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Foreword

When I was a girl, my mother made patchwork quilts for our beds. Raising eight children, she didn’t have time for the elaborate designs her own mother had made: Dresden plate, bear paw, Martha Washington star. Mother’s quilts were sewn together in a hurry, swatches of dark tweed, houndstooth, and corduroy, cut from old hand-me-down coats, the design brightened with shocks of red and yellow. I’d watch her work, taking a square of black wool from one stack, a rectangle of pale blue from another, her pattern created seemingly haphazardly as she worked. Yet the finished quilts were bold and complex, each piece of colored fabric relying on the one next to it for strength and support.

Fierce was written like one of my mother’s quilts. The chapters, like seemingly separate pieces of cloth sewn together, create a pattern, the very thread of this life.

For those who have lived similar circumstances, and for those who haven’t but want to better understand their friends and loved ones who have—I hope you will find warmth, and ultimately comfort, in these words.





PROLOGUE

Birmingham, Alabama,

1965





magic

Our neighbor asked my brother Willie, and my sister Doris Ann, and me to pull the weeds from his sidewalk. When we finished, he paid us a nickel apiece, and we headed down to 50th Street Delicatessen to buy candy.

A little bell jingled as we entered the store, and Sylvester, the owner, came from behind the meat counter, wiping his hands on his apron, and stood behind the cash register, which sat on the penny candy counter. The penny candy counter had everything: caramels, sour balls, apple grasshoppers, wax Coca-Cola bottles, candy cigarettes, banana bikes, licorice whips, and more.

Without hesitation, Doris Ann snatched up two cherry jawbreakers. Willie nudged me and asked, “What are you going to buy, Barbara?”

I studied the bins of brightly wrapped candies. My favorites were the caramel squares, but they’d be gone in a minute. Something that will last, I pondered.

“Here’s what you’re looking for,” Sylvester said, pointing to a shallow box next to the cash register. We peered into the box. Two dozen little round balls jumped rhythmically.

“Mexican jumping beans,” he said. “They’re magic.” He waited a moment for that bit of information to sink in, then, waving his hand over the box, he said, “Go ahead. Pick one up.”

Wide-eyed, Willie lifted a bean from the box and placed it in his palm. At first it didn’t move and we stuck our faces closer. It jumped, and so did we.

“Wow,” we said simultaneously.

Willie held the bean between his thumb and index finger. “This is a real Mexican jumping bean?”

Sylvester chuckled. “The real thing. For a penny, you get your wish.”

Willie and I quickly dug our nickels from our pockets and slapped them on the counter. We watched to see which beans jumped with the most zeal and carefully lifted them from the box into our palms.

Doris Ann was reluctant to put her jawbreakers back. Finally she said, “I’m just going to buy three. I’ve only got three wishes anyway.” She handed over her nickel and picked out three jumping beans. We headed out the door, lost in our dreams.

“Don’t blow all your wishes on candy,” Sylvester shouted. We ignored him.

As the beans continued to wiggle in my palm, I decided the fate of each wish. This one is for a horse, because—well, because I need a horse. I thought about our overgrown backyard, wondering whether horses liked to eat dandelions and kudzu. They like oats; it makes their coats shiny. I had checked out all the books from the Anna Stuart Dupuy School library on how to groom a horse.

This one is for ice skates. I had also checked out books on ice-skating (“The life story of Carol Heiss”) because I wanted to be an ice-skater, a real dilemma since it never got cold enough in Alabama for the local ponds and waterways to freeze.

Number three: Zap me in front of The Last Supper so I can see it for real. Dad wouldn’t let us plug in his light-up picture of The Last Supper. He was afraid we’d break his investment. “A one-of-a-kind,” he called it, convinced that it would be worth a lot of money someday. I wanted to see the real one, the big one, the one Leonardo da Vinci had painted.

As I walked down the sidewalk, I slipped into my favorite daydream of becoming a famous artist. Suddenly, I had painted The Last Supper. I tumbled along in that fog for a minute, then snapped out of it and got back to the task at hand.

Number four: Make Dad quit drinking and quit yelling at everybody. I thought about the night before. Dad had come home from the bar at 3 A.M. and gotten everybody out of bed to clean up the house and cut the grass. The police came and made my brother Stewart shut off the lawn mower. After they left, Dad yelled at Mother for not making Stewart cut the grass earlier that day.

