place, he gingerly shaved a bit of the pig’s hind leg, turned the sculpture, and added some curve to its belly.


Gazing at Leola, his face shone with pride.


“This is about the smartest invention I ever did see.” He glanced at his wife. “I do believe, Orlie, a keen mind will serve our daughter—all our daughters—in life ’least as well as fancy stitching. Don’t you think?”


Mama, holding Karla in her lap, kissed the child’s head.


“And goodness in their hearts, too, Frank,” she replied. “They’ve that in abundance too.”


Papa pulled two chairs to the whittling machine.


“Let’s see, Rosalee, if I can’t teach you some of those special techniques I was talking about yesterday.” He winked at the other girls. “Y’all watch too. Soon enough, it’ll be your turn to try.”


And the whittler set to work.












CHAPTER 6






A strange noise jostled Leola’s sleep: not the midnight train shrieking across the plains nor Mae’s nightly babblings—sounds she’d long grown accustomed to and barely noticed at all, anymore. No, this ruckus was peculiar enough to invade the sweetest dream she was having of her beau, Joe Belfigli.


I tell you, Orlena! It was Papa, shouting from the next room. Houston is our last best hope!


Leola, forced from the mirage of Joe’s embrace, blinked the night-crust from her eyes. Mama spoke next, too soft to make out completely, so Leola pressed her ear to the wall, telling herself if eavesdropping were a sin, the Lord wouldn’t have granted us curiosity in the first place.


“I could ask my father to forgive our rent again,” Mama was saying, “just this month, until you—”


“No!” There was a sharp bang, like Papa pounding his hand on the furniture. “I will not ask that man for more of his so-called charity! Besides, Columbus Owen would welcome my leaving, the sooner the better, far’s he’s concerned.”


Leola studied the breathing mounds in the other bed, praying her sisters wouldn’t wake. Papa had seemed in better spirits lately—the whittling had helped—but there was a new strain between their parents the little girls hadn’t seemed to notice—though, if this ruckus continued, surely they would.


It had begun the previous week, when Papa brought home the Houston Chronicle given him by Dell Meeker’s nephew, in town for a visit.


That young Murl is making quite a success of himself in Houston, Papa had proclaimed. Says there are plenty jobs available for a person can keep a ledger neat. Fellow don’t need two arms to do that, I reckon!


He’d read aloud the advertisements, clerks and bookkeepers offered top dollar by the oil and shipping companies, while Mama bent over her sewing, listening without a word—until it was done. Biting off the end of her thread with fearsome precision, she retorted, I read that newspaper, too, Frank. Not only the job advertisements but the front-page article ’bout those three recent murders—one man shot while smoking a cigar, another while talking on the phone, and the third sitting at his desk, fountain pen in hand! Kil’t all in the same day!


This had ended their argument—but not, it seemed, for good.


“Murl’s already had his boots stolen twice,” Leola heard her mother say. “Told me if the flooding don’t drown a person then the opportunities for sin will. Hardly seems the place for raisin’ young ladies.”


“If I don’t find work soon, we will be sending our eldest young lady out to service soon, as once you were.” Papa’s laugh was sour. “And we know how that turned out!”


“Frank! You promised to let bygones be bygones!”


“I have tried to bygone that, Wife, but your father makes it hard, treating me all these years like I stole the mare he intended to trade for top dollar.”


Mama’s gasp was clear even through the layers of magazine pictures that papered their walls.


“What a lowly way to put it, Husband!”


“It’s the truth, Orlena. The doctor’s scheme was no better than …”


Here, his voice dropped so Leola caught only a snippet of his reply: kept woman.


She pulled her ear away, unsure who this kept woman was, certain the physician in question wasn’t Doc Hickley, but the one Mama had worked for as a girl—a situation Leola had only discovered by chance from her great-aunt Malvina, down the road.


One day, while helping Auntie clean her attic, they’d come upon the old woman’s trousseau, filled with blankets and tea towels and other items put aside when she was young and still dreamt of marrying.


At the bottom of the pile was a beautiful red-and-blue quilt in a wedding ring pattern. Plumb forgot I had this, Malvina had said, unfolding the delicate fabric. Your mama made it when she was hardly older than you.


She’d traced the interlocking designs with a finger.


Orlie could sew a quilt or fancy dress faster’n anyone I knew. Good thing too. Kept her brothers and sisters from starving when she hired out as a seamstress. Auntie sat back, wrinkled brow creasing further. Most’a those families were nice enough, ’cept for the one—the doctor up in Kilgore … She looked away. Nearly cost Orlie her salvation, that one.


