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One more time for Annis and Ben,

and

For my sister, Frann


Wherever there is light, one can photograph.

ALFRED STIEGLITZ






PART I






Chapter 1

SOUTH ORANGE, NEW JERSEY

DECEMBER 14, 1965

Julian Rose was about to have his life upended again, but he didn’t know it, not as he hurried through South Orange Village. The Christmas lights strung above the sidewalks and in the store windows transformed the snowflakes into sparks of red, green, yellow, and blue and emblazoned the crowds of shoppers with a pastel glow, which gave Julian the impression, as he walked toward Gruning’s Ice Cream Parlor, that the magic of the season had dropped him inside a painting.

Julian rarely missed an afternoon at Gruning’s after visiting the cemetery. He ordered a scoop of coffee chip with hot fudge and whipped cream. The bill always came to under two dollars, but he left a five-spot for a tip. Understandably, some waitresses hoped that he would take a different table instead of the one in back facing the doors. He never did. That was because Gruning’s was located between Columbia High School and South Orange Junior High, and by three thirty it was loaded with teenagers. Julian loved watching them burst through the doors in bright, noisy packs and imagining that his daughter, Holly, was among them. The kids would walk toward him, then turn up the stairs to a side room, and the blend of their voices, laughter, and the rock and roll they played on the jukebox soothed Julian in a way he found difficult to explain and impossible to give up. All he knew was that while Holly had been deprived of her future, these children would one day start families of their own, and that reality was enough to temper, for a blessed moment, his heartache.

When Julian finished his ice cream, he walked up front and stood in line at the register, which was behind the glass cases of homemade candies. A Negro woman with a maroon kerchief over her head and clutching a black pocketbook to her chest was talking to the cashier. Beside her was a slender brown stalk of a boy holding a battered valise. The Negro woman was speaking too softly for Julian to hear her, but he could hear the older couple ahead of him, a bald man in a Chesterfield topcoat and his blue-haired wife in a mink stole—three dead animals attached head to tail.

The man said, “Darling, do we really need to wait for chocolate cherries?”

“Yes,” she replied, turning and nodding back toward the Negro woman and the boy. “Don’t blame me. I didn’t know the candy stores closed in Newark.”

The most generous interpretation of her comment, Julian thought, was that she disliked waiting behind colored people. He wished the minks would spring to life and bite her. Since that was unlikely, he glared at the woman. In his younger days, Julian had been a regular at the Stork Club and other stops on Manhattan’s party circuit, and pictures of him, tall, broad-shouldered with dark, wavy hair alongside actresses and high-society girls in pursuit of pleasures unavailable at cotillions, filled the tabloids. More than one gossip columnist had noted that Julian had the rugged good looks and easy grace of a movie star, complete with a strong jawline and cleft chin. But clichés didn’t do justice to his presence or explain why people in general and women in particular frequently stared at him when he entered a room. His face seldom registered emotion, and it was his stillness, combined with his steady, blue-eyed gaze, that made him so magnetic and gave him a vaguely menacing air.

The woman didn’t seem taken with, or intimidated by, Julian. She glared back at him, obviously believing that she had nothing to fear from this overage Ivy Leaguer in a muddy-patterned tweed sport coat, a hideous pink shirt, and a silly tie dotted with red-and-white dice—the last gift his daughter had given him.

Swiveling around to see the object of his wife’s disdain, the bald man had a different reaction. Perhaps it was because someone had once pointed out Julian to him or because he remembered his picture from the newspapers and the stories he’d read about the prince of bootlegger royalty in Newark, the late Longy Zwillman’s boy wonder, who unlike Longy had dodged every government investigation and parlayed the lucre that sprouted in those illegal bottles of spirits into a real-estate empire.

“Let’s go,” the man said to his wife and pulled her toward the doors, the wife walking backward, keeping her angry eyes on Julian.

He ignored her and paid the cashier. The Negro woman and boy were gone, and he didn’t see them out on South Orange Avenue, where gas lamps shone in the snow-flecked light. Julian considered walking up a block to his broker’s office and saying hello to his money, but that bored him. Better to go home and read the Newark Evening News and watch a little TV.

“ ’Scuse me, suh,” a woman said, and Julian looked down and saw the Negro woman shivering next to him in her raincoat. The hair visible under her kerchief was white and her face was as furrowed as a walnut shell. “You Mr. Julian Rose?”

Julian nodded, and the woman said, “I’m Lucinda Watkins. Friend of Kenni-Ann Wakefield. Y’all know Kenni-Ann?”

It was a shock hearing her name. “Kendall, yes. How is she?”

“Sorry to say, suh. She dead.”

The wind was blowing the snow against his face, but Julian couldn’t feel the cold. He heard himself say, “Dead?”

“Yes, suh. And she make me promise to come find you if somethin’ happen. I get change to call yoah house and the cleanin’ girl say y’all most likely be heah. A waitress tell me you jist left.”

“Where’s the boy?”

“He gettin’ a ice-cream cone.”

“Is he Kendall’s son?”

“Yes, suh. Bobby be Kenni-Ann’s son and . . .”

“And?” Julian asked.

“And he be yoah son too.”


Chapter 2

Julian lived on a wooded, four-acre lot in Newstead, a tony enclave high above the village, in a long, flat, granite and glass house—the brainchild of an architect from Harvard, who, as his scores of critics had charged, harbored a desire to design spaceships. In fact, when Bobby Wakefield entered the great room with its dark red cement floor and gawked at the hanging bubble lamps and soaring, concrete fireplace, he asked, “Do the Jetsons live here?”

Lucinda said, “Bobby, don’t go sassin’ nobody.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said with a faintly embarrassed smile that made his face the image of Kendall’s, and Julian felt such an ache in his chest that he had to turn away.

Lucinda said, “Mr. Rose, I’d like to be catchin’ a bus back down to home.”

“You’re welcome to stay. I could buy you a plane ticket tomorrow.”

“No, suh. If’n the Lord meant me to fly, He’d a blessed me with tail feathers.”

All Julian had uncovered on the ride from the village was that Lucinda and Bobby had taken a Greyhound from Miami to New York, then had ridden two other buses to South Orange. Julian was anxious to talk to Lucinda, but not in front of Bobby. He took the boy’s valise, and they went up a flight of bleached-oak steps to the guest suite.

“How’d you know my mother?” Bobby asked.

“My father taught at Lovewood College.”

“He’s not there now.”

“He passed away.”

“Your mother too?”

