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THE SHARP HOOK OF LOVE

“A fresh reimagining of a legendary romance . . . Readers will feel as though they are walking the streets of Paris and experiencing the joy that eventually leads to heartbreak.”

—RT Book Reviews

“A sensual journey into twelfth-century Paris. With a sharp eye for historical detail, Jones weaves an unforgettable, compelling tale about enduring love.”

—Lynn Cullen, national bestselling author of Mrs. Poe

“Heloise is the sort of heroine you cannot help rooting for: brilliant and naïve, vulnerable and tough. The Sharp Hook of Love will have you up all night holding your breath as you turn each page.”

—Rebecca Kanner, author of Sinners and the Sea

FOUR SISTERS, ALL QUEENS

“Jones’s impeccable eye for detail and beautifully layered plot . . . makes this not only a standout historical but an impressive novel in its own right, regardless of genre.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A feast for fans of historical fiction!”

—Gillian Bagwell, author of The Darling Strumpet and The September Queen

“Engrossing and vividly rendered. . . . A mesmerizing tableau of what it meant to be a queen.”

—C. W. Gortner, author of The Confessions of Catherine de Medici
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“Jones’s fictionalized history comes alive with delicate, determined prose.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)
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To Kate Dresser, editor extraordinaire.


Yes, I will dance all my life. I was born to dance, only for that. To live is to dance. I would love to die breathless, exhausted, at the end of a dance . . .

—JOSEPHINE BAKER



OVERTURE



Le Paradis du Music-Hall

1975, Paris

Sleep? How can she sleep when there’s so much living to do? She’s never needed much rest but it eludes her now and no wonder, her name in lights in Paris again, the first time in years, big stars filling the front rows night after glorious night, the critics raving like she’s pulling off some kind of miracle, like she rallied herself from the grave to sing and dance her life’s story across the stage. But she’s just sixty-eight, not dead yet! She only looks it right now, running on fumes and just a lick of sleep after what might be the greatest performance of her life. How will she top it tonight? Never mind: Josephine Baker always finds a way.

“I heard you come in at five this morning.” Lélia, her maid, stands behind her in the bathroom and pins Josephine’s wig to the scant sprigs poking out from her scalp. Dear Lord, look at her in the mirror, the feed sacks under her eyes, she looks like a Saint Bernard. “Are you trying to kill yourself?”

“By dancing all night with Mick Jagger? I can think of worse ways to die.” She has never had a wilder premiere, nor one as star-studded: Sophia Loren, Alain Delon, Princess Grace, Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, Diana Ross, Carlo Ponti, and, of course, Mick. The standing ovation lasted fifteen minutes. She’d thought it would never end, her legs quivered like jelly as she’d staggered to her dressing room to collapse. Afterward, the reception in the Bristol Hotel with the cake like a tower to celebrate her fifty years on the Paris stage, the 50 on its top making her cringe, it would only remind Mick of her age. But the gleam in his eyes hadn’t faltered for an instant, he’d made her feel like sweet cream in her silk Nina Ricci dress, and he the tiger licking its chops.

“The doctor said you need your rest,” Lélia says as the doorbell rings. Josephine covers her unmade face with enormous sunglasses.

“There will be plenty of time for sleep when I’m dead,” she says.

At the front door, the old doorman, Maurice, extends his arm. “Your car is waiting, madame.” He walks her to the elevator and pushes the button and lets the door close. When she emerges at the bottom he is waiting for her, having run down the stairs. He’s a little out of breath, which makes her grin: he’d never be able to endure the routine she’ll be doing tonight, he’d drop dead before intermission.

Maurice hands her off with a bow to the chauffeur sent by the theater: French blue eyes and baby face, they get younger every year. He helps her into the back seat of a black limo, like a hearse, she’d told the director, Levasseur, making him laugh although she was dead serious. The chauffeur drapes a blanket over her legs, asking if she is comfortable. It’s April, but the day is as rainy and cold as February; she wonders what he’d do if she said she was cold. Warm her up? But no—those days are gone.

As they roll down the Avenue Paul Doumer, the Eiffel Tower stands elegant sentry over her right shoulder, the embodiment of Paris that, unlike the Statue of Liberty, makes no promises and, therefore, tells no lies. Throughout the years, she has situated herself in hotel rooms and apartments where she could look out and see it. Now, on the ride from her tiny borrowed apartment with no views of anything, it keeps her company on the way to the Bobino theater. She has fallen, yes, but not too far—she still has Paris.

The car pulls up before the theater, her name dominating the marquee in bold capital letters over the words Un Grand Spectacle, two and one-half hours of spangle and sparkle and froth—her life not as she lived it but as the audience wishes it to be, all sweet frosting and no cake. Her audiences don’t want the truth. She’s learned that lesson so many times she doesn’t quite know anymore what’s real and what isn’t.

“Like hell, you don’t,” she mutters. “Don’t start lying to yourself, Josephine.”

The car door opens and she accepts the hand of her chubby chauffeur, his mustache like a paintbrush, a far cry from the elegant André who drove her for so many years, watching her life unfold in his rearview mirror. He once took her right here in the back seat, no, not this one, but a seat covered in snakeskin, the heels of her shoes punching holes in the ceiling, try explaining that to the upholsterer! But that was a long time ago. Everything, it seems to her now, happened so long ago.

She emerges into a crowd of fans holding out records and programs and autograph books for her to sign, the driver trying to shoo them away until Josephine tells him to stop. These people have been waiting for who knows how long, and she isn’t going to disappoint them. But as she is signing her name and petting the little dog in someone’s purse and posing for pictures, M. Levasseur, the director, comes striding out the theater doors—pointed nose, cleft chin, he used to be handsome, but now, like her, he is getting old—and steers her through the throng and into the theater. She will take the stage in two hours, barely enough time to apply her frosting.

“You must enter through the stage door tomorrow, in the back, and avoid the crowds,” he says, knowing that she won’t, that she wants to see and be seen for this, “My last show,” she has pledged to everyone, her friends, her children, her doctor, none of whom believe her. She does not believe herself.

They walk as fast as she will let herself be led through the red-and-gold lobby, into the red velvet auditorium where stagehands are arranging the staircase for her grand entrance, to her dressing room draped in blue silk, where two makeup artists whisk away her wrap, hat, and sunglasses, help her sit before the mirror, and begin smearing and dabbing and brushing and stippling layer upon layer.

She drowses in her chair and dreams of the night before: Mick twirling her and twitching his skinny hips, Grace’s speech praising the show but saying it doesn’t do Josephine justice—You need a film, darling, or a novel but who would dare? She awakens when they pin her hair tight under a wig, pulling back her skin to smooth the lines and erase the years. A pin pierces her scalp and brings tears to her eyes, which someone quickly dabs away, mustn’t smear the makeup!—before the costumers rush in and stretch the white gown like a second skin over the body that she has starved for weeks. Magnifique, the costumer says as she turns this way and that to admire her slender arms and neck, her nearly flat belly. Sixty-eight years old, and she still looks groovy.