I studied the last bean and decided I’d give it to Mother so she could wish for whatever she wanted.

Suddenly Willie took off running. “Stewart!” he shouted. “Stewart!” Doris Ann and I ran after him, careful not to drop our beans.

Stewart stood in front of the house with his paper-route canvas bag stuffed with the Birmingham News hanging over his shoulder. Breathless, we surrounded him.

“Look,” Willie said, opening his fist.

“They’re magic,” I said, spreading my palm next to Willie’s.

“Mexican jumping beans,” Doris Ann said, extending her hand.

“They’re magic,” I repeated.

Stewart dropped his canvas bag onto the sidewalk. “Those are Mexican jumping beans,” he said matter-of-factly.

“Yeah,” I said, catching my breath. “Watch ’em jump. You can make a wish and get anything you want.”

Stewart shoved his hands into his pockets. “Who told you that?”

“Sylvester,” I answered.

Stewart rolled his eyes. “Those aren’t magic beans.”

“They’re Mexican jumping beans!” I shouted.

“Yeah,” Stewart said, “but they’re not magic.”

Our faces fell, and we backed away from Stewart.

“They’re not magic,” he said again.

I walked up to him and held out the beans. “Watch ’em jump,” I said.

“There’s a worm in there,” Stewart said. “That’s what makes ’em jump.”

“Huh!” Willie shouted.

“Go ask Mom,” Stewart said.

Doris Ann ran inside and came right back nodding her head. “She says it’s a worm.”

“Darn,” Willie whispered. Our hearts fell, and our shoulders sagged. The three of us sat on the front porch steps and rolled the beans onto the sidewalk at our feet. They jumped and wiggled.

“That Sylvester,” I fumed.

Doris Ann slipped the wrappers from her jawbreakers and popped both of them into her mouth.

Realizing he had crushed our dreams, Stewart picked up a bean and rolled it around in his palm. “The worm eats the bean from the inside out,” he said.

I didn’t want Stewart to feel bad, so I picked up a bean and pretended to be more interested than I really was. I turned the bean over and over. There were no holes or cracks in the shell. “How does it get in there?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Stewart said, holding one up to the light and squinting as if to see through it.

Doris Ann made a loud sucking noise, and I glanced up. She looked like a chipmunk. I thought of trading her all five of my jumping beans for one of her wet jawbreakers, but I knew she’d never go for it.

Stewart sat down beside me. Trying to cheer us up, he said, “You know, these beans do have magic. If you watch them long enough, the worm eats the bean and it turns into a butterfly. That’s magic, don’t you think?”

Willie groaned. “We’ve got thirteen worthless beans and no candy.”

“And pretty soon,” I added, “we won’t have the beans.”

Doris Ann sucked noisily on her jawbreakers.

Stewart scooped up a handful of jumping beans. “They are swell, though, don’t you think?”

I put one in my palm and watched it wiggle. “Yeah,” I said.

The screen door slammed behind us, and our brother John, who was just five, came out and sat down beside Stewart.

“Whatcha got?” he asked.

“Mexican jumping beans,” Stewart said, dropping one onto John’s palm.

It wiggled. “Wow,” he shouted, lifting his hand for a closer inspection. The bean wiggled again. “Wow,” he said, and without taking his eyes off the bean, marched inside to show it to Mother.

Stewart dropped his head, nodding, letting us know that John had understood the magic of a Mexican jumping bean without any hope for granted wishes. He studied the beans for a minute, then bumped my shoulder with his and smiled broadly. “So, what were you going to wish for?” he asked.





PART 1

1973-’83





dreaming through the twilight

“You ought to join the military, Southpaw,” my dad said. I smiled at his term of endearment, Southpaw. When I was a little girl, he’d tried to force me to be right-handed by tying my left hand behind my back when I wrote. At some point, sensing futility, he’d given it up and now seemed to enjoy my left-handedness. We were sitting on the back steps. He smoked while I sketched the pine trees behind our house, drawing with an ink pen in a spiral notebook that was supposed to be filled with notes for my upcoming American history final.

“We’re pulling out of Vietnam,” he said. “You wouldn’t have to worry about going to war.” He sighed. “Anyway, it’d get you out of this godforsaken place.” He dropped his cigarette, snuffed it out with the toe of his shoe, and sauntered down the steps—heading to the bar.