Leola’s ears were pricked way up by then but too late, as Auntie seemed suddenly reminded of her audience. Shoving the quilt away, she mentioned some mayhaw bushes ripe with berries down by the river, how she wanted to make one of her famous trifles and wouldn’t Leola like to help? Getting them right off the subject of Mama’s past.


Then, not long afterward, Mama had been teaching Leola her stitches—or trying, for the girl found sewing blame tedious and didn’t have the knack besides. While her mother tore out another of her uneven hems, Leola had rummaged through the sewing basket, unearthing a tiny pair of silver scissors with flower engravings on their handle.


Where did you get these, Mama? she’d exclaimed. Wouldn’t they suit Bettie right well?


Her mother flinched as if Leola had poked her with the scissors’ sharp point.


The doctor’s wife gave them to me. They’re not for dolls but snipping loose threads. She’d held out a palm. ’Tain’t for small children, neither.


Then she’d pushed the scissors beneath a knitted doily and Leola hadn’t seen them since.


Next door, Mama’s voice rose so loud, Leola couldn’t avoid eavesdropping if she’d tried.


“You are treadin’ where it ain’t wise to go, Frank! What happened with the doctor has nothin’ to do with our present circumstance, which is about you not trying, hoping someone else will bear your load—that someone bein’ me!”


Leola startled at the meanness of these words. Hadn’t Mama herself pointed out Papa’s shame at being unemployed, saying it wasn’t his fault they had to sacrifice white sugar and new boots?


Then again, Mama’s sentiments weren’t entirely out of the blue, for sacrifice had always seemed her stock in trade. Even before his accident, Papa would come home from work to whittle or go fishing while Mama traded one job for a thousand others: cooking, cleaning, always on guard for snakes and uncapped wells, caring for her obstreperous father and when Papa got hurt, him too. P’rhaps she’d finally found the end of her rope and couldn’t keep ahold of it anymore.


Hearing her father’s boots thumping across the kitchen floor, the front door opening and shutting, Leola wanted to run after him. But she held back, remembering he often lit out these days, always returning in a better mood. And then she smelled his musky pipe smoke and knew Papa hadn’t fled, after all, but was sitting on the front porch, pondering as he called it.


Though her father believed you could think yourself out of a problem, Leola wasn’t so certain. The more she tried to untangle the confusions in her mind, the more snarled they became. Like why, when the Colored soldiers returned from the war, demanding better pay and more freedoms, Pastor Nickles said it was white folks’ Christian duty to keep them in their places. Or why, last week, the father of her school chum, Birdie Wobel, shot his wife dead, all because she’d invited the starch salesman in for refreshment. And, of course, there was this business of Houston—why Papa wanted so badly to go, why Mama resisted, and what the kept woman had to do with any of it.


A breeze kicked up, blowing in another gust of tobacco smoke, its mellowy aroma finally settling Leola’s unease. She reminded herself the mysterious lady they spoke of was likely a figure far in their pasts, that she’d heard her parents argue plenty over whether to seek their fortune elsewhere, though it never had happened. Mama and Papa would find a way around this trouble as they’d done a thousand others before.


From across the room, Mae sighed in her sleep while outside, a bachelor mockingbird trilled his nighttime serenade: Love-er! Love-er!


Leola thought of Joe’s hands tender on her skin, the way he laughed—deep and throaty—like the world was pure delight. Like she was pure delight.


Love-er! The mockingbird teased. Love-er!


Easing onto her pillows again, she decided that whatever the future held, it was too far-off to predict, much less fret over. What mattered was the present, that she was loved and looked after, safe with her family—home.












CHAPTER 7






Leola and Mary Shipley climbed the verandah steps, wrangling armfuls of pink and purple gladiolas from Mrs. Shipley’s garden. After dumping their harvest on the table, Leola motioned at the clouds billowing on the horizon.


“Storm’s coming. Reckon I should head out.”


Ship rushed over, hugging her friend.


“I won’t let you leave unless you promise to come back next weekend when I’m home again. Otherwise it’ll be another two weeks ’til we see each other and that is far too long!”


Leola returned the embrace, then stepped away.


“I’ll do my best. Much as I love you, I’m mighty busy these days.” She gave Ship a long look. “Besides, it’s you who stays at school so often, attending your socials and such. Not that I blame you a whit. If it weren’t for Joe, I’d be outside my mind with boredom ’round here.”


Mary picked up a flower.


“Thank goodness for what fun I do get. The teachers at MacComb’s take a peculiar pleasure in loading us with all manner of infernal assignments.” She tucked the bloom into one of the vases they’d collected earlier. “And how is your course on natural sciences? I can’t for the life of me get the animal kingdoms into my thick head.”