As they attach the giant feathered cartwheel hat, the stage manager comes in to fetch her, bowing like a supplicant and exclaiming over her beauty. Josephine checks her reflection one last time in the full-length mirror, marveling anew at the transformation. No longer is she a tired old bag but a vibrant and youthful woman, propped up by feathers, pearls, four-inch heels, and force of will to capture once more the heart of Paris—her true love for fifty years, but just as fickle as every other lover in her life. She lifts her arms, ruffling the feathers on her sleeves.

“It’s showtime,” she says.

The stage manager takes her hand almost reverently, as though leading her to the altar. Behind the curtain, two beautiful boys in white tuxedos step up to escort her to the top of the staircase. There she waits for the first notes of the overture, poised in a gown the likes of which she never wore, one from the belle epoque, before Josephine’s time, but so what? It’s all the same to folks now.

People don’t come to the theater for truth. Her fans want the dream, the candy coating: a face with no lines, a heart never broken, a life free of cares.

The first notes sound. The curtain lifts. The full house cheers. The spotlights and footlights dazzle. Josephine, blinking back tears, begins the slow descent to live her life once more.



ACT I



La Louisiane

While the woman looks on, younger versions of Josephine cross the stage with a parade of musicians and dancers, confetti splashing the air, a NEW ORLEANS sign flashing. These girls look well fed and well clothed, nothing like her as a child. For one thing, they’re wearing shoes.

These girls with happy childhoods are figments of her own fancy, characters she invented in the made-up stories she has told over the years—her real childhood being too miserable for anyone to stomach. Josephine’s public life has always been illusion and spectacle, the shine on the star with none of the tarnish.

So instead of Saint Louis, Missouri, she gives them New Orleans, Louisiana.

A jazz band plays bright notes on its horns while dancers in green and gold strut in a Mardi Gras parade and toss strings of bright beads into the audience. Josephine sings an upbeat “Sonny Boy,” not because it has anything to do with her childhood but because it shows off her voice, which has ripened with age to a rich contralto.

A succession of children walks on- and offstage: a swaddled “infant” cuddled by a Negro woman; a little girl in a nicer dress than she ever owned and pickaninny pigtails, which she never had; an adolescent playing the slide trombone—here, a kernel of truth—and at sixteen, leaving New Orleans for New York, as if her year in Philadelphia and marriage to Billy Baker never happened. That part of her story is best left untold.

But here it all comes like a cyclone, the bad parts and the good, picking her up and spinning her around, and there’s nothing she can do to stop it.



CHAPTER 1

1913, Saint Louis

Her mama had kept saying what a nice lady Mrs. Kaiser was, but Josephine knew meanness. She’d seen it in the woman’s clenched teeth, in the hard little black eyes giving her the up-and-down as though Josephine were her own great-grandmama on the auction block in Charleston, South Carolina. The way the woman talked, high and desperate-sounding, reminded Josephine of a yellow jacket buzzing around, frenetic and angry, looking for somebody to sting.

“Carrie, you didn’t tell me she was so pretty.” Now there was a lie, right there: Josephine had buck teeth. “What’s your favorite subject in school, child?”

She had to think about that one. School meant sitting still and keeping quiet. “Lunch,” she finally said, and Mrs. Kaiser’s narrow face sharpened like a razor honing itself on disapproval. Too mean to laugh at a joke did not bode well for Josephine, who rolled her eyes and turned her lips inside out.

Standing next to her mama, his ill-fitting Sunday shirt popping its seams on his big frame, Daddy Arthur stifled a snort. He loved Josephine’s silly faces and acts, but he knew better than to egg her on in front of this white lady who thought herself fancy in the flowered dress that Mama had washed and ironed at the laundry where she worked. Some thought Josephine’s faces funny and some did not, but everybody agreed that she looked like she had no sense, which she knew Mrs. Kaiser was thinking. With her eyes crossed, she couldn’t see that face too ugly for even a mother to love—except for Josephine’s mother, blinded by the glint of the twenty-five cents she was about to make.

“She’s clever, too,” Mrs. Kaiser said, pulling her lips across teeth even bigger than Josephine’s. “Why, I can hardly believe she’s only seven years old! She’s mature for her age, just as you said. But I don’t know. The child is a bit small. I need a strong one. I told you that.”

“She’s as strong as I am, ma’am. She hauls water from the pumps down the street every morning and evening. Show the mistress your muscles, Tumpy.”

Josephine lifted a limp arm. No way she was going home with this stingy-looking witch, not if she could help it. But then her mama was dragging her out the door and down the steps and pushing her into the mistress’s Model T, Josephine’s first time in a car. She watched as if in a spell as Daddy Arthur cranked the engine and the vehicle sputtered and popped to life, and then they were moving and it was too late for her to get away. She pulled on her goggles and accepted her fate.

“She’s a burden to us,” she’d heard Mama murmur to Daddy Arthur last night, while her brother and sisters slept and Josephine stared into the dark, listening to the rattle of a tin can dislodged by a rat and then the creature’s gnawing.

“I can’t do it anymore,” her mother had said. “She’s driving me out of my ever-loving mind.”

Josephine’s face burned as though she’d been slapped. “It was an accident!” she wanted to cry out, but it wouldn’t make any difference. Nobody thought she’d sent the old man’s casket crashing to the floor on purpose. She remembers the scene: the garden snake she’d found outside clutched in her hand, a gift to old Tom, who loved snakes; the scream of the woman who knocked it from Josephine’s hand; lunging under the casket perched on six dining room chairs to retrieve the poor little guy; the topple of the coffin and Mr. Tom’s body rolling out. At home, as she’d whispered the tale to Richard, Margaret, and Willie Mae, they’d about split their sides from holding in the laughter, worried Josephine might get a whipping. Now, she wished she had. Maybe then, Mama might be satisfied, instead of sending her away to live with this pinch-faced white woman who, when it came down to facts, just wanted a slave. “She doesn’t fit in here,” Mama had said to Daddy Arthur. Or anywhere else, it seemed to Josephine.

“Stop sucking your thumb, you little heathen,” Mrs. Kaiser snapped, knocking Josephine so hard she saw white dots. “I’ll keep your hands so busy they’ll forget where your mouth is.” She kept her word, too, didn’t she? Josephine almost forgot how to use a fork, so little did she get to eat.