I watched him throw a hand briefly into the air and climb into his car. I waved back, knowing he’d come home drunk and ready for a fight. I worried that his mild suggestion to join the military might turn into a demand come midnight. I cringed at the thought of how my present situation—graduating without any prospects—might turn into a salient point once he’d had a few drinks. The previous Friday night, he’d come home from the bar, and before Mother had time to turn on the lights, he started shouting, Barbara, when are you going to get a job?!

The fact that I was still in high school, didn’t own a car, and lived miles from the bus stop didn’t seem to enter into the question.

I tossed my spiral notebook onto the porch and climbed onto the glider of my baby sister Janet’s swing set. I threw my legs over the backseat, flipped upside down, and closed my eyes. My long hair swept the grass as I pumped the swing into motion. I let my mind wander. Within seconds my favorite daydream filtered in. I’m at the opening of my first art show. Gorgeous paintings line the gallery walls: water lilies, several views of a haystack, bright sunflowers (images mentally swiped from my mother’s art books). Suddenly a New York City gallery owner arrives. She’s wearing a black dress with a bright red pillbox hat and matching lipstick. Thrilled with my artwork, she throws her arms around me. “You are brilliant,” she declares. “I’m taking you straight to the Big Apple.”

Just then someone climbed onto the other seat of the glider. “What are you smiling about?” Doris Ann asked.

“I’m not smiling,” I said, opening my eyes and glaring at my younger sister. She flipped upside down and put her head next to mine. “You wanna walk down to Junior’s house?” she asked.

Junior, our closest neighbor, lived a mile away. “It’s too hot,” I said, shrugging my shoulders, irritated. “And I’m trying to think.”

“Think about what?”

“About joining the military,” I lied, closing my eyes again. My daydream instantly changed to olive drab. I snatch up a rolling grenade, toss it away, and fire off a round, saving my platoon. For my heroism, I’m stationed back in the States and given a job creating a new, sharper design for the military camouflage uniforms. The pattern I create is used universally for uniforms, helicopters, and vehicles.

Doris Ann threw her hands behind her head. “When you join the military, I’ll have a bedroom all to myself.”

Just then Willie chased John around the side of the house with a water balloon. John, screaming his head off, climbed over Doris Ann and me and kept running. Willie did the same.

“Get out of here!” I shouted, slapping at them as they dashed away. I squeezed my eyes shut. Suddenly a New York gallery owner arrives. She’s wearing a black leather pantsuit and love beads with a big peace sign. Happy with this daydream, I smiled to myself.

I heard the screen door slam and opened one eye. Mother stood on the porch. As the glider swept back and forth, I could see half of her, then all of her, then half again. My baby sister Janet, who was four, came out and caught hold of Mother’s skirt at the curve of her hip. Like a snapping turtle, she’d hold that fabric in her fist until it thundered. But from the stormy expression on Mother’s face, thunder was on the way. I waited for her to say my name before opening my other eye.

“Barbara,” she called, “do you want to wash the supper dishes or play with Janet?”

I opened my eyes and winked at Janet. She laughed, knowing the answer, and bounded down the stairs and jumped into my arms.

“What were you smiling about?” she asked.

Doris Ann scooted over and I pulled Janet onto the glider. “I’m smiling at you,” I said.

[image: image]

I joined the Navy—because the uniforms were bell-bottoms. But when I went for my physical, the first thing the doctor checked was my heartbeat. He put the stethoscope on my chest and moved it around. “Have you had rheumatic fever?” he asked.

“When I was thirteen,” I answered.

He shook his head. “She’s out,” he shouted. A nurse came to escort me out of the examining room.

“Wait,” I cried. “I’ve got to get in.” But the doctor waved me away.

Months went by. I helped Mother look after Janet, helped her wash clothes in the wringer washer, weeded the garden, played horseshoes with Willie and Doris Ann, taught my youngest brother, John, to walk all the way around the house on an empty fifty-five-gallon drum, sketched the pine trees. I spent more time than ever daydreaming, but when I opened my eyes and left the dream behind, I couldn’t see a future at all. My life had come to a standstill.

[image: image]

My neighbor introduced me to Rudy. He was in the Army, stationed at Fort McClellan, a military installation on the outskirts of Anniston. “You’re tall,” he said, eyeing me from head to toe.