Leola plucked a dead leaf from its stem, hesitant to answer. In spite of Papa’s promises, she’d had little time to study, not with staying up late to help Mama sew, only to wake at dawn to work in the fields or a neighbor’s kitchen. She didn’t want to explain that such labor was no longer for pin money either, but so her family could eat. Some things were too embarrassing to share even with your fondest friend.


“I may not go to college,” she replied slowly. “Might take up sewing for a profession. Seems I’m better at it than I ever imagined.”


Mary chuckled, jabbing Leola with an elbow.


“You’ve the strangest sense of humor!”


“Isn’t humor.” Leola fussed with the bouquet, avoiding her friend’s gaze. “Makes more sense if I take a vocation I already know. With me helping full-time, Mama can double her orders and—”


Ship stamped her foot.


“Hooey! You always said you’d rather clean chimney pipes for a livin’ than spend your days jabbing needle into cloth.” She narrowed her eyes. “You said you wanted to teach high school or at least learn stenography. Office girls in Dallas earn fifteen dollars per week—far more than your mama makes from needlework, I imagine.”


Leola didn’t answer, knowing her friend would never understand. Mary had been a sprite when her father lost his ginning business during the cotton bust of ’05 and not much older during the uncertain early years of his rose-growing venture. She didn’t remember attending their tiny one-room school—except that she’d met Leola there—for as soon as her family had money, they’d sent her to MacComb’s Academy in Carthage. Mary would have to make an effort not to achieve her aspirations while it seemed impossible at times for Leola to remember she’d ever had them.


“Reckon all the work we did,” Ship continued in a peevish voice, “ensuring ladies could vote and have their college educations and such …” She trimmed a stem too close, its flower thumping to the floor like the head of an executed queen. “S’pose it’s all for naught.”


Leola, reaching for the severed blossom, felt a flash of guilt. Mary and her mother were suffragettes, proud of their efforts to secure greater freedoms for their sex. Last year, after Governor Hobby ratified the female vote in local elections, Mary and Mrs. Shipley had helped sign qualified women—including Mama—to the rolls in Longview. Mary had worn a white dress that day and, when a businessman pelted her with a burning cigar, paraded the singed frock afterward as a badge of honor.


Leola always supported Ship’s work—wished to be part of the movement—though she was too busy surviving to do more than applaud its efforts. An acid feeling roiled within her, suddenly, thinking it was easy for Mary to hold lofty ideals when she didn’t need to worry about making ends meet. Only women of leisure could march in parades and write letters to the statehouse, while the rest pressed their noses to the grindstone day in and day out.


Then Leola remembered this was not some regular rich lady but dear Ship, who didn’t have a superior-feeling bone in her body. If she wanted, the girl could cocoon herself inside her privilege, not caring fiddlesticks about the rest of the world. Except that wasn’t her way.


“Oh, Ship, I’ll go to college, you know that. Might not finish my courses same time as you but I will go.”


Grinning, Mary took both Leola’s hands.


“Promise? You’re the smartest girl around. Shame if you let that mind go to waste.”


“I’ll finish my studies, I promise, and become a rich and famous science teacher. Someday you can say, I knew her when …”


Ship seemed too distracted by Leola’s fingers to laugh.


“Nearly forgot. There’s a present I been meaning to give you.” She hurried inside, returning with a flower-decorated ceramic jar labeled, “Crème de Roses du Texas.”


“Father had a perfumer in Tyler concoct this from our own crops. Will make those hands of yours smooth as velvet.” She laughed, showing small white teeth. “Will also make you smell like Shipley roses, which is why I won’t wear it, for fear of being suffocated altogether.”


Leola opened the jar, inhaling the potion’s bloomy scent, wondering whether it was more than ragged hands marked her out these days, if she was beginning to stink, too—like Opal. Like a clay eater. Wondered whether Mary Shipley was only doing her charitable duty in staying friends.


“It’s right nice,” Leola murmured, but Ship was back to bouquet-making and didn’t notice her strangled tone, chattering on about a teacher at MacComb’s who was friends with Alice Paul, fearless campaigner for women’s rights!


Right then, thunder rumbled from far away and the girls grabbed at each other like frightened children. As they broke into laughter, Leola told herself they’d loved each other through rich and poor and a thousand other things, and let go her ill feelings, certain the gift wasn’t meant as insult.


“That storm’ll be here in an hour’s time,” Leola said, slipping the jar into her pocket. “I better set out.”


Ship squinted down the road.


“If you wait, Father can take you. He should be back any minute.”


Leola was about to point out that an hour allowed plenty of time to make it home when Joe appeared in the driveway, driving the Shipley wagon.


“Aha!” Ship cried. “Look who it is! The answer to our prayers.”


“Mary Lucille Shipley, you are slick as a boiled onion!”