A piece of leftover cornbread for breakfast with some molasses, another piece for lunch. After school, the rest of the cornbread, cold and dry as sawdust, with no molasses. She’d come home to a house smelling of food, her mouth watering, and get nothing but a boiled potato for supper while the mistress would sit with a full plate and eat it right in front of her: ham, collard greens, black-eyed peas, red-eye gravy, sugared tomatoes. The bone would go to the dog, Three Legs, who would take it to the box in the basement that he and Josephine slept in and smear its grease all over the straw, making her hair smell like ham for a week. When a breeze would stir up that smell and bring it to her nose, her stomach would clench and her mouth would fill with water, and all she had to swallow was ham-scented air.

Was it any wonder she fell asleep in school? Prodded by the toe of the mistress’s shoe, she dragged herself before daybreak out of the box, stuffed coal from the basement bin into a burlap sack, and slung it over her shoulder to haul upstairs, the dog limping along behind. She’d open the door to let the dog out to pee and light the stove in the kitchen, then haul more coal upstairs and start that stove—quietly, so she didn’t awaken the again-sleeping mistress and get a beating.

She and the dead mister’s belt became close friends, kissing cousins, blood sisters. It came to know every part of her, almost: legs, back, bottom, and—when she’d turn to protect herself, begging the mistress to stop—arms and hands and stomach and chest. She felt its sting all over except on her face, because then she’d have to go to school with her bruises and welts in plain sight and her teacher, Mrs. Smith, might ask more questions than she already had: “What time do you go to bed, child? When do you get up? Do you have nightmares? Answer me, Tumpy, please, I’m trying to understand why you can’t stay awake in class. Are you ill? If this keeps up, I’m going to have a talk with your aunt.” Mrs. Kaiser had told the school that Josephine was her brother’s illegitimate child, which, for all Josephine knew, might be the truth.

Not long before Thanksgiving, the mistress put the turkey, Tiny Tim, Josephine’s only friend besides Three Legs, in a cage inside the kitchen to “fatten up for the feast.” Unable to run around the yard with her now, he gained weight so fast that she hardly recognized him except for the way he cocked his head when she talked to him, his bright eye looking right at her as though he understood every word. “Don’t eat this,” she’d whisper while scooping dried corn into his bowl, but he devoured every kernel and gobbled for more.

A few days before Thanksgiving, the feed bag disappeared. Josephine knew what that meant: Tiny Tim would be slaughtered the next day. She curled in the box with Three Legs that night and held him tight, burying her face in the matted fur and trying to think only of the dog smell and not of her friend awaiting its fate in that cage. She imagined herself sneaking up into the kitchen and setting Tiny Tim free, but how? The doors to the house were locked, and the mistress had the key. Besides, if she let the Thanksgiving turkey escape, the mistress would probably cook her for dinner.

In the morning, her chores complete, she found the mistress at the counter with a mess of potatoes and a paring knife. She pulled her stool over to start peeling, but the woman handed her scissors instead. Then she picked up the cage and took it outside, telling Josephine to take off her dress and come on out.

“Mr. Kaiser used to take care of this, but he’s gone, and so it’s up to you,” she said as Josephine stumbled out the door. “What are you shaking for? You afraid of a little ol’ turkey?” She snorted. “It’s about as big as you are, that’s a fact, and as stupid, too, so it ought to be a good match.”

She set down the cage at the edge of the chicken yard, motioning for the shivering Josephine to sit on the stool she used for killing chickens. She set Tiny Tim in Josephine’s lap. The bird peered at her with one trusting eye. Josephine lifted her hand to her face—

“Don’t be touching your eyes after handling that bird, you dumb little pickaninny.” The mistress knocked her hands away. “I ain’t sending you home sick, not with Christmas coming.” Josephine wanted to jump up and push the evil woman to the ground and run with her friend out the gate and down the highway, but she couldn’t go anywhere in just her panties. She’d freeze to death, or the mistress would catch her like she did the last time and beat her until she fainted.

She let go of the bird for a second to scratch herself—Three Leg’s fleas again—and he flapped his wings and flew from her lap to the ground.

“He got away! Look what you’ve gone and done,” the mistress said. “I told you about that scratching, but you just can’t keep your hands out of there, can you, you little heathen?”

“Leave me alone!” Josephine shouted, scrambling to her feet. The mistress’s gaze fell to the scissors still in Josephine’s hand and her expression sharpened to a malicious point. Go ahead and try it, her eyes urged Josephine.

“Put down those scissors or I’ll wring your neck,” she said.

“My mama will kill you.”

“Your mama will thank me. Now get that turkey and kill it, and do it quick. Call me when it’s stopped bleeding so we can scald it for you to pluck. Hurry it up, or you’ll be late for school.”

“Stupid bird,” she said to Tiny Tim when the mistress had gone inside, and she pushed his head into the killing cone. She decided to pretend the bird was just a big chicken instead of Tiny Tim, who used to come wobbling and gobbling whenever she walked into the poultry yard. She closed her eyes and, holding him between her knees, stretched his neck to snip the arteries as she’d done many times before but never to something she loved. Blood ran over the handsome purple head. His gobble sounded gargled and choked, like when Daddy Arthur would clamp his hands around Mama’s throat and shake her, shouting, Goddamn woman can’t even cook a hot dog without burning it. The bird kicked her hard in the tenderest part of her arm, then hung still and limp in her trembling clutch. As she waited for the blood to stop running, she averted her gaze from the glassy eye, the open beak.

“Took you long enough,” the mistress said, striding toward her from the house but making no effort to take the carcass. She led Josephine to the fire pit and gestured to the pot of water on the boil. Josephine lifted the heavy bird with both hands and lowered it slowly into the bubbling cauldron, averting her face to avoid the steam and hot water breaking in bubbles over the lip of the pot. Moisture beaded on Tiny Tim’s legs, making them slip in her hands, but she managed to grasp the feet and hold on although every muscle in her body strained with effort.

“You’re going to drop it, you idiot.” The mistress snatched the bird and pushed Josephine backward, snarling for her to get out of the way, couldn’t she do anything right? Laying the carcass on the grass, she told Josephine to start plucking and hurry up, she had to get to school, and stop that scratching or she’d get another thrashing. So Josephine plucked her friend, closing her eyes against its nakedness, and went inside to wash herself and put on her dress, which swallowed her too-thin body, but not as much as she would wish, not enough to make her disappear.
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“LOOK AT HER itching herself! You got fleas down there?” The boy pointed at her crotch with an open, laughing mouth, summoning others on the playground to gawk. Josephine wanted to run back into the classroom, where the teacher had been helping her catch up on her studies, smelling so good sitting next to her, like a garden full of beautiful flowers, scents that made her feel like she was in heaven. At one point, the teacher’s arm had brushed against hers, making her want to crawl into the kind woman’s lap and rest her head and try to forget Tiny Tim’s frightened screams.