“Her too.” He studied the boy, who resembled his mother with his light-brown complexion, the flawless symmetry of his features, and hazel eyes. “We’ll get acquainted later. Make yourself at home while I talk to Miss Watkins.”

Lucinda stood with the strap of her pocketbook looped over one arm and her coat folded over the other. “Got me a nine-o’clock bus from New York.”

Julian said he’d get her there and persuaded Lucinda to have a cup of tea. He sat across from her on the bench in the breakfast nook.

“Kenni-Ann’s heart done quit,” she said, stirring her fourth spoonful of sugar in her cup. “Doc Franklin say it was a bad valve. Born with it. I used to look after Bobby, and Kenni-Ann be goin’ on ’bout you while we’s waitin’ on the ambulance. She told me where to find your address and the money to come and said you’d do right by Bobby.”

“I will.”

Lucinda glowered at him, her eyes hard and black as coal. Julian couldn’t blame her for not trusting him. History has a habit of telling everyone’s fortune.
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At the Chicken Nest in South Orange Village, Julian bought Lucinda sliced barbecued chicken on poppy-seed rolls, a quart of potato salad, an apple pie, and a six-pack of ginger ale. They argued about whether she’d accept the food as Julian drove through the Lincoln Tunnel. Bobby sat in the back seat of the Thunderbird without speaking until Julian reached Port Authority. Lucinda turned, instructing Bobby to do like he’d been told, and Bobby put his arms around her neck and said, “I promise.”

Julian hopped out of the car and held out the shopping bag to Lucinda.

“Not use to a white man worryin’ if’n I got what to eat.” She opened her pocketbook, withdrew a manila envelope, and handed it to Julian. “A rich man like you oughtta be smart enough to know he ain’t got to go believin’ ever-thing he read.”

After Lucinda took the bag and disappeared inside the station, Julian got into the Thunderbird and wedged the envelope under the sun visor.

“Come up front,” he said to Bobby.

The boy climbed into the bucket seat.

“You hungry?” Julian asked, inching in front of a city bus.

“No, sir.”

Julian was wondering why Lucinda had warned him about the contents of the envelope when Bobby said, “My father died in the war.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Were you in the war?”

“World War Two, yes.”

“Not that war,” Bobby said. “Mom told me my father was at Pork Chop Hill.”

“That was a battle in Korea.”

“I know. I saw the movie with my mom.”

Bobby rested his head on the back of the seat, saying nothing, and by the time Julian pulled into his garage, Bobby was asleep. His daughter, Holly, had been gone for over a year, and Julian had forgotten the joyousness of carrying a sleeping child, their weight and warmth filling you with wonder at your power to protect and to love. Julian sat Bobby on the bed, helped him off with his shoes and clothes, tucked him under the quilt, and kissed his cheek.

“Are we home?” Bobby murmured.

“We’re home.”
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In the great room, Julian sat on the built-in couch and sifted through the papers: report cards, mostly straight As, from schools in Paris and, part of the last two years, in Lovewood; a list on notepaper, in Kendall’s precise handwriting, of Bobby’s childhood diseases and vaccinations with corresponding dates; his passport, the pages with stamps from every country in Western Europe except East Germany; and a signed letter, notarized a month ago at a bank in Fort Lauderdale, naming Julian as Bobby’s legal guardian in the event of her incapacitation or death.

But it was Bobby’s birth certificate, issued by the New York State Department of Health, that set off Julian’s anger, both old and new, at Kendall. Bobby had been born on November 14, 1953, a date approximately nine months after Julian’s last encounter with Kendall. A Dr. Claude Balt had signed the document, certifying that he’d delivered Bobby at Harlem Hospital. That was less than thirty miles from where Julian was living, and he was dumbfounded that Kendall hadn’t called him until he’d read the name in the box reserved for Father: Otis M. Larkin.

Lucinda’s warning had to be about the birth certificate. She probably thought Julian wouldn’t take Bobby in if his paternity was in doubt. Kendall knew better. She knew that Julian loved her and that he, having arrived in America from Germany at the age of fifteen broke and alone, would never refuse to care for her child—regardless of whether he was the father. Did Kendall know about Holly? Julian didn’t see how that was possible, but he couldn’t think about it anymore because he was crying quietly and his throat was as dry as sand.






PART II






Chapter 3

NEWARK, NEW JERSEY

NOVEMBER 20, 1938

On Sunday morning, thirty men from the Third Ward Gang were eating in the Weequahic Diner and giving the waitress with the big hair a workout, sending her to refill the baskets of Danish so often she said, “I’m not standing on a conveyor belt here.” The men broke up like she was Groucho cracking wise, and the waitress joined in because their collective tip would pay her rent and because, despite their kibitzing, these fellas were the salt of the earth, even if some of them had nicknames out of a vaudeville act.

For example, the Goldstein twins. Everybody began calling them Looney and Gooney during Prohibition, when the twins, whose faces brought to mind a matched set of demented owls, specialized in uncovering where shipments of competitors’ liquor were going so their colleagues could hijack the trucks. The Goldstein method was to douse a member of a rival gang with gasoline and flick lit matches in his direction until he gave up the routes. Looney was not as gifted with the matches as Gooney, so on occasion they had a bonfire.

Abner Zwillman, leader of the Third Ward boys, owned the most famous nickname—due to the press and a potpourri of US attorneys, FBI agents, and IRS examiners—and he strode into the Weequahic as dapper as a Latin bandleader. He was known as Longy, in Yiddish, der Langer, the Long One—a nom de guerre that went back to when fourteen-year-old Abe, already over six feet tall, and his friends used to protect Jewish peddlers from the hooligans who harassed them. Longy sat at the table behind his men, where Julian Rose was reading the play Strange Interlude.

Longy said, “That O’Neill’s depressing.”

Julian put down the book. “I think that’s his point.”

“His point’s you should leave the theater and go hang yourself?”

“Saves money on dinner.”

“Funny,” Longy said, except he wasn’t smiling. He and Julian were at odds about the diverging paths of their careers. Longy was thirty-four, nine years older than Julian, but he was the closest thing Julian had to a real father. Less than a week off the boat, Julian had gone to the Riviera Hotel to see Longy, who had made millions in liquor and had most of New Jersey in his pocket. First thing Longy said to him: “You’re taller than me,” and then he put his arm around Julian and added that his friends called him Abe. He gave Julian a job on his trucks, protecting his bottles of liquid capital, and Abe came to respect the kid: give Julian the business, he’d put your lights out before you could blink, and he had a brain like an adding machine. Julian was also the only one who could control Looney and Gooney, and he was smoother than mouse hair when it came to paying off any guy Abe needed on his side.