Yet there was no real anger in Leola’s tone. She and Joe were so busy lately, it was sometimes only through Ship’s machinations that they saw each other at all.


As he walked toward them, Leola couldn’t help thinking—yet again—that Joe was the handsomest man she’d ever seen, with jet black hair and sparkling brown eyes, skin burnished gold by the sun. There was an air about him, too—a cool confidence—that made her feel reassured in his presence. Joe didn’t smile often but when he did, it seemed meant for the particular person it was directed upon—which right then was her.


“Fancy meeting you here, Rose o’Roses,” he said, mounting the steps.


“I could say the same,” she replied, and they both glanced at Ship, who imitated a blameless face made them all laugh.


“We should make hay while we can,” Joe said, motioning into the distance. “Those are some mean clouds threatenin’.”


Seeing the sky was still mostly blue, Leola grinned, knowing his haste was less about the weather and more about wanting time alone—an idea that sent shivers down her spine in spite of the beaming sun.


After Ship gave Leola a bouquet to take home, Joe helped her into the front seat of the wagon then climbed in himself, calling out to the horses, “Arri,” which was giddy up in his father’s language. He’d taught her other words, too, from Italian: biscotto for biscuit, though the ones his grandmother made were crunchy and full of almonds, not soft and yeasty like those Leola was accustomed to. He’d also taught her the words for sky (cielo), sweet (dolce), dear (cara)—and mi amore, for which he never did supply a meaning but didn’t have to. The way his face shone when he said it was translation enough.


Joe had been raised in a veritable Tower of Babel. His mother, Elodie Hebert—who died birthing him—came from an old New Orleans family. His father, Louis, had emigrated from Italy to build the railroad line out West, where he’d learned the hard way not to utter his native language in front of others, insisting his son speak only English at home. It was Joe’s grandmother, Nonna Rae, who conversed with him in Italian as they cooked together or tended her garden—and what he’d learned in that garden got him the job with Mr. Shipley.


At first, Joe mainly drove supplies for Blanton’s company though, when his boss noticed his knowledge of horticulture, was quickly put in charge of developing new breeds of flowers. He’d even invented one they’d christened the Belfigli Blood Rose, for it was the deepest red you could imagine.


Leola hardly recalled their introduction three years ago, while Joe claimed he was taken right away by her eyes, saying they changed from moss green to blue gray depending on her mood. He’d been beguiled, too, by the interest she took in the whys and wherefores of breeding flowers, as she did in so many things. Of course being five years her senior, he was hardly in a position at the time to act on his feelings. But six months ago, when Ship confided he was “near about mad” from thinking of her, Leola began to consider Joe as a serious suitor. And now he was her only one.


Driving through town, people greeted them—less from a friendly inclination, Leola believed, than a desire to report back to Mama. She imagined the look on her mother’s face when meddlesome Mrs. Littlejohn or grouchy Mr. Slemmons mentioned seeing her with that Eye-talian feller. Imagined her mother lecturing again about the dangers of associating with such kind.


Like so many others, Mama believed that new arrivers, Catholics, and their ilk were ruining everything about America—and Texas in particular. It’s a strange religion, she’d said upon learning of Joe’s background. Y’ain’t seen the inside of a Papist chapel, Daughter, filled with bright-painted statues, which they worship like pagans in the temple of Ba’al.


Joe’s maternal ancestry didn’t help matters, as Mama said it implied mixed blood—not only French but probably Spanish and Indian and Lord knows what else. Not to mention that Orleans women have a reputation for, ahem, independent livin’.


Though Papa was not so dead set against Joe, it was Leola who came to her sweetheart’s defense.


Let me remind you, Mama, that Joe’s Italian—she’d pronounced it properly, with a short I—kin have built the biggest grocery in Jefferson and, as for his mother’s people … She’d tossed her head … Joe’s grandmother started a school for young prisoners and her mother built the first playgrounds in that city. So if by independent living you mean willing to put themselves out for others, then I reckon they fit that definition.


She’d wanted to add more—how Mama claimed to be God-fearing yet often judged people based on outdated if not blame-fool ideas—but held her tongue. Mama would only tolerate a certain degree of disrespect and did seem somewhat humbled by Leola’s rebuke.


Now Joe urged the horses faster, jolting her back to the present, and soon they’d arrived at the Dark Road, which ran through an ancient grove of cedars so thick hardly any sunlight got through—or rain, for that matter. Leola loved the idea it was only them around for miles. Most travelers chose another route, saying the Dark Road was hainted, relating stories of ghostly happenings—bobbing lights and otherworldly sounds to make your hair stand on end. Sometimes Leola and Joe even spun their own spooky tales, mainly as an excuse to move closer on the buckboard.
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