“She’s got critters in her crotch,” the big boy cried out, and the other kids pointed at her, too, and danced around chanting, “Critter crotch, critter crotch.” Josephine, having had enough meanness for one day, made her face blank and tuned out their taunts, thinking instead of the music she’d heard floating down the street last Saturday.

She’d gone home for the weekend, and Daddy Arthur had taken her to the Soulard Market to beg and scavenge for food. All that work had left her hungry, so he gave her an apple from the sack and walked her over to Market Street to see the new colored theater, the Booker T. Washington, a small brick building on the outskirts of downtown. Outside, a long line of folks from Union Station waited to watch the vaudeville show, passing the time until their connecting trains arrived. Only white people were allowed in the station restaurant, but for a nickel Negro folks could spend all day at the Booker T watching jugglers, tap dancers, poodles jumping through hoops, clowns in blackface, magicians sawing ladies in half, and men in dresses and high-heeled shoes singing in falsetto and prancing up and down the stage.
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Josephine, on Daddy Arthur’s shoulders, kicked her feet against his hips and begged him to take her inside, flying dogs and lipsticked men swinging through her mind, but he said they had to get home before her mama left for work. Outside the theater, a man with a trumpet, another with a guitar, and a woman with a tambourine played a song about gasoline, the people in line clapping to the beat; one couple broke out to dance, arms and legs in a blur and big smiles on their faces.

“Ouch, baby, my head is no drum,” Daddy Arthur said, laughing as he trotted down Market, greeting by name folks walking to the beauty shop or the drugstore or the soda fountain, which was now selling ice cream wrapped in cone-shaped cookies. Josephine’s mouth watered, but she knew better than to ask. There had never been money for ice cream, and maybe there never would be, but it wouldn’t matter, anyway, because if she stayed at Mrs. Kaiser’s house she’d be dead before long.

“The mistress hits me,” she said.

Daddy Arthur laughed and said, “Welcome to the world.” He reckoned that was why colored people were born: to give the whites someone to beat up on.

“I don’t want to go back,” she said. “Please don’t make me, Daddy Arthur. I promise I’ll be good.”

“Best talk to your mama about that.” Meaning: you’re not my child. He loved his real children best, Margaret and Willie Mae, bouncing them on his lap and singing, “Ride a little horsey up to town, for to get him a plum.” Plums. Josephine shuddered at the thought of all that sweetness, imagined the juice dripping down her chin. Daddy Arthur loved Richard, too, even though he wasn’t Richard’s daddy, because he had dark skin like his own. Josephine’s light complexion served as a constant reminder that her real daddy was somebody else, someone whose name Mama would not say.

“That’s because she doesn’t know,” Grandmama had said, her mouth puckering like she’d eaten sour fruit.

People speculated. Once, two women walked past her remarking, “Carrie McDonald likes cream in her coffee,” talking about her mama. Another time, some kids in the neighborhood called Josephine and Richard bastards. Boy, that got Mama’s goat.

“There are no bastards in this household,” she hollered when Josephine asked her about it. “You all come from the same hole.” While Richard’s daddy came around to see him every now and then, nobody claimed Josephine except Eddie Carson, who looked like a flimflam man in his bright clothes and sneaky mustache. “Got a quarter for your old man?” he’d asked one day, offering her Mary Jane candies. She’d snatched the bag from his hand and run away, but inside her head was buzzing with questions. Was Eddie Carson really her daddy? That evening, she asked her mother.

“Daddy Arthur is all the father you’ll ever need,” was all Mama would say.

Why, then, did he let Mama send her back to Mrs. Kaiser’s? He still hadn’t found a job, so maybe they really did need the money the mistress gave them, a quarter a week, but she had earned more from raking leaves, sweeping steps, and caring for the white folks’ babies on Westmoreland Avenue.

She’d sent Josephine back even after seeing the marks the mistress’s belt had made. “Maybe she’ll teach you to behave yourself.”

On the playground now, Josephine dug her fingernails into the heels of her hands and thought about that pain, nothing else, until the boy got in her face and cried, “Critter crotch!” Josephine wanted to shut him up, so she punched him in the kisser with both fists. He stumbled backward, and she hit him again, flailing, not stopping, because the minute she let up he would flatten her to the ground and she was sick and tired of being hit.

The whole playground came over to shout and scream as the boy fell, her on top of him, slapping and scratching and pulling his hair and snarling, “Goddamn, goddamn,” until the teacher pulled her away and led her inside, into the faculty bathroom, where she closed the door and wiped the blood off Josephine’s face, murmuring, “Poor thing.” When Mrs. Smith lifted her shirt and saw the welts, she sucked air through her teeth and said, “My God, this can’t be. This will not be!” Foreboding flooded Josephine’s bones like a storm rolling in.
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THE NEXT DAY was Thanksgiving, but Josephine could think of nothing to give thanks for except that Mrs. Kaiser was too busy to pay her any mind. A bunch of folks came over to eat poor Tiny Tim, kissing the mistress when they came in the door, smiling as if touching their lips to that ugly face were not enough to make anyone sick. Josephine took everybody’s coats to the bedroom except for that of one man, who said flat out that he’d let no nigger handle his fine wool and cashmere. A woman thrust her baby into Josephine’s arms as if wanting her to pile it on the bed with the coats and hats and scarves and handbags. Josephine kissed the infant’s cheek, a boy with big blue eyes and skin like peaches. The mother shrieked and snatched the child away, her blond curls snapping accusatorily, glaring as if Josephine were the one now making the baby cry.

Luckily, Mrs. Kaiser missed that scene. She was busy kissing the next guests and exclaiming how glad she was to see them; how sweet they were to compliment her dress, she’d had it for years, it was Mr. Kaiser’s favorite, God rest his soul; and yes, didn’t the turkey smell wonderful? Josephine’s stomach turned.

The guests took seats around the table, and Josephine filled their glasses with sweet tea while the mistress brought in the serving bowls from the kitchen, steaming mounds of mashed potatoes, a sweet potato casserole, a mess of green beans, cranberry sauce, dinner rolls, and, making its dramatic entrance on an enormous blue-and-white platter, Tiny Tim, trussed and buttered and browned. Bile rose to her throat. She gripped the mistress’s chair to keep from fainting on the floor.

Mistress ordered her to hold the plate while the man who’d called her a nigger sliced the meat and laid it down in layers, white meat on one side and dark meat on the other, the smell making Josephine gag, so that by the time everybody began to eat she had to hurry from the room. “Go ahead and make a plate for yourself,” the mistress called after her, the first time in two months she’d offered her a proper meal. But how could she choke anything down with her stomach in a thousand knots from thinking of poor Tiny Tim, and her teacher’s calling a meeting for Monday morning with the mistress and the school principal to talk about Josephine’s welts? When she’d given Mrs. Kaiser the note and the mistress had pressed her for information, Josephine had played dumb.