When Prohibition ended, Julian was halfway rich and wanted to repay Abe, pressing him to be his partner buying the woods and farmland that ringed Newark with an eye toward residential and commercial development. Abe kept saying no, and Julian kept trying. Now he said, “Saw a swell piece of property in Verona.”

“C’mon, Newark’s what Jews got instead of the Promised Land.”

Abe was kidding himself. He had nothing against real estate but preferred nurturing his gambling action, cutting sweetheart deals with union bosses and politicians, and strong-arming the proprietors of any place you could stick one of his jukeboxes and cigarette machines. Why? Because Abe believed being a gangster was his edge when he was hobnobbing with the moneyed cream of the American crop. To them, Abe Zwillman was a kike from the tenements of Newark. Longy, however—Longy was a man they could respect, or fear, and Julian thought that all this game would get Abe was a trip up the river, and Julian wanted to save Abe, the man who had saved him, from dying in jail.

Longy said, “You’ll deal with those Nazi jerks in Irvington?”

Irvington was a shot-and-a-beer town just south of Newark with few Jews and lots of Germans who attended the rallies of the Hitler-worshipping Deutsch-Amerikanischer Volksbund. Julian had retired from the intimidation racket, but Nazis were a special case.

“I’ll handle it. Eddie O dropped me off and went to hand out some Christmas money to the Irvington cops so they’ll go slow when the calls come in.”

“Don’t let Looney and Gooney croak nobody. I can live without the headlines.”
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Eddie O’Rourke was outside, leaning against his white Chrysler Imperial. “Top of the morning, boys,” he said as Julian and the Third Ward Gang filed out of the diner.

Any strangers passing by would conclude that they were beholding a good-natured, freckled-faced fellow in a snazzy tweed coat and cap with some merry Galway music in his voice. They would be partially correct. At other moments, when someone was paying him to collect from recalcitrant debtors or when he was in a less benevolent mood, Eddie O could be unruly enough to make the Goldstein twins appear well-adjusted.

“You’re goin’ with us?” Looney said. “Since when’re you a Jew?”

“Since your sister chewed off my foreskin.”

Most of the flesh bulging Looney’s plaid sports jacket was muscle. He said, “Say somethin’ else about sisters, I’ll knock your teeth out.”

Gooney said, “We ain’t got no sisters,” but Looney was not deterred by this technicality, and as he moved toward Eddie, Julian smacked him on top of his head with his book.

“What’d ya do that for?” Looney asked Julian, his feelings more bruised than his scalp.

Eddie replied, “To hear if your head was really hollow.”

Looney said, “You wasn’t his best pal, guess how long you already woulda been dead.”

“Time to go,“ Julian said, and climbed into the passenger seat of Eddie’s Chrysler.
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“What’s eating ya?” Eddie asked as Julian stared glumly out at the statelier homes of the Weequahic section, where Jews who’d cut themselves a slice of America the Beautiful had relocated from the Third Ward.

“My folks just arrived from Berlin. My father got a job teaching at a college in Lovewood, Florida. I’m going down tomorrow.”

“That’s good, no? With what’s going on in that hellhole?”

Eddie was referring to the mobs rampaging through Berlin, smashing the windows of Jewish shops, setting fires, and beating Jews in the streets. Julian had seen the pictures in the papers—the glass shining on the sidewalks like rime and smoke spiraling up from the cupolas of the Fasanenstrasse Synagogue, built by prosperous Jewish Berliners like Julian’s father, the esteemed Herr Professor Theodor Rose, who had proclaimed their Germanic pride by erecting a temple indistinguishable from a Teutonic castle. The mobs had swept across Germany, Austria, and Czechoslovakia, and the rioting already had a name: Kristallnacht, the Night of Broken Glass.

“I been trying to get them out for a year,” Julian said. “My father claimed he was too busy writing his history of the Enlightenment. Building a Better Tomorrow, he’s calling it. His argument that science and reason will save us from ourselves.”

Eddie laughed. “Don’t he read the papers?”

Julian kept looking out the window. Then: “I used to skip school to hang around the nightclubs. It pissed off my father.”

“That makes sense,” Eddie said.

“I loved those joints. It was like going to the circus.”
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The German-American Bund held so many rallies at the picnic area on Montgomery Avenue that the locals dubbed it Hitler Park. It was surrounded by a flimsy wooden fence, a challenge that Gooney addressed by throwing his beat-up DeSoto in reverse and smashing through a section of fencing. Eighty or ninety Bundists in storm trooper regalia dashed toward the splintered wood, but over half of them fled when they saw who had invited themselves to their party. Julian and Eddie stood under the bare trees as Longy’s men, armed with Louisville Sluggers, began flattening the Bundists who lacked the judgment to flee. Eddie was bored, and Julian was preoccupied thinking about his parents and recalling the day he’d left home—October 9, 1928.

He was holding a suitcase and standing on the stairway of the Roses’ four-story stone mansion on Mauerstrasse, his right cheek stinging from his father’s slap. His father was up on the landing, screaming at him, and his mother was at the bottom of the stairs, sobbing. Julian had to catch a train to Hamburg and a ship to New York, where he’d been born, toward the end of Theodor’s lecture tour, exactly fifteen years before. His mother had paid for the tickets, believing that if Julian stayed in Berlin, the fights with his father would’ve escalated until one of them murdered the other. Elana Rose had always seemed so fragile to her son, as if she had never recovered from being abandoned on the doorstep of the Hebrew Orphan Asylum in Newark, and Julian hugged her. “I love you, Mama.” His mother didn’t stop crying, and his father was still screaming that Julian was a lazy bum when he went out the door. Julian didn’t return to Berlin until 1935, after the Nazis had dismissed Jewish professors from their posts. To survive, Theodor had sold the house to a gentile colleague from the university, who allowed the Roses to reside on the top floor, though he charged them Jüdische Miete—Jewish rent—triple the going rate for Aryans, and made them use the side entrance. Theodor scowled when he saw his son’s sleek, double-breasted gabardine, but Julian hadn’t come to patch up things with his father. He was there to arrange for Elana to receive a monthly stipend via a Swiss bank in Lucerne. His mother handled the bills, and they both knew that Theodor wouldn’t have accepted the assistance even if he and his wife had starved.

“Hey, numbskull!” Eddie shouted. “The SOB can’t breathe!”

Looney, having dropped his baseball bat, had a Bundist on the ground, and he was strangling him. Julian went over and tapped Looney on the shoulder. “You gotta let him go.”

“Can’t I kill him a little?”

“Nope.”