“Yeah,” I said, embarrassed.

“My ex-wife was short,” Rudy said. Then he asked me if I’d ever been with a man. “I’m looking for a pure woman this time.”

[image: image]

We got married at the chapel out at Fort McClellan. Dad was supposed to give the bride away, but the military police at the front gate arrested him for public intoxication. My older brother David had to stand in for him. (My oldest brother, Stewart, who would have been next in line for the honor, had joined the Marines.) After the wedding ceremony, the guards called the chapel. As a wedding gift, they were releasing Dad without a fine. We could pick him up on the way out if someone sober was available to drive his car home.

“I could hardly be called drunk,” Dad said as the guards helped him into the backseat of our car. Mother turned away and wouldn’t speak.

I was glad to see him, glad he wasn’t in jail. “Dad, you missed the wedding,” I said, flashing my ring in his face.

Dad nudged Mother. “If I’d known they considered a few beers to be intoxicated, I wouldn’t have wasted twenty bucks on this monkey suit.”





awakening

Rudy took my arm and guided me through the hospital corridor at the Fort McClellan military base, avoiding contact with other military personnel as if we were dodging bullets. He and I had been sitting in the car until a room was available so that I wouldn’t be “gawked at” by the GIs in the hospital waiting room. I tried not to look at them, young men and women dressed in crisp uniforms the color of ripe green olives, but the uniforms tugged at my heartstrings. Six months earlier, I had hoped to be wearing one rather than ironing someone else’s.

Rudy guided me into the examining room and the nurse sent him away. He left reluctantly, as if I’d somehow created a conspiracy to be alone with another man.

I put on a faded cotton gown, sat on the cold examining table and flipped the thin sheet over my legs, cringing at the thought of a pelvic examination. I lifted my feet into the air and pulled the sheet up so I could admire my red-painted toenails. I’d painted them the night before the appointment, hoping they’d distract the doctor from my private parts.

The doctor came into the exam room, reading my chart. Without looking up, he asked, “What seems to be the problem?”

“I can’t get rid of the stomach flu,” I said.

“You’re probably pregnant,” he said.

“No, I can’t be,” I said. “My husband is sterile.”

The doctor lowered the clipboard and looked at me. “Did he tell you that?”

I nodded, then blushed at the incredulous look on his face. He laughed out loud and left the exam room sniggering and shaking his head. As soon as the door closed, I pulled the thin sheet over my head. Half an hour later he came back with the test results. “It’s positive,” he said. I waited for him to say something more—or laugh again. But he simply cocked his head in my direction, and said, “You can get dressed,” and left.

I pulled on my blue jeans, fuming that Mother hadn’t told me more about the birds and the bees. She must have thought my older sister, Alice, would tell me, or maybe one of my older brothers. And they had filled me in on the gist of it, but mostly through dirty jokes and pictures David had torn from his friends’ girlie magazines. I had no idea what positive meant. I got dressed and went out to the waiting room.

Rudy shot me a questioning look.

I shrugged. “He says it’s positive.”

Rudy jumped from his chair. “It’s positive! It’s positive!” he shouted, dancing around the room. “I’m gonna have a baby boy! A baby boy!”

He twirled me around. I laughed, relieved to know what positive meant and relieved at Rudy’s response. He twirled me until he noticed the young men sitting around the room were also enjoying the moment. Rudy didn’t believe that any man could be trusted around any woman, and vice versa. It was as simple as that. He pulled me toward the exit, but he was still smiling.
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Rudy loaded his fishing tackle into the trunk of his car. “You’re gonna be a mother,” he said. “You’d better get used to staying at home.”

I crossed my arms. “When will you be back?” I asked, hoping he wasn’t leaving for the entire weekend.

“I’ll be back when I get back,” he said, slamming the trunk. He escorted me up the stairs to our second-floor apartment, unlocked the dead bolt on the door, let me in, and locked it again. Through the door, he said, “I’ll be back tonight. Late. Don’t wait up.”

I leaned against the door. “Okay. I love you.”

“Me too,” Rudy said. But I could tell by the echo that he was already heading down the stairs.