She curled up in her box and cried until the mistress’s voice cut in, calling her to come upstairs and wash the dishes. When she got to the kitchen, darkness had fallen, the room lit only by a gas lamp on a shelf and a few candles. “Make sure you get them clean this time,” the mistress said, and headed up to bed, leaving Josephine to scrape and scrub the piles of pots and pans and bowls and platters and plates that she could barely see. If mistress spied even a speck of food on anything tomorrow, there would be hell to pay.

She lit the stove to warm a pot of water filled with dishes, then turned and confronted the carcass on the serving platter, the bones picked nearly clean except for the legs, which wafted a faint aroma of animal fat that made her whole body leap with hunger. She grasped a leg and wrested it from the joint, releasing pieces of dark, dripping meat that she lifted to her teeth to chew and swallow in swooning bliss. When she had devoured it and finished the other leg, too, she sat on the floor in a stupor, her cheeks and jaw shiny, her skin stretched like a drum over her bulging stomach, Tiny Tim heavy in her gut and in her heart. She lifted her hands to her face and began to cry.

“What in God’s name are you doing?” The mistress emerged into the kitchen’s dim glow like a haint, her unbound hair flying about, her arms waving, her shrill voice piercing the dull lethargic bubble of satiety and shame. The woman seemed to fly through the dark and swoop upon her, grasping Josephine by the wrists and yanking her to her feet so hard that her arms felt, for a brief, sharp moment, unhinged. Mrs. Kaiser cried out when she saw one decimated turkey leg on the counter and the other in Josephine’s hand; she shrieked at the sight of the pot of water boiling on the stove, cracking her good china.

“My mother’s dishes from Paris,” she screamed, pulling her over to look into the pot at the ruined plates. The turkey leg fell to the floor. “Look what you’ve done!” And she thrust Josephine’s hands into the boiling cauldron.

[image: Image]

PAIN, PAIN SHOOTING up her arms like flames, her hands on fire, a constant searing excruciating pain, her throat raw from all the screams she’d uttered without knowing what she was saying until, coming to her senses, she shrieked, “Jesus, help me,” and then lay limp and sweating.

“Help me,” she breathed. A bright light cast a shadow on a pale, chipped wall, and a face emerged, there an eyebrow, there another, and a mouth, and a beard flowing over a long white robe. She stared until eyes formed, looking into hers, infinitely kind and full of love, love glowing in that white light down to her. Father.

Itching, itching, itching. She slid one bandaged paw over the other, both of them fat and cushioned and as useless as if she had no hands, and a voice floated into her mind. We had to administer a palliative, something to ease her pain. Pain? Pain was a dull memory, a vague recollection of misery now passed, her hands were alive with itch. She rubbed one against the other again, grunting with frustration.

“She’s awake.”

Someone lifted her wrist murmuring, “Don’t scratch.”

She opened her eyes to see her mama clutching a bandaged hand, her eyes floating in tears.

“Mama,” she said. “I saw God.”

What? She saw God—where? In a dream?

“He came to me, Mama.” She smiled, anticipating the pride on her mother’s face. “He said he would pin a golden crown to my head with a star.”

Her mother dropped her hand, which she began, again, to rub impotently against the other.

“What kind of fool business is that? You think you’re special?” She stood and brushed herself off as if Josephine were a toad that had hopped onto the bed.

“Hmpf. You’re the queen, all right—the queen of cracked plates. Who’s going to hire you now, knowing you can’t even wash dishes?” She lit a cigarette and blew smoke into Josephine’s face. “God pin a gold crown to your head—hmpf. That French china was worth more than you’ll ever be.”
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Her revue Joséphine à Bobino shows none of this, of course. She has never minded this omission; it’s a fete, not a funeral. Privately, though, every time she sees the child cross the stage with a doll in her arms, Josephine wonders: what really happened in the hospital?

Maybe the pain medicine caused the vision, as the nurse later suggested. Maybe some trick of the lights and shadows created a bearded man’s face, as Daddy Arthur speculated. Or maybe her own active imagination—the only way, sometimes, to escape from her misery—conjured the scene. “God’s a white man, huh? That explains everything,” her grandmama Elvira had said with a cackle. Or did Josephine get the idea from one of her Sunday school books? Did God even have a face?

There had been no mistaking the crown, though, gleaming and golden in one of God’s own hands, or the star burning like a ball of fire in the other. Josephine has never doubted these memories, or the message: I will crown thee and affix the crown with this star. Said not in a booming voice, as a child might expect, but as a thought that filled her mind like a song.

That was the day when Josephine started to sing, music always in her mind, running like a soundtrack through every moment of her days and nights. “ ‘You’re sent from heaven / And I know your worth / You’ve made a heaven / For me, right here on Earth,’ ” she sings now, on the stage, to the innocent girl dancing with her doll. But whoever said these words to her when she was a child? Confused, she turns her gaze into the spotlights shining down, looking for God, her bedazzled eyes filling with dark shapes as the song rolls from her open throat.

Deep within her, still, the note the Lord struck with his promise—the expectation that, someday, she would do something monumental, worthy of a crown—resonates and hums. She wonders: When will God give me that crown? What must I do to earn it?



CHAPTER 2

1914

Carl, the runt of Josephine’s gang and scrappy like a little Chihuahua dog, came running up one day to announce that Josephine’s mama liked white sugar. “That’s what my mama says.” His sneering tone made her face burn.

“So the hell what?” she said, and, knuckling down, flicked her shooter into Freckles’s aggie, knocking it out of the ring. “Everybody loves sugar.”

“He’s saying your daddy is white,” Freckles said, like he was breaking bad news to her.

“My daddy ain’t white.” Her gaze veered like a bee looking for something to sting: the circle in the dirt, the scattered marbles, the black ant that she now crushed with her thumb, the faint scar running from nail to knuckle the only remnant of last year’s burns.

Freckles shrugged. “It don’t matter. Carl’s stupid.”

She lifted her gaze to his. A bit of breeze fingered his soft-looking honey-red hair. Her pulse skipping, she took aim for what should have been an easy shot, but missed. With a fingertip she brushed away the poor little ant she’d killed. What did she do that for?

“Tumpy’s the stupid one,” Carl said. “She don’t even know her daddy is white.”

Freckles jumped up. “Don’t you talk about her like that.”

“You’re on her side? You must be stupid, too,” Carl said, elbowing Josephine’s brother, Richard.

“Don’t they teach anything in that white school?” said Richard, who, in spite of having finished the first grade, could barely write his name.