Looney stalked off. Gasping for air, the Bundist stood. He had a dopey horse face, and his expression was so laced with fear that Julian felt sorry for him. The wailing of police sirens was growing louder, and Julian turned to walk back to Eddie, whose hands were cupped around his mouth, and as Julian heard Eddie shout, “Behind you!” a baseball bat slammed into his back. Julian lurched forward, fighting against the pain shooting up his spine to remain on his feet and annoyed that his new black fedora was on the ground. He turned as the Bundist cocked the bat. Before he could swing again, Julian kicked the man’s knee as if it were a football. The Bundist screamed in agony and fell.

Inside Julian there was a place where he stored a combustible brew of the hurt and fury of his childhood and his feeling that he would be alone for the rest of his life. Julian only saw this place clearly in his nightmares. In the daylight, he avoided descending there by ignoring any provocation and using his head. He couldn’t do that now. Perhaps it was recalling his leaving home or his hatred of the Bund, but Julian lost control of himself and kicked the Bundist in the face. A geyser of blood spurted from his nose, and Julian was about to kick him again when Eddie and a police sergeant grabbed him.

The cop said, “O’Rourke, you didn’t pay for this shit. The captain’ll have me writing reports till Saint Paddy’s. You and your Jew buddies get outta here before I lock all of you up.”
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As usual, after he erupted, Julian was overcome by revulsion. He was silent until Eddie drove into the serene reaches of South Orange, where Julian saw families in their Sunday best walking home from Mass at Our Lady of Sorrows and noticed two boys in cowboy hats and fringed buckskin jackets running through the brown-and-gold leaves at the curb.

Eddie said, “So where’s this Lovewood?”

“Broward County. Where Abe and the others got those swanky gambling joints.”

“Maybe you wanna bring me with you to Florida?”

“Why? You don’t gamble, you collect.”

“Suppose you start beating on a guy, who’s gonna stop ya? I hear the cops ain’t too palsy-walsy down there. They’ll put you on a chain gang.”

The stores in South Orange Village were closed. Julian resided on the top floor of an apartment house he owned at the edge of the village, and he didn’t reply until Eddie pulled up to the awning of his building. “Thanks,” he said.


Chapter 4

Garland Kendall Wakefield, a petite Negro woman in her late forties and the president of Lovewood College, didn’t hate white people. Yet ever since Halloween, when Orson Welles had narrated an adaption of the novel The War of the Worlds on the radio and frightened millions by announcing that Martians had invaded New Jersey, Garland asked herself: if aliens had herded every white person into their rocket ships and blasted off into outer space, would she miss them?

No, not a single one.

Now, with guests coming for dinner, Garland finished hot-combing her salt-and-pepper hair into a bob and went downstairs in what amounted to her uniform—a high-necked, ecru silk blouse, an ankle-length, black chiffon skirt, and black laced shoes with low heels. She went into the kitchen, and Derrick Larkin, the young man she hoped her daughter Kendall would have the sense to marry, was standing there in a three-piece suit and tie and holding a noose in his hand.

Garland said, “Jarvis Scales left me another present?”

“I saw it driving in. Tied to the front gate. I wouldn’t say it’s Mayor Scales.”

“Then it was Hurleigh, his brother. Same thing.”

“Jarvis doesn’t—”

“Doesn’t what?” Garland said. “Jarvis doesn’t want to buy back his family’s land? Jarvis doesn’t have the same name as his grandfather who sold my grandmother and broke my father’s heart when he was nothing but a child?”

Garland’s father, Ezekiel Kendall, had been born a slave in Lovewood. The night after his mother was sold to a plantation in South Carolina, Ezekiel ran off to join her. He never did find her, but he stumbled on a spur of the Underground Railroad that led him north to Philadelphia, where he made a fortune as a caterer to the gilded Main Line. Despite his wealth, Ezekiel regarded a college diploma as the sole guarantee against a life fetching and carrying for white folks, and after Garland became the first Negro to earn a degree from the University of Pennsylvania’s School of Education, Ezekiel enlisted her help with founding a liberal arts Negro college on the land where he’d been born. In 1926 a hurricane flattened the region, spreading foreclosures like the flu, and Ezekiel purchased just over two thousand acres for pennies on the dollar. It was Jarvis’s father who had lost the land, and now Jarvis was intent on buying it back.

“Have you considered a compromise?” Derrick asked, putting the noose on the counter. “The school occupies a hundred acres, and there’s another five hundred for fruit groves and crops, and the cows, pigs, and chickens. You could sell Jarvis some acreage, earn a profit, and everyone would be happy.”

“Happy? I own three miles of beachfront and the law says Negroes can’t step on the sand. And Jarvis won’t settle for ‘some acreage.’ He knows hundreds of new hotels have gone up in Miami Beach. Maybe Jarvis wants to build hotels. Or sell to someone who does. Three hundred and eighty-seven students are graduating this year, and half of them couldn’t have afforded a degree without us. That was my father’s dream. And his dream’s not ending in my lifetime.”

“Mrs. Wakefield, I didn’t mean to offend you. I have to fetch Kenni-Ann and my brother now, but if I can help—”

“Maybe one day, if you keep on with Kendall, I’ll have a lawyer in the family, and we’ll figure this all out.”

When Derrick was gone, Garland dumped the noose in the white enamel garbage bin and said out loud, “Jarvis Scales, you can go shit fire and save a penny on matches.”
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Thirty-three hours after boarding a train at Penn Station in Newark, Julian and Eddie arrived at Lovewood College. At the Wakefield house, a pinkish-tan stucco palace on a hill overlooking the campus to the south and the ocean to the north, a Negro butler opened a wooden door inlaid with brass medallions of laurel wreaths.

“Gentlemen,” he said, “come in and drop your bags.”

They had brought a gift—two bottles of Jameson’s Irish whiskey and two of Old Grand-Dad bourbon—to thank Mrs. Wakefield for the invitation to dine and to stay at the school’s guest cottage. Julian gave the box to the butler, who said, “The ice and glasses are in the parlor.”

They went down the front hall, past a large oil painting of a spiky-limbed tree with pink-and-gold blossoms on a plateau above the ocean with waves crashing against the cliffs. The parlor was a brightly lit room with a terra-cotta floor, a wall of windows facing the water, and a beamed ceiling with a whirling fan. A lump rose in Julian’s throat when he saw his parents, and he greeted his father first because his mother, with tears steaming down her cheeks, would require more effort to control his emotions.