I didn’t have a telephone, the apartment had been cleaned, and Rudy’s military uniforms had been ironed. I’d already drawn pictures on my entire supply of notebook paper and had even sketched the scene from the kitchen window on the brown paper bags from the grocery store. I flopped into the rocking chair and started to cry, burying my face in a pillow, thinking, This is worse than living with Dad.

I fell asleep, and startled when someone knocked on the door.

“It’s me, Alice,” my older sister said.

I ran to the door, delighted. “Hey!”

“Is Rudy home?”

“No.”

“Well, let me in.”

“I can’t. I don’t have the key.”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake,” Alice said. “All right. I’ll go around back.”

A few minutes later she pulled her beat-up Chevy Impala under the bedroom window, flattening the holly bushes that ran along the back of the building, and honked the horn three times. I opened the window and waved. The first floor of our apartment house was partially belowground, so our apartment window wasn’t that high up.

Alice got out of her car and looked up at me. “I’m going to the Laundromat. You want to go?”

I shoved the window all the way open, sat on the sill, and threw my legs out. Alice climbed onto the hood, then onto the roof of her car. She jumped up and down to make sure it wouldn’t cave in, but she weighed so little the car barely moved. “Okay, Lil’ Sister,” she threw out her arms, “jump.”

I leapt into the air and landed with a thud right in the middle of the roof. Alice threw her arms around me to keep me from falling.

“I’ve got three loads,” she said as we slid onto the hood and jumped to the ground. “Probably take a couple hours. You sure he won’t come home while we’re gone?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Pretty sure.”

She shook her head in disgust as we climbed into the car.

As the clothes churned in the heavy washers, Alice smoked cigarettes and filled me in on my brothers and sisters, skipping herself but otherwise going down the line in birth order: “Stewart comes home from Okinawa in three months. David’s out of boot camp in one. Willie’s still running that Trans Am up and down the road like a bat outta hell. Doris Ann’s got a date Friday night with some new guy. John’s driving Mother crazy ripping up the driveway on David’s motorcycle, and here’s a couple of drawings from Janet.” Alice reached into her purse and pulled out two sheets of folded notebook paper. “They’re portraits of you. Pregnant.” Alice laughed and flicked ashes into the air.

Janet had been born when I was twelve years old. It was like getting a real live baby doll for Christmas. Since I’d gotten married and moved out, she’d been sending me pictures, most of them drawn with crayons. I unfolded the notebook paper and smiled. There I was—tall and skinny, with a bubble on my tummy.

Alice leaned over to take a look. “You look like a broom straw that swallowed a BB.”

I chuckled, folded the drawings, and handed them back to Alice. “Will you hold on to them? Until the next time I see you and Rudy is with me?”

Alice took the drawings, shoved them back into her purse, and took a long pull from her cigarette. She blew the smoke into the air slowly, lost in her thoughts. When she finally spoke, I didn’t know whether she was talking about my husband or hers. “He’s worse than Dad,” she said.
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After we finished washing clothes, Alice drove back under the bedroom window, and we climbed back on top of the car. She cupped her hands together and I slipped my foot into her palms.

“You ready?” she said.

I nodded.

“One, two, three.” And she hoisted me up. I snatched the windowsill and flexed my toes so that my tennis shoes hit the rough bricks, protecting my knees. I made a mental note not to wear shorts the next time. I lifted my foot and felt around until I found a row of protruding bricks, slipped my toes onto them, and eased up until my butt stuck in the air and I fell through the open window onto the floor. I jumped up and waved at Alice down below. She waved back and hopped off the car.

“I’ll see you in a few days,” she shouted.
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One day Rudy’s military friend Bob stopped by our apartment—and he brought his pregnant wife, Diane. Diane was free to explore Fort McClellan in search of entertainment. Before she got pregnant, she had joined a bowling team and taken archery. In the few times we had seen them, Diane had told me all about her adventures. In return, I showed her my drawings and told her my dream of becoming an artist.

Diane dragged me into the kitchen. “Get the guys a beer so we can talk,” she said.

I took two beers into the living room and came back into the kitchen.

Diane pulled two glasses from the cabinet and turned on the water in the kitchen sink. “There’s an art shop,” she whispered.

I glanced at Rudy, then back at Diane. “Where?”

“Out at the Fort. I’ll come get you tomorrow.”

“I can’t go,” I whispered.

“Yes, you can,” she said, pinching me on the arm.