“Who’s the stupid one, cracker?” Carl jeered, dancing around behind Freckles, kicking up dust and destroying the game. They were playing in the patch of bare ground in front of the paint-peeling apartment building where Josephine and Richard lived, all of them with nicknames except Carl. Josephine was Tumpy, a name her mama had given her when she was a fat baby, “like the egg that fell off the wall” she said, getting the name wrong but it had stuck, anyway; Richard was Brothercat because he was Josephine’s brother; Skinny was from Puerto Rico and as tall as a sixth-grader; Sonny, whose broad, flat nose made him look like he’d been hit by a door, was one of seven brothers, all called “Sonny” by their dad; and Fatty, a white boy, had three chins but could run faster than any of them except Josephine. These were her friends now that she was home again, boys she could chase and holler with instead of sitting around and playing with dolls the way the girls liked to do, and who’d seen the wounds on her hands from that boiling water and thought Josephine was tough.

She scrambled to her feet. “Don’t you call my friend stupid!”

“You like Freckles?” Carl grinned, showing the gap between his two front teeth. “Is he your boyfriend?”

Now the others chimed in, chanting, “Tumpy and Freckles sitting in a tree, k-i-s-s-i-n-g.” She told them to hush, but she was smiling on the inside when she sat down again across from Freckles, who was scooping up the marbles and putting them in his sack.

“I don’t need a girl standing up for me,” he said, and walked away with his hands over his ears.

Josephine’s eyes filled with tears. What had she done wrong? She and her friends fought all the time. “Roughhousing,” Mama called it, and had told her not to do such things, saying it “wasn’t fitting for a girl,” and that she ought to be more careful with the blue middy dress her grandmother had made. But it wasn’t like she had anything to change into: that dress was the only clothes she had, and getting too tight and too short to play in. Even so, Mama had said that if she ruined it, there’d be “hell to pay,” meaning a beating with the birch switch or the handle of the fly swatter. Didn’t Freckles realize how much she’d risked for his sake? Didn’t he care?

“Aw, look at the poor baby cry,” Carl said, pointing his finger at her. Richard pointed, too—her own little brother, whom she’d comforted more times than she could count, like when he helped Carl steal a bicycle and Mama beat him so hard he fainted, then locked him in the shed out back for a whole day and night. “You think that’s bad? Keep thieving and see what the police will do to you,” Mama had said when he’d crawled out, shivering and sobbing. Josephine had sat him in her lap and fed him cornbread and molasses, and look at him now.

Now he pointed his finger at her and jeered with the others, calling crybaby and little girl and weakling. She balled her hands into fists, wanting to knock them all down, but there were too many of them and only one of her. The whistle of the noon train pierced the air like a cry. How could they treat her this way, her own friends? She’d make them sorry.

“I’ll show you who’s a weakling!” she yelled, and took off running toward the tracks, the shouts of the boys like wind in her ears as she hurled herself through the dusty lots and across the cobbled streets in her bare feet. She ran, leaped, flew over shards of glass and broken boards with rusted nails, her legs propelling her into the air, as though the hand of God lifted her up and over all the danger and the pain, over the cutting gravel and the ditch full of stagnant, snake-infested water and the hot metal tracks, but when she arrived at the train yard, giddy and hardly even out of breath, the train had passed and now receded before her, its red caboose so small she could make it disappear with a wave of her hand.

She heard the boys’ approaching shouts mingled with her own thumping heart as she stood in the silent yard, dreading their jeers when they found her standing there bewildered and lost. Then she heard a sigh, and the shudder and rumble of a starting engine, and the clank of a furnace door, and she saw that a train of loaded coal cars would be the next to leave. For one wild moment, she thought to lie down on the tracks so it would run her over, but the engineer would see her and call the cops, who would drag her home to be whipped. The humiliation would be worse than death. The boys’ shouts grew louder as they neared. She looked around for a place to hide.

She ran over to a coal car, reached over her head to grasp the ladder running down the side, and hoisted herself up. By the time the boys arrived at the yard, she was climbing, up and up, another idea forming as she neared the top. She’d show them.

“What’s she doing?” somebody yelled—Freckles! Here was her chance to win back his love.

From the ladder’s top rung, she clambered into the bed of sun-warmed coal, which burned her feet. Puffs of gray and black dust arose as she stepped, gingerly now, fearing collapse into a hole that would suck her under the pile.

She picked up a black chunk and, seeing the boys on the ground below, took aim and threw it at Carl, nearly hitting him on the head. “Look!” she cried, “Coal! As much as we want!”

And she picked up two more pieces and threw them, then two more, sending the coal down as fast as she could while the boys scampered below, picking them up and stuffing them in their pockets and then into a sack someone had found on the ground. She laughed out loud. Who was the baby now? Who was the weakling? She felt like a queen, like the queen of this coal car, of this rail yard, of the whole city. To see their upturned faces and mouths open in admiration, in awe, to feel their eyes on her, to mesmerize them—that was strength.

And then the car lurched, and she fell into the bin. As she slipped and slid in an effort to regain her footing, the train began to move. Click click, click click, faster and faster. She stood to see the boys staring and shouting something she could not hear over the squeal of the slow-grinding wheels and the hiss of the steam rising in a black cloud from the engine. Richard’s mouth was a rictus of fear. Good. Let him worry. Maybe next time, he’d think twice before picking on his own sister.

She threw one leg over the side of the car so her foot rested on the top rung of the ladder, and rode astraddle the car while the train flowed along in a lazy stream. With her free hand, she grabbed more coal, thinking how happy Mama and Daddy Arthur would be when she came home with it. Their home would be nice and warm this winter, thanks to her.

More and more coal hit the ground as the boys ran alongside to keep up with the train, which was picking up speed. They were waving their arms now, Richard’s eyes so wide she could see their whites. She couldn’t hear them but she knew what they were saying: Jump, Tumpy! She waited just a hair longer, just enough to make Richard cry, she could see him wiping his eyes, thinking she was gone forever, and then she scrambled down, not looking, as Daddy Arthur had warned when they’d descended the Eads Bridge’s trestle to fish in the Mississippi. Never look down and never look back. He’d laughed like he’d made a clever joke, but Josephine knew it was good advice.

She got to the bottom and, wanting to give them just a little bit more excitement, waited until she saw a patch of soft green grass before finally leaping. When she hit the ground, she rolled around and around until she stopped. She would have liked to lie for a moment to catch her breath, to luxuriate in the shade of the maple tree spreading its limbs overhead and listen to the boys bleating like lambs, but she didn’t want them to know she was winded so she popped up like a jumping jack and ran toward the tiny dots that they had become, laughing at them, stronger than they would ever be.