Julian usually spoke German to his father, though Theodor, who had attended boarding school in Britain and studied at Oxford before completing his doctorate at Freiburg, spoke perfect English. “Hallo, Vater, Sie gut aussehen,” Julian said, and it was true—Theodor did look well. He was twenty-one years older than his wife, had met her on a lecture tour in 1912 after speaking at Krueger Auditorium in Newark, and took the shy teenager, with the long blond hair, eyes the color of turquoise, and a heart-shaped face of finely sculpted features, to a Romanian restaurant, where she tasted her first piece of steak; three weeks later they were married an hour before Theodor spoke at a synagogue in Charleston, South Carolina. To Julian, his father still resembled the photographs of the illustrious philosopher who had enthralled audiences with his rich baritone and his prediction that the Zionists would fail to establish a homeland because enlightened nations like America, Germany, and France would remain safe harbors for Jews. Theodor’s profile was still noble enough to stamp on a coin; his silver mane of hair had not thinned, nor had his beard gone completely white; and he stood as straight as a sentry in his dark chalk-stripe with the gold watch chain strung across his vest.

Gripping Julian’s hand firmly, Theodor said, “Guten Abend, mein Sohn.”

That was it—after three years, but Julian supposed that Good evening, my son, was an improvement over being slapped across the face and called a lazy bum.

Julian turned to his mother in her moss-green cotton frock and enfolded her in his arms. The only sounds in the parlor were Elana’s muffled sobs and Julian repeating, “Don’t cry, Mama,” and no one watching them would have suspected they were witnessing anything other than an adoring mother reunited with her loving son. Yet the truth was that Julian’s relationship with Elana had been more painful to him than the blowups with Theodor. Julian recalled his mother as a hovering angel who was always bleeding from invisible wounds that Julian believed were his responsibility to heal. After supper, while Theodor wrote in his study, Julian would keep her company, drying the dishes, listening to her wonder aloud what deformities of her soul had led her parents to abandon her to the lonely mists of an orphanage. Night after night, Julian waited for her desolation to recede. It never did: even her describing the joys of assisting the doctor who came to take care of the children echoed in his memory like a doleful nocturne. Now, as he let go of his mother, Julian recalled how desperate he’d been to boost her spirits, and how helplessness and guilt had crushed him when he failed.

“This is my friend Eddie,” Julian said.

“I’m happy my son has a friend who would travel with him to Florida,” Elana said. Theodor grunted a hello and eyed Eddie like a beat cop about to roust a wino from the gutter, but he did introduce them to Garland Wakefield, who was kind enough to point out the side table across the parlor that doubled as a bar.

Eddie was drinking an Irish straight up, and Julian a bourbon on the rocks, when a young woman entered from the front hallway with two men trailing her like courtiers.

“Jesus H. Rockefeller,” Eddie mumbled.

In her milk-white dress, the woman was as radiant as a bride among mourners. Her thick, sable hair was brushed back well past her shoulders, and Julian assumed, incorrectly, that she’d studied dance. His assumption was based on her white ballet slippers and her posture, which appeared as rigid and supple as a sapling as she glided over to greet Theodor and Elana. Julian admired the white linen clinging to her curves as she came toward him with Garland and her two-man entourage, but it was her face that transfixed him: the luminous hazel eyes and high cheekbones, the bowed lips above a perfect chin, all of it adding up to a tawny, exotic beauty that he’d only thought possible in a fairy tale.

Garland said, “These are the Larkin brothers, Derrick and Otis,” and as the four men shook hands, she added, “and this is my daughter, Kendall.”

“Nice to meet y’all,” she said.

Julian could never adequately explain to anyone the effect of her voice on him. He’d expected Kendall to sound youthful and dainty, but her voice, despite its faint southern melody, was as cool and piquant as the ocean breeze coming through the parlor windows—a wise voice that somehow, with a perfunctory greeting, communicated to Julian that she was charmed by his interest. Julian was no expert at this game. His most enduring romance had lasted five months.

“You cats get lost on the way to the Cotton Club?” Otis asked as Julian watched Kendall go into the dining room with Derrick. Otis, the shorter Larkin brother, with glistening processed hair and an elfin face, was decked out for the boards at the Savoy Ballroom: a long, black sport coat with a purple-checked pattern that would give an acrobat vertigo; wide-legged, mushroom-colored pants pegged at the ankles; and gleaming two-tone shoes.

“Where you from, jitterbug?” Eddie said.

Aiming what had to be the cockiest grin on either side of the Mason-Dixon Line at Eddie, Otis announced, “Edgecombe Avenue, Harlem, USA.”

“Sugar Hill. Julian and me used to go hear Cab Calloway play an after-hours joint up there—but we’re from Jersey.”

“Close enough. I been cracking books here since September, and away-down south in Dixie ain’t nowhere for a rug-cutter from the shiny Apple, you dig?”

Eddie pointed at the fifths of Jameson’s and Old Grand-Dad, and Otis said, “You swing, my man! Can I get a taste of that Irish, rocks?”

As Eddie fixed Otis a drink, Julian saw Derrick pull back a chair for Kendall at the table. Derrick was so handsome that if he’d been white, some Madison Avenue sharpie would’ve stuck him in an Arrow shirt-collar ad. Yet Julian wasn’t without hope. You couldn’t miss the intelligence in Derrick’s face, but it was a face without guile, the face of an orderly man who Julian hoped would be a little too square for Kendall.

Otis said to Julian, “My big bro thinks he’s in the clover ’cause he picked himself the high-yellow blossom of Lovewood. But any boy tangle with Kenni-Ann, he gonna wind up feeling like a one-legged man in an ass-kickin’ contest.”

“They getting hitched?”

“Who knows? Kenni-Ann’s a senior, and Derrick copped his sheepskin last June. He’s down from DC to visit. He’s at Howard Law. Gonna practice with our daddy’s firm.”

In the dining room, Derrick was seated across from Theodor. The two men were engaged in an animated discussion, while Kendall’s attention wandered until she noticed Julian staring at her. She smiled at him, her expression an enticing blend of curiosity and defiance, but before Julian could respond with a smile of his own, Kendall turned toward Derrick and his father.
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The seating arrangements were a problem. Garland was at one end of the table and to her left were Julian, Elana, and Theodor; to her right were Kendall, Derrick, Otis, and Eddie. Hence, Julian was across from Kendall and had to force himself not to stare at her. In addition, during the salad course, he had to look right at Derrick and listen to him and Theodor dissect Hegel. After ten minutes of Hegelian wisdom on the order of “All the rational is real and all the real is rational,” Julian excused himself and retrieved a bottle of Old Grand-Dad.