Fort McClellan was absolutely forbidden. Rudy had told me over and over, Never go out there. Soldiers will sleep with anyone! And since he was one, he knew. I wasn’t the least bit interested in the men. I wanted to make art. Any kind of art. And classes and supplies at the art shop were free to soldiers’ wives. All you needed was a military ID card.

Diane drove a new black pickup truck. The roof of the cab was considerably higher than the roof of Alice’s old Chevy, making the jump from our bedroom window much easier.

At the art shop, Diane pulled me along by the sleeve, stopping at the class schedule hanging on the bulletin board. “Ceramics,” she said. “That’s what we’re going to take first. I love clay.”

I didn’t argue. I felt pretty much like clay myself, unshaped. I had been telling everyone all my life that I was going to be an artist, but other than the drawing lessons my own mother had given me, I hadn’t really been exposed to art making. I looked around the military art shop and my hands tingled. The room was filled with art supplies: two kilns, and a huge stack of plaster slip molds for making dishes and whatnots, little jars of glazes, pencils, paper, paints, brushes. One side of the room was set up with a dozen easels. Several Army wives listened as an instructor explained how to paint a rainy, watercolor sky. I leaned against the wall and put my hands on my cheeks; heat radiated from my palms.

In a few short months, I had made a bowl, salt and pepper shakers, two happy gnomes with long beards, and a Christmas tree with a tiny light on the tip of each branch. I couldn’t take my treasures home, so I stored them in a locker at the art shop. For weeks I had been waiting my turn to use the slip mold to make an elaborate chess set. The king stood four inches tall. He wore a crown and a long brocade cloak.

His queen wore a matching crown and a form fitting gown. The knights rode horses, and each pawn held a saber and shield. It was the most difficult mold in the shop, and I couldn’t wait to try my hand at it. I had decided to paint each piece realistically, faces and all, rather than simply painting one set white and the other black.
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Diane stood on the roof of her pickup truck, cupping her hands around her mouth. “Barbara!” she shouted. “Your chess set came out of the kiln today.”

I opened the window and leaned out. “None of the pieces broke?”

“Not a one!” Diane shouted. “They’re gorgeous!” She waved her hands. “Come on. Come on. You gotta see.”

I climbed through the window and jumped onto the roof of the truck. Diane grabbed me when I landed. “Your husband’s an idiot,” she said. “You’ve got no business jumping out of a window when you’re six months pregnant. You know it won’t be long before we won’t be able to do this.”

A shiver ran down my spine. Lately, my blue jeans wouldn’t zip anymore. To keep them up, I tied a ribbon through the belt loops and covered my exposed belly with a big shirt. I felt invincible and hadn’t considered the impact the short jump might have on the baby.

When we arrived at the art shop, a crowd had gathered around my chess set. The instructor had emptied the kiln and set the chess pieces on the matching ceramic board. He smiled at me. “I’ve already had an offer for three hundred dollars, Barbara. Do you want to sell it?”

I blushed.

“You can always make another,” he said.

A vision of selling one-of-a-kind chess sets entered my mind, but immediately faded. I knew I wouldn’t be able to make even one more set. Diane was right, I shouldn’t be jumping out the window while pregnant. I shouldn’t be jumping out the window at all. I wrapped the chess set in newspaper and packed it in a box with the rest of my treasures. Diane refused to help me, believing that if she pouted, I’d reconsider and jump out of the window for at least another week or two.

“Can you run me over to my mom’s house?” I asked.

“Sure,” she said, flipping her dark hair behind her ears. “Are you going to give all this stuff to your mom?”

“No, Rudy would see it, and he’d know where it came from. I’m going to hide it there, and eventually I’ll give it all to the baby.”
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Two months later, Rudy and I moved into a little house on Coldwater Pump Road—just a quarter of a mile from Bob and Diane. Rudy had his brother help move the big pieces of furniture into the house, then they stacked the boxes in the living room and left. And this time, he didn’t lock me in. He must have felt that no man would be interested in a woman who was eight months pregnant.

A few minutes later Diane knocked on my door. When I threw open the door, she said, “I saw Rudy’s car go by.” I stood in the doorway transfixed, unsure of what to do next. I was really glad to see my friend. I had been terribly lonely. Since I’d quit jumping out the window, my days were filled with ironing Rudy’s military uniforms, spit-shining his jump boots, cleaning house, and cooking. I was bored out of my mind.