When she reached them, she was out of breath and didn’t mind showing it, bending over with her hands on her knees, panting, allowing them to clap her on the back and exclaim over her courage and to call her a devil and an acrobat. Then Richard pushed a bag stuffed with coal at her, and she took it and came face-to-face with Freckles, whose eyes now glinted with admiration.

She looked right back at him, smiling like she’d seen her mama do with Eddie Carson once in Aunt Jo’s laundry. “Love of my life,” Mama had said to him right in front of Josephine, but later, when Josephine asked if he really was her daddy, she wouldn’t respond. Freckles stepped forward, and briefly she thought he might kiss her on the lips the way Eddie had kissed her mother, but instead he knocked his fist against her upper arm.

“That was something else,” he said.

She and Richard went home, lugging the bag between them, a canvas strap in each of their hands. As they walked, their neighbors stared. “Where did you all get that coal? Did Santy Claus come early this year?” Josephine grinned, imagining her mother’s initial surprise followed by, as she heard the tale, amazement, then, finally, gratitude.

When they got home, though, they found Mama sitting at the table pressing her forehead into her hands.

“Look what we brought.” Josephine yanked the sack from Richard and lugged it across the threshold by herself, then dropped it at Mama’s feet the way a cat drops a mouse.

“What in God’s name have you done to your dress?” Mama jumped up, her eyes wild.

Josephine looked at her dress. Covered now in smears of black from the coal and green stains from her rolling in the grass, it hardly looked blue anymore. Worse, the skirt had a long tear on the left side.

“You’ve ruined the only piece of clothing you’ve got,” her mother yelled, yanking her by the arm and stinging her bare legs with her hand. “I ought to beat the shit out of you.”

“I brought coal!” Josephine danced and jerked to avoid her mother’s blows. “Enough to keep us warm for months!”

“You brat! How could you do this to me, today of all days?” She grabbed a handful of Josephine’s hair and jerked it hard, making the girl scream in pain. “That good-for-nothing Arthur has gone to jail, and now my sorry-assed kids are stealing coal.”

Choking on a sob, Josephine fled from the house, ignoring her mother’s commands to get back here right now, running as she did before, finding sweet release in the strength of her legs, the leap and soar, the feeling that, if she just jumped a little harder, she would go up and up, far from her mama’s hateful words, never to come down until she was ready, landing only where she wanted to, which was at Freckles’s house. She’d seen respect in his eyes today and needed to see that look again, to be reminded of the great thing she had done, coal-stained dress be damned.

She found him, as she’d hoped, in the yard in front of his house, a neat brownstone in the white part of the Mill Creek neighborhood, playing marbles by himself. “Practicing so I can beat you next time,” he said as she sat across from him. She held out her hand for a shooter, but he suggested they go to the rail yard and play back slaps.

Outside the train station, he opened his sack and spilled the marbles between two tracks, clearies and shotsies and aggies and snots, and handed her a shooter to bounce against a rail so it hit the marbles in the center. Josephine wasn’t very good at this game, but Freckles was, snickering with glee as he hit marble after marble and put them in his sack, while she got only a few.

He tossed his shooter against the rail. It bounced and hit one of the clearies, a purple one, Josephine’s favorite, but she didn’t care, how could she begrudge him anything? She would give him all the marbles in the world if she had them, and as she turned to offer him the three in her hand she saw his eyes smiling at her, teasing, and she flung her arms around his bony shoulders and, ducking a little, pressed her lips to his, felt his warm breath on her mouth and nose and his heartbeat jump against her chest before he yelped, “Hey!” and scrambled to his feet to stare at her as if he’d never laid eyes on her before.

“What the hell are you doing?” His voice squeaked, his face and neck now covered in red blotches.

She had gone too far, she realized. How could she be such an idiot?

“I did it for you,” she said, slowly standing, too, but not meeting his eyes, unable to bear his disgust.

“Did what?” She looked and saw him lift his hand and wipe away the kiss, spitting for emphasis. He didn’t aim for her, but he might as well have spit in her face.

“I jumped on that train for you,” she said, pleading now. She stepped toward him, her hands outstretched. “Carl was right: I do like you. I’d be your girlfriend if you wanted me to.”

He reached out one of his hands toward her. She started to close her fingers around his, lifting her gaze—as he snatched his marbles from her palm and stuffed them into his sack, then stepped backward again, more rapidly now, like that train picking up speed before she’d jumped off.

“You’re not my girlfriend,” he said. “And I’m not your boyfriend. Never.”

“But why not?” she said. “We like each other, don’t we?”

“Don’t put your nasty mouth on me. You’re a nigger,” he shouted, and ran away, faster than she’d ever seen him go, so fast even she couldn’t catch him.

“Freckles, come back!” she wailed. “I forgot to tell you something. You were right! My daddy is a white man, do you hear? My daddy is white!”



CHAPTER 3

1915

There would be no Christmas presents this year, Mama announced, not with Daddy and Josephine both out of work. The confusion on the children’s faces made Josephine cringe. What about Santa Claus? they wanted to know, and Mama had snapped that they couldn’t count on him, either. “We can’t afford cookies to leave under the tree for Santa. Hell, we can’t afford a tree.”

Josephine saw the truth in an instant: Santa Claus was only a story, and Christmas was up to her.

So she went out and scrounged presents from the rich white people’s garbage cans on Westmoreland Avenue and mended them with her grandmama’s help: a yellow shirt for her mother; a colorful necktie for Daddy Arthur; a miniature train for Richard; doll babies with new yarn hair and sewn dresses for her sisters. She’d even wrapped up a couple of partially chewed steak bones for the puppies, so playful with their wagging whiplike tails and excited yaps that Mama had banished them to Grandmama’s house, saying she had more than she could handle in the hyperactive Josephine.

Where did Josephine come by all that energy? Never sitting still, her nine-year-old self opening and closing kitchen-cupboard doors; kneeling on the floor for a solitary round of jacks; bumping on her rear end down the stairway; running back up two steps at a time to the rooftop; skittering back down to the apartment to bounce on the couch and twirl and reach for the ceiling with her outstretched fingers; grasping the hands of her youngest sister, Willie Mae, to swing her around in a dance; leaping into the kitchen to get some cornbread; running to the back to see if her other little sister, Margaret, had awakened; motoring back into the kitchen to dance in circles and sing “Jingle Bells” to Willie Mae, who laughed so hard when Josephine whinnied and crossed her eyes that crumbs fell out of her mouth and into her lap. Like a housefly zooming and careening. She must have inherited all that get-up-and-go from her daddy, whoever he was, because Mama complained all the time about being dog-tired, even though she often changed clothes after work and went out again with her friends in her red dress and flowered hat.

Daddy Arthur used to get so mad about Mama’s gallivanting that he’d wait up for her at night to scream at her, but these days he did little more than snooze and lift the bottle to his lips, groaning as if that one act exerted him to the extent of his capabilities.