After gulping three fingers of bourbon, Julian was feeling better, but then the butler, bearing a platter of baked chicken, stopped by his chair, and Elana piped up in the most maternal of voices, “My son likes the thighs.”

Kendall smiled at his being treated like a five-year-old, and Julian felt embarrassed as the chicken was placed on his plate. Then Elana said to her son, “Doesn’t this look delicious?” and dipped a serving spoon into a bowl of string beans and heaped the vegetables beside his chicken. Staring at his food, Julian thought that his on-again off-again pal, gossipmonger Walter Winchell, would have a field day with this one, declaring in his nasal rat-a-tat-tat: Let’s go to press . . . Word has reached me that the big Jersey Rose, man-about-town and ex-giggle-water salesman, is his mommy’s baby boy.

Julian dedicated his energies to emptying the fifth of Old Grand-Dad. He overheard Otis tell Eddie that he was going to take him over to the piano in the music building and show him how “One O’clock Jump” should be played, but Derrick was doing most of the talking. His topic was the national letter-writing campaign that he and other Howard Law students had organized to once again try to convince President Roosevelt to support federal antilynching legislation.

Addressing Elana and Theodor, Derrick explained, “Down South, whites who lynch Negroes aren’t prosecuted, and Florida has the most lynchings in America. In Fort Lauderdale, when I was a sophomore here, a Negro man was arrested for asking a white lady for food and—”

“That poor man had a name,” Garland cut in, her shoulders back, head high, as if her chair were a throne. “He didn’t have a penny in his pocket, but he had a name.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Derrick answered. “His name was Reuben Stacey. Reuben was arrested and while the deputies were taking him to jail, a white mob took Reuben and lynched him. The police knew the murderers, but nothing was done.”

Kendall said, “I’ll never forget the photo of Reuben in the papers. It was horrible.”

“Yes,” Derrick said, touching Kendall’s hand. “When I saw that picture, I promised myself that one day I’d try to help and do something.”

“You could wait for people to die and better people to be born,” Julian said.

“Pardon,” Derrick replied, a keen edge to his tone.

Julian glared through a russet haze of bourbon. “Pardon what?”

Derrick had been the captain of Lovewood College’s debate team, and he mistook Julian’s gelid blue stare for an intellectual challenge. Otis, the hepcat, was more familiar than his older brother with men of Julian’s ilk, and he called out, “Be cool, big bro.”

Derrick cast a withering glance at Otis, and Garland, who had been studying Julian, stated with an imperiousness that did not invite dissent, “Let’s have dessert.”

Julian was washing down a bite of key lime pie with Old Grand-Dad when Kendall said, “Mother, we have to talk about the life drawing class.”

“We talked about it, and my answer is the same—no.”

“Drawing nudes is integral to art. Ask Professor Rose.”

Everyone, except Julian, shifted their attention to Theodor. “You are correct, Miss Wakefield—it is an aesthetic tradition with a lengthy history—but I’m a philosophy professor, and your mother is president of the college.”

Utterly controlled, Kendall told her mother, “If you don’t want to pay someone to pose nude for our class, I’ll do it myself.”

Julian, numb enough from drinking that a dentist could’ve extracted his molars without him knowing it, asked, “Can anyone sign up for that class?”

Then he laughed and heard Eddie and Otis join in. Derrick wasn’t amused, and Garland was still speechless from Kendall’s declaration—let alone Julian’s question—and her outrage was apparent in the stern knit of her brow.

Elana, upset that her son had offended Garland, said to Kendall, “Tomorrow why don’t you, Derrick, and Otis take Julian and Eddie for a tour of the campus.”

Kendall let her eyes linger on Julian, and Garland glared at her daughter as if to say, I don’t give a damn if that white boy could pass for Cary Grant, don’t you dare look at him like that!

Kendall, glancing at her mother, replied, “What a terrific idea.”


Chapter 5

You did notice Kendall’s a colored gal?” Eddie said, stretched out on one of the single beds in the guest cottage.

“I got drunk, not stupid,” Julian replied, lying on the other bed. “But you figure the jerks who hate Negroes like Jews any better? Or Catholics? I don’t give a shit what color anybody is.”

“A lotta people do. I bet her ma does. And you might wanna talk to Kendall about it.”

“I have to ask her out first.”

“Where you gonna take her? They won’t let you in together down here.”

“To the Tavern,” Julian said, referring to the finest restaurant in Newark, where the owner was a personal friend.

“Shrewd. That’s fifteen hundred miles from here. Give you a chance to talk.”

“I’m tired of being alone. You’ve got Fiona. Would Fiona like Kendall?” Fiona was a knockout off the boat from Dublin and employed as a barmaid at McGovern’s on the night Eddie met her. The two of them were real lovebirds when they weren’t threatening to kill each other.

Eddie chuckled. “Fiona likes everybody but me.”

Julian drifted off thinking about Kendall, only to be awakened when Kendall knocked on the screen door, calling, “Ready for your tour?”

“In a minute.” Julian changed into a polo shirt, linen pants, and tennis shoes, then scurried into the bathroom to take a leak and spread Pepsodent on his teeth.

“Have you seen Eddie?” he said, going outside.

“He and Derrick are listening to Otis play the piano. We’re meeting them at the music building.”

Kendall was wearing a white beret, a navy-and-white Breton-striped top, and dungarees rolled up past her sleek calves.

“You’re staring,” she said, smiling.

Julian followed Kendall across a blacktopped road to the campus. “I wasn’t. I was just wondering when you became a French sailor.”

Kendall laughed, the faintest note of melancholy underneath the joy. That same melancholy backlit her face, one of the reasons Julian couldn’t stop looking at her: she seemed to reflect his own melancholy, which made him feel less alone.

She said, “What gave me away? The beret or the shirt?”

“The shirt. I had one as a kid. The year my father lectured at the Sorbonne.”

“How wonderful. A year in Paris.”

Wonderful wasn’t how Julian would describe it. He was tutored in their apartment and learned how to speak French while his mother learned how to spend sixteen hours a day in bed with the assistance of an inexpensive Bordeaux.

Kendall said, “I’m an art major, but my minor is French. I want to live in Paris.” Julian was less than overjoyed by that information but perked up when she added, “First I’m going to New York. To study at the Art Students League.”

“That was your painting in the front hall?”

“Yes, it’s the mythical lovewood tree. From an Indian legend about a woman trying to return to her true love and how he waits for her under the tree forever.”

“I thought it was really something.”

“It was really derivative. I was taking a course in Monet.”