“Well,” she said, “are you going to invite me in?”

I stepped back and waved her inside. “Of course,” I said, glancing down the road to make sure Rudy hadn’t turned around. Diane knew that I had been forbidden to go to Fort McClellan, but she didn’t know that I wasn’t allowed visitors. “Would you like some tea?” I asked.

We sipped tea and traded pregnancy stories, but my ears stayed alert to the sound of Rudy’s car coming down the road. Diane was completely oblivious.

“I’ve got the cutest crib,” she said. “It’s white with blue moons painted on it. You gotta come see it.” She stood up and pulled on my arm. “Come on. Let’s go take a look.”

I didn’t know where Rudy had gone or when he’d be back. Leaving was risky. “What if Rudy comes home while I’m gone?” I asked.

“My house is just down the street. You’ll be back in a flash.”

My face must have shown my concern.

“It’ll be fine!” she assured me. “You’re just going to look at a crib.”

I left a note explaining where I had gone and left the front door unlocked so I could get back in.

Diane had a complete nursery set up for her baby: crib, dresser, changing station, rocking chair. On the dresser and in the crib were stuffed toys and rattles. I picked up a rattle with a football-shaped orb. Diane rolled her eyes. “Bob keeps buying this stuff. He’s hoping for a boy.”

I felt a twinge of jealousy. Rudy hadn’t bought anything for our baby. Diane read my mind. “Here,” she said, picking out a red lollipop rattle. “You take this one with you. I’ve got too many already.”

I shook the rattle and listened to the faint musical chime.

“Oh,” she said, waddling into the other room, “I’ve got something else for you.” She came back with a faded blue maternity blouse and matching pants. “I noticed you needed these,” she said, tugging on the ribbon tied around my waist. I hugged the outfit and pressed my face into the soft fabric.

Twenty minutes later, Diane took me home. As we drove up, Rudy tossed an armload of my clothes out the front door. My jewelry box lay broken on the steps, and art books were scattered on the yard. I picked up my favorite shirt and laid it across my arm with the maternity outfit and tried the door. It was locked. “Rudy?” I cried, turning the doorknob back and forth.

The door jerked open and caught on the safety chain. Rudy peeked through the space. “Get your clothes and get the hell out of my yard!” he shouted.

“Rudy, we went to look at Diane’s new crib.”

“I don’t give a damn where you were, you whore. Get out of my yard.” He slammed the door and flipped the lock.

“This is ridiculous,” Diane said.

I banged on the door and waited. A moment later, we could hear Rudy loading his shotgun.

“Let’s get out of here,” Diane said. She pulled me to the car, shoved me into the passenger seat, and drove back to her house.

Diane’s husband listened as she told him what had happened. He looked at me with a dismal expression on his face, then tugged on Diane’s sleeve. “Could I speak with you privately?” he asked. They went into the kitchen.

“We can’t just keep her,” he said. “It’s not like she’s a puppy that followed you home. She’s a grown woman. A pregnant grown woman. She’s gotta go back to her husband.”

I sat in the living room and stared out the window, miserably listening to their conversation, and trying to think of where I could go. Diane reluctantly made her way back into the living room, but before she could tell me I had to leave, I saw Rudy’s car turn into the driveway. I wiped the tears from my face and smiled.

“He’s here,” I said, flooded with relief. I gathered my clothes, hugged Diane, and dashed out of the door, delighted that he had come for me. Rudy climbed from the car, and I smiled, hoping he would smile back. Instead he snatched the clothes out of my hand and tossed them to the ground, then grabbed my upper arms and shook me as hard as he could, snapping my head back and forth. “What did you think you were doing?” he shouted. “I’ve told you a thousand times! Never leave without permission, and nobody comes in the house when I’m not home! Who else has been there?”

“Nobody,” I cried.

“There’s no telling what you’ve been up to! Even pregnant, I can’t leave you alone for a minute! Where else have you been?” He let go of my arms and slapped me, and I fell against the car.

Rudy grabbed my hair and shouted in my face, “Who else have you let in the house?!”

“Nobody,” I cried.

He let go of my hair. “Nobody?” he shouted. “How do I know this baby is even mine?”