Sit down, Mama would snap at Josephine, you’re wearing me out. Mama hated her constant motion, like a blur, she said, making her seasick, but she sure enjoyed the results: the chicken heads and feet brought home from the butcher, the nickels and dimes she earned doing jobs on Westmoreland Avenue, the sweet peaches and strawberries and fresh eggs begged, scavenged, or stolen from the Soulard Market. But all that wasn’t enough, it turned out, to keep Josephine with her family.

She came home from her grandmama’s house on Christmas Eve with a bound bedsheet tied around the presents and slung over her shoulder, just like the real Santa Claus, and topped the staircase to see Mama swaying outside their apartment, bottle in hand, staring at a piece of paper nailed to the front door.

“I don’t have my eyeglasses. Tell me what this says.”

Josephine’s reading was poor, but she’d known these words before learning to spell her own name: EVICTION NOTICE.

Mama cursed and punched Josephine’s chest with the heel of her hand, nearly sending her tumbling down the stairs. “This is your fault for losing that good job.” Mama had tried to talk Mrs. Kaiser into giving Josephine another chance, but the school principal had asked about the bruises and welts on Josephine’s body and that was that.

“Running to teacher,” her mama mocked. “I’ve got a mind to beat you myself. You going to tell on me, too?” Josephine stood her ground: her mama would have to catch her first, but she could hardly stand up. Mama lunged and slapped her face—the pop like a firing gun, the burn spreading across her cheek and neck, her ringing ears. She snatched at the pain, dropping the sack of presents to the floor, spilling the contents.

“You laughing at me?” her mother said as Josephine knelt to gather the gifts. “You think I’m funny? One smack of this bottle upside your head, you’ll be laughing all the way to the grave.”

Josephine knew better than to talk back. When her mother got herself into this state there was only one thing to do: get the hell out of her way.

“I’ve got a mind to send you to a home for juvenile delinquents,” Mama slurred.

Josephine quickly tied the sheet around the presents again, laid the sack over her shoulder, and, ducking under her mother’s upraised arm, stepped into the apartment.

“Ho, ho, ho!” she boomed, as loudly as she could. “Merry Christmas!”
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THE FOLLOWING WEEK, Mama took her to the laundry to meet Mrs. Mason, a rich woman who wore silk from head to toe and didn’t mind spending her husband’s money. She didn’t blink an eye when Mama charged her twice as much for Josephine’s services as Mrs. Kaiser had paid.

Mama had made Josephine take a bath and put on a jumper and turtleneck shirt and a new wool coat, only a little too large, all dropped off at the laundry last September and never picked up by their owner. Having something new to wear usually cheered Josephine, giving her a special feeling like it was her birthday. Today, though, she gained no pleasure from the mustard-colored shirt of thick, soft cotton or the brown jumper with shiny brass buttons and large front pockets. Her red coat couldn’t stop her shivering as she followed her mother, blinking back tears. Willie Mae cried and begged her not to go, but nothing could stop their mama when she’d set her mind on something. She and Josephine were just alike, which, Daddy Arthur said, might be why Mama was so hard on her.

When Mama pushed Josephine forward to shake the woman’s hand, the blond, bright-eyed Mrs. Mason seemed like she might burst into tears. She looked like Josephine felt when she saw a stray kitten or puppy wandering around lost. “She’s so thin,” the woman said, not fooled by the layers of clothing, her blue eyes moist as she took in the legs like sticks protruding from beneath Josephine’s coat, her bony knees like doorknobs, her spreading feet pushing at the edges of her too-small shoes.

Mrs. Mason reached for Josephine, who clung to her mother’s pink uniform before Mama pushed her into the woman’s grasp. But Mrs. Mason withdrew her hands and bent to bring herself face-to-face with the trembling Josephine, who didn’t want to sleep in the basement with the dog, who didn’t want to work from sunup to sundown, who didn’t want to be called “stupid nigger” and “pickaninny,” or be forced to kill her friend or have her hands thrust into a pot of boiling water. They made us slaves, her grandmama Elvira always said. That’s everything you need to know about white folks.

“Tumpy, don’t you want to come home with me? Mr. Mason and I have always wanted a little girl.”

Mrs. Mason’s voice reminded her of whipped cream. Josephine lifted her gaze to the woman’s face, looking for meanness.

“Of course she wants to go,” Mama said, making Josephine want to throw her arms around her mother’s legs. “We’ve talked all about it, and she is excited. She’s just shy.”

Mama’s hands tightened on her shoulders, gripping like she was about to shake her. Mrs. Mason made little clucks of sympathy.

“Poor thing, she loves you so.” Her voice was full of doubt.

“This is breaking my heart, too, Tumpy,” her mama said. “But you deserve a better life than we can give you here.”

Josephine burst into tears. “I don’t want to go,” she said. “Mama, don’t make me go.”

“I’ve got a nice house with a big bedroom, just for you, and lots of toys to play with. And new clothes and lots of good food. We’re having spaghetti and meatballs tonight.”

Josephine’s mouth watered. At home, all they had was a ham bone and cornmeal mush.

“Your favorite,” Mama said. “If I were you, I’d go.”

“Just for one night,” Mrs. Mason said. “Come and try it. I’ll bring you home anytime you say.”

Josephine looked up at her mama, whose lips were smiling but whose eyes were saying, You’d better not come back.

“Please?” the woman said. Josephine wiped her eyes and shrugged. She might as well go where she was wanted. If things got bad, she would return home no matter what her mama said, and work twice as hard so she could stay.

But she did not ask to go back after her first night with the Masons, or the second, or in the weeks that followed. She passed the time doing simple chores for the mistress: keeping the floors swept and the furniture dusted, cleaning the toilet and sink, and washing the dishes after dinner each night before going to sleep in her own bed with linen sheets and goose-down pillows—a far cry from the misery she’d endured at Mrs. Kaiser’s house.

The Masons were nothing like that evil woman. They lived in a nicer house, in town, and they treated Josephine like a person, not an animal. Sometimes she pretended that this was her home and these, her real parents: the pretty Mrs. Mason, who smelled of roses, sitting with her at the dining room table to do Josephine’s homework, her lilting voice cooing, “You’re so smart”; Mr. Mason, with his balding head and fluffy brown mustache and pipe curling fragrant tobacco smoke as he held her in his lap in his big leather chair, calling her his “good girl.” She felt like purring, fat with the evening meal, sated with hamburger steak and whipped potatoes and gravy and all the milk she could drink, sluggish with food, warm and dreamy under the nice man’s stroking hands as he told her she was so pretty and soft that he just wanted to pet her all over. This must be what having a daddy was like. This was how it felt to be loved.
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