Past the chapel, with its white bell tower and steeple, was a bronze statue of a bearded Negro man in tails and top hat who stood on an inscribed granite pedestal:

EZEKIEL KENDALL

1847–1934

“AIM FOR THE HIGHEST”

“My grandfather,” Kendall said. “My mother and I lived with him in Philadelphia.”

“Your dad?”

“He died when I was a baby.” Kendall’s tone had a matter-of-fact quality that was misleading. According to her mother, Robert Wakefield was a light-skinned Georgia boy with soft curly hair and chips of jade in his brown eyes who served as Ezekiel’s chief assistant. Garland married him to please Ezekiel, who wanted a son-in-law to handle his catering business while he taught Garland the fine points of managing his portfolio of coal mines, oil fields, blue chips, and gold. Five months after Kendall was born, Robert announced that he was leaving and lit out for Los Angeles, where he was promptly run over by a dump truck on Los Feliz Boulevard. As a girl, poring over the brittle photographs of her father, Kendall blamed her mother for his leaving, believing that it must have been insufferable being the husband of such a driven, uncompromising woman: even her grandfather used to tease Garland by saying, “Girl, you done got the happy-go-lucky aura of Queen Victoria.” Ezekiel had been a beloved paternal stand-in for Kendall, but the absence of her father pained her. When she was in high school, Kendall resolved that if she ever had a son, his name would be Robert, not just to honor her father but, odd as it sounded, as a way to meet him.

“Ezekiel had a house the size of a castle in Center City,” Kendall said, running her fingers over her grandfather’s shoes. “He had servants and a chauffeur, but every weekday morning he’d make me waffles or oatmeal and take me to school and kiss my cheek and say he loved me. You could ask him any silly thing, and he’d give you an answer right quick. Otherwise, he rarely spoke. I was intrigued by him, but he always scared me some.”

“I can see why.”

Ezekiel appeared to gaze out at a land visible only to him, and the single-mindedness on his face was so unassailable that it bordered on cruel.

“Did he have a wife?” Julian asked, and Kendall flinched at the question.

“Not that I ever met.” All families have their secrets, and Garland had shared this one with her daughter shortly after her twelfth birthday during a talk about the birds and the bees. Ezekiel, Garland said, believed he was too busy to marry, but a weak moment with a teenage girl who cleaned his home produced Garland, who was named after Ezekiel’s mother. Because the cleaning girl was unsuited to the social rigors of prosperous Negro circles in Philadelphia, Ezekiel paid her to disappear into the hinterlands of Virginia from where she’d come. Kendall had never been able to connect the heartlessness of this story with the loving grandfather she knew. She explained it to herself by thinking that Ezekiel had spared her mother from the truth—that the girl had wanted to leave and Ezekiel had helped her with a handout.

Kendall, heading along a graveled path shaded by banyan trees, changed the subject: “I’ve been thinking about taking up photography. I’ve got to buy a better camera than my Brownie. A Leica: Henri Cartier-Bresson does street photography in Paris with a Leica. It’s small enough to carry, and I could shoot what I see instead of dreaming up a picture to put on a canvas. Derrick tells me to keep painting, but he’s gaga about Cubism. I believe reality is bizarre enough without the hard lines and angles.”

“True.” Julian knew next to nothing about art, a state of affairs he promised himself to rectify as soon as he could get to a library or bookstore.

“Plus, so many women photographers are succeeding—Louise Dahl-Wolfe’s at Harper’s Bazaar; Margaret Bourke-White’s been hired by Life, and she’s done a book with the writer Erskine Caldwell; and I bet you’ve seen Dorothea Lange’s Migrant Mother.”

“In the papers.”

Kendall stopped in midstride. “And I want to . . .”

“Aim for the highest?”

Kendall grinned, and Julian imagined leaning forward to kiss her. “I apologize for carrying on. But I’ve been telling Derrick: photography has room for women; painting’s a man’s world.”

“There’s Georgia O’Keeffe.”

Her voice rising with surprise, Kendall asked, “You’re familiar with O’Keeffe?”

“I saw her naked.”

Kendall giggled. “Excuse me?”

“I’d finished up a meeting in New York, and when I came out, a crowd was next door waiting to get into a photo exhibit. I was curious and went in, and Georgia O’Keeffe was up on the wall without her clothes.”

“Her husband, Alfred Stieglitz, took those.”

For Julian, the exhibit was a fonder memory than the meeting, where he had to persuade a mouthy parking-lot mogul, who had survived the czar and his pogroms and concluded he was immortal, that he’d live longer with Abe Zwillman for a partner. It was the last time Julian had knocked anyone around for money, and he’d decided to quit while he was looking at the photographs. Something about the soft shades of black and white and gray and the conspicuous adoration of the photographer for his subject had convinced Julian that if he didn’t quit the rackets, he’d forfeit the last shred of his humanity. One photo in particular had stayed with him. O’Keeffe was standing, arms raised as though welcoming a sunrise, her face out of view of the camera, and he remembered her full breasts, the extravagant curves of her hips, and the tantalizing nest between her legs. He was picturing Kendall in that pose when three girls, in blouses, long skirts, and saddle shoes, went by. Kendall waved to them, and they said hello to her and glanced at Julian, smiling coquettishly for an instant and then looking through him as if he were a wraith.

He said, “They think I’m here to arrest you?”

“They think you’re white and therefore forbidden fruit and a mess of trouble. And you may be. I’ve been so busy going on about myself, I haven’t asked about you. You’re not a philosopher like your daddy.”

“Who says?”

“Oh?” she said, not believing him for a minute. “Say something philosophical.”

“There’s little in life not improved by Russian dressing.”

Kendall laughed. “What?”

“Russian dressing: ketchup, mayonnaise, and some pickle relish. Put it on pastrami or turkey”—and here, spotting an opportunity, Julian got bold. “When you come to New York, I’ll take you to a delicatessen and you can try some.”

“I’ll keep it in mind.”
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The tour lasted for one of the more disheartening hours of Julian’s life, because Kendall led the way with Derrick holding her hand, while Julian lagged behind with Eddie and Otis. The campus was a collection of ivied, redbrick buildings with Doric columns and quadrangles of dormitories—a New England college blooming in the wet heat.

Eddie said to Julian, “Ya gotta listen to Jitterbug hammer the eighty-eights. My man can play.”

Otis took a fast bow. “You boys wanna hear singing, take Kenni-Ann to church or pour some wine in her and she’ll sing it like Bessie Smith.”

Kendall smiled at Otis, and Eddie said, “No fooling, Jitterbug. Julian’s got hooks into nightclubs in Newark, the Picadilly, the Alcazar—Louis Armstrong’s there a lot—and if you’re home and wanna make some dough playin’, give us a holler.”