I curled over the hood of the car as a sharp pain ran down my back. Rudy grabbed my arm and tried to make me stand up, but I sank to the ground as another pain shot through me.

Diane’s husband came out and stood on his front steps. He was a small man. Rudy was twice his size, and twice as mean. He put his hands in his pockets and looked embarrassed. “Is she all right?” he asked.

Rudy turned and pointed at him. “This is none of your damn business.” He grabbed my arm again, and I hunkered down.

“This baby’s moving,” I said.

Rudy stood over me.

“Really,” I said, pushing against my round belly, “this baby’s moving.”

Suddenly Rudy was picking me up and carefully putting me in the car. I curled into a ball as he climbed into the driver’s seat and sped the car toward town. He brushed my curly hair away from my face, and I looked up at him. He smiled as if nothing at all had happened and stepped on the gas pedal.

“Are we having a baby?” he asked.

“I don’t know. It hurts. It hurts real bad.”

“Hot damn, we’re having a baby!” Rudy shouted. “My own baby boy!”

I curled up and pushed my back against the car seat, hoping it would ease the pain. It felt like someone was stabbing me in the lower back with a knife. Still, I didn’t believe I was in labor.

[image: image]

The emergency room nurse took my vital signs and pointed out the bruises on my arms to the doctor. He admitted me without saying a word. As soon as I was in my room, Rudy ran down to the flower shop and brought back a bright pink rose in a thin vase. He kissed me on the cheek and put it on the nightstand.

Gleefully, he said, “I’m gonna go get my brother. I’ll be right back.” And out the door he went, almost knocking over the nurse as she came in. She watched him trot down the hall to the elevator, then looked at me. “This baby’s not coming today,” she said. “But we figured you could use a rest.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“And I’m sending someone up to see you.”

[image: image]

A few minutes later, a black woman the size of a mountain came in and stood over me, musing. Finally she said, “I’m from Social Services.”

Without further introduction, she said, “You got a mama?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I answered.

“She a good woman?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She nodded. Her eyes drifted to my swollen belly, to the bruises on my arms, and then back to my red-streaked face. “Why don’t you go home to your mama?”

I looked at my folded hands, opened them as if to set some small thing free, then clasped them together again. All the women I knew were ruled, and often abused, by their husbands. I thought that was marriage. Yet I ached with a desperate feeling that wouldn’t go away. I wanted to do something with my life. And I knew it would never happen as long as I was married to this man. I had already tried to go back home, months earlier, when the sorrow of giving up the art shop had overwhelmed me with tears, but Dad had pitched a fit and sent me back to my husband.

“I can’t,” I said. “My dad’s embarrassed because I’m pregnant.”

Having said it out loud, I blushed.

“Uh-huh,” the woman said. “He like babies okay?”

I nodded.

“He just don’t like the idea of how they get here, huh?” The woman put her huge hands on her hips. “Listen, I’m not telling you what to do. I’m only saying what I’d do, if I was you.” She nodded toward the rose. “I’d go back to that so-called husband, and I’d do everything I had to do not to make him mad for a few weeks until my baby got born. And as soon as I was strong enough, I’d take my new baby and I’d go home to my mama. That’s what I’d do.”

The fact that I wouldn’t be pregnant forever hadn’t entered my mind. I counted in my head—five or six weeks before I could escape. I looked up and caught a faint smile on the woman’s face. I returned it and said, “Yes, ma’am.”





escaping

Mother brought in a box of my things and stood in the middle of the room I’d be sharing with my youngest sister, Janet. “Where do you want this?” she asked.

The side of the box read Art Supplies. It didn’t contain much because Rudy had destroyed almost everything I’d held dear. He’d ripped up my clothes, torn drawings, snapped brushes, and smashed the two life-size clay cats I’d just brought home from the art shop.

The cats had been my way of giving our relationship one more chance. I brought them home, still warm from the kiln, bisque-fired but not yet glazed. One was curled into a ball, sleeping; the other sat up, wide-eyed, with his tail wrapped around his body, the tip resting on his front paws. I put them on the coffee table.

When Rudy drove up, I met him at the door. I held our newborn son, Jason, in one arm and threw the other toward the clay cats as if to say ta-da.

“See what I can do, Rudy,” I said, feigning glee. Rudy’s mouth fell open and his car keys dropped to the floor.
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