Derrick strode over to Eddie. “My brother is getting a degree in music. He’s not preparing to play for white folks who go slumming. Nor does he need any ‘dough.’ Our parents make certain of that.”

“Bro,” Otis said, “will ya back off, please?”

Derrick, in his straw boater, blue blazer, and white bucks, stood up as straight as a headmaster scolding a student, and said to Eddie, “And why do you insist on referring to my brother as ‘Jitterbug’? Why not ‘Tar Baby’?”

Eddie frowned like a cranky leprechaun, and Julian questioned why any sane person would mess with him. Not that Julian would’ve cared if Eddie downgraded Derrick’s looks, though he suspected that Kendall wouldn’t approve, so he said, “Let’s relax.”

Eddie said to Derrick, “I refer to your brother as ‘Jitterbug’ ’cause to me he looks like music in motion, and old enough, if it bothers him, to tell me himself. Whatta ya say, JB?”

“JB?” Otis said, sticking out his right palm. “I like that too.”

Eddie slid his right palm across Otis’s outstretched hand.

“It’s hot as a stripper’s fanny out here,” Otis said. “Let’s go to the ocean.”

“We can’t—” Kendall said.

Otis was already walking away, and Eddie caught up with him.

“Is the beach a problem?” Julian asked, but Derrick had taken Kendall’s hand and gone after Otis and Eddie.

The problem was apparent when Julian reached the crest of the hill. Below, where the grassy slope met the beach, stakes at intervals of thirty feet were driven into the sand with red pennants flying from them and attached signs that declared WARNING: WHITES ONLY. The beach wasn’t as jammed as the Jersey shore in July and August, but plenty of people were swimming and sunning themselves.

“I’ma sick of this horseshit,” Otis said, stepping out of his tennis shoes and taking off his shirt. “Kenni-Ann’s mama owns the damn beach, and God owns the ocean, and the Bible doesn’t say I can’t swim in it.”

Kendall said, “Swimming at midnight’s one thing; at noon on Sunday’s another.”

“Ain’t nothing gonna happen,” Otis said, bending to roll up his white ducks past his knees. “Not with my man Eddie for a lookout.”

Eddie said, “Jitterbug—” and Derrick clamped a hand on his brother’s shoulder, but Otis pulled away. Sunbathers did a double take as Otis flew by and dove into the silvery-green water.

“We better wait for him,” Eddie said, lighting a Camel.

They sat on the winter grass. Eddie held out the pack to Derrick, who hesitated before taking one. Eddie flicked his lighter, and Derrick dragged on the cigarette, nodding his thanks.

“Your mom owns this beach?” Julian asked Kendall.

“It’s part of the two thousand acres my grandfather bought. It used to belong to the Scales family. Jarvis Scales—he’s the mayor of Lovewood—owns the land around the campus. My mother says Jarvis has been trying to buy her parcel, but my grandfather wanted a college on it.”

“It’s legal to keep owners off their property?” Eddie asked.

“The Jim Crow laws say it is,” Derrick said.

“Jesus. How do people live like that?”

“Practice,” Derrick replied.

Kendall was the first one to see them—four white men in denim overalls and T-shirts loping across the sand, two of them wading into the surf and grabbing Otis. Kendall shouted, “You leave him alone!” and took off for the beach, with Derrick, Eddie, and Julian behind her.

“We jake?” Julian asked Eddie, who answered by taking a snubbie .38 from an ankle holster and holding the pistol by his side.

A pale, gangly kid—twenty at most—with a patchy blond beard, buck teeth, and a jaw that appeared wider than the top of his head was cheering on his two friends who were dunking Otis’s face up and down in the water. Kendall went toward him and snapped, “Hurleigh Scales, you tell them to quit!”

“Quit,” Hurleigh whispered.

The older, husky guy behind Hurleigh had a pushed-in face the color of a boiled lobster, and Julian waited until Eddie had circled closer to the sun-fried goon before stepping in front of Kendall and extending his hand. “I’m Julian Rose.” The kid scowled at Julian as if he were offering him a dead rat. “Hurleigh Scales, you’re the mayor’s—”

“Younger brother. Why, y’all know Jarvis?”

“Haven’t had the pleasure.” Julian removed a gold money clip from his pocket and held up a hundred-dollar bill for Hurleigh to see. Well versed in the art of pressuring unwilling sellers, Julian pondered why Hurleigh—who, with that fish-belly-white complexion, was no sun worshiper—was at the beach, a stone’s throw from the campus. Tucking the bill into the bib of Hurleigh’s overalls, he said, “Why don’tcha let the kid up and buy your pals a beer?”

Hurleigh’s expression made him look like death sucking a lemon. “I might could do that, ’cept niggers ain’t s’pose to be heah. That’s why there’s signs.” He glared at Derrick. “Y’all can read?”

“Yes,” Derrick said.

“This boy can read,” Hurleigh called out. “Well, slap my head and call me silly.”

Which is precisely what Derrick did, slapping Hurleigh with such force that Derrick’s straw boater fell off. Hurleigh stumbled back onto the sand as Derrick, with the measured tone of a judge announcing a verdict, said, “Silly.”

No one moved, and Julian felt as though he were at the movies and the projector had gone on the fritz, leaving the actors frozen on the screen. Then Hurleigh sprang toward Derrick. Julian, who had three inches and thirty pounds on Hurleigh, got one hand on this throat and the other on his overalls and lifted him off the sand, while he saw the goon collapse as Eddie smacked his skull twice with the butt of his .38.

Julian said, “Let that kid out of the ocean.”

“Why should I?”

“One, if you don’t, my associate will shoot your pals. And two”—Julian dug his thumb into Hurleigh’s Adam’s apple—”it’s gonna get difficult for you to swallow.”

He heard Hurleigh choking and drew back his thumb.

Hurleigh croaked, “Let the coon go!”

Otis came up from the sea, spitting out water and grit, and Julian released Hurleigh, who said, “I be waitin’ on that nig-nog, and when I’s finished, he gon’ feel like a alligator done chewed up his ass and shit him down a swamp hole.”

“That’s not very neighborly, is it?”

Hurleigh appeared confused, as if Julian were asking him a trick question. “Y’all can jist fuck yoah—” Hurleigh spat, but he was unable to complete the sentence because Julian clutched the straps of his overalls and brought his knee up into Hurleigh’s groin, hearing him yelp with pain and letting him fall onto the beach, where he lay on his back, groaning.
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