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1968


Mom and I were both sure Ben was dead. If I’m never sure of anything else in my life, I knew the exact moment Ben and I had stopped speaking to each other for good. And I knew Mom could tell he wasn’t listening to her anymore, either.


Ben was on the driver’s side, Mom was in the middle, next to him. I was squeezed up against the door. There should have been more room, since none of us was what you’d call big. When I was eight and first saw Ben, he looked like a craggy mountain with long arms. He was tall alright, about six three or four maybe, but he had no stomach, no hilly butt like a lot of black men have. By the time he died, he didn’t look like a mountain at all. He was more like a high pile of rocks. Mom was short and small like me. But that Sunday, she had on a handmedown fur coat she called “the grizzly” that took up most of the front seat.


When we heard the siren, Mom put her head on Ben’s shoulder and her arm around him like you see teenage girls doing with their boyfriends when they cruise past you on the highway. The difference was, Ben was Mom’s second husband and I’d never seen her sit next to him that way before, anywhere.


It couldn’t have been more than twenty-five degrees outside, but inside Ben’s car it felt like there was a bonfire in the backseat. Mom and I were sweating. I’d even seen water running from Ben’s mustache along the top of his lip when she was pounding on him. He’d sneered at us like he always did when Mom and I were going crazy, but his forehead was shiny and wet looking, which was different for him. The three of us had been in plenty of fights and Mom and I would be dripping afterwards like we’d been pushed underwater with all our clothes on. But Ben never looked any different at the end than he had at the beginning. The first time I remember seeing him sweat was the Sunday he died.


The cops came screeching into the projects parking lot and blocked Ben’s car. One of them ran over, threw open the door on my side and jumped back with his hand on his gun. A freezing wind blew in on all of us. The world was larger, again, than the inside of Ben’s Pontiac.


I hadn’t even heard the radio. One of us must’ve kicked or knocked into it accidentally during the fight. Martha and the Vandellas were singing “Jimmy Mack,” which meant it was on a station Ben wouldn’t have approved of. He didn’t usually allow the radio to be played at all, because he said it wore down the battery. When he did turn it on, the only station we could listen to was the one that played music from the thirties and forties. I’d asked Ben once why that was. He’d frowned into the rear-view mirror. “You think I’m going to argue about what to play on the radio in a car I bought with my money? When you buy your own car, buddy, you can play all the stations at the same time if you want to.”


•  •  •


“C’mon now, c’mon!” the cop ordered us with his hand still on his gun. I pushed out staring at the ground, shivering. Mom came behind me, gasping like she was drowning. She opened the grizzly, trying to pull me inside, but I jerked away. No matter how cold I was, I wouldn’t let her wrap me up under her coat like some baby faggot kangaroo. If they were going to accuse anybody of killing Ben, I wanted them to think it could’ve been me as much as her.


By the time the cops got there, just about everybody who lived in the projects was in the parking lot. A lot of them had circled the car and watched us, so there were plenty of witnesses eager to tell what they’d seen. When we’d stopped fighting and Ben was sitting there without the sneer on his face anymore, Isabelle Jackson, the girl from next door, put her nose up ag ainst the window and whined to Mom, “Mrs. Ben, you can’t get out?” She ran to tell her mother, who called the police to report a man had just murdered his wife in the Stratfield Projects parking lot. Once they got there, the police didn’t seem to care that the details they’d been given were wrong.


“Jimmy Mack” was over. The announcer was saying if he got enough calls he’d play “Sittin’ on the Dock of the Bay” by Otis Redding. “If you remember one song from this year, I betcha it’ll be this one,” he said. “Dial my number, kids, and tell me you wanna hear it. Call Uncle Davie and tell him how bad you want ol’ Otis to sing that song.”


When the ambulance arrived, one of the men examined Ben, listened to Mom’s version of what she called an argument and told the police Ben probably had a heart attack. They had trouble pulling him out of the car because he was so long. Every time his head thumped against the steering wheel or the door, Mom winced and whispered, “God. Oh, God.” When they got him onto the stretcher, she grabbed for me again, making an appeal to the cops. “We have to go back. My baby girl’s alone.”


It was true we’d left my sister Lorelle behind, but she was five years old and no one including Mom ever called her a baby anymore. At first, it looked like they weren’t going to let her go. She began to sob. The sobs seemed to be coming from somewhere deep inside the grizzly, getting louder with each breath. People from the projects backed away like they didn’t know what Mom would do next, but reasoned it was better to give her some room, just in case.


“Where’s your baby, lady?” one of the cops asked her. “I’ll go with you.”


Mom apologized to me over her shoulder as the two of them started toward the apartment. “I’ll be back, Louis. I will.” That left me alone with the gun-happy cop, the gawkers from the projects and the ambulance men banging Ben’s body around. The Fifth Dimension had just started “Stoned Soul Picnic” when the cop reached in and finally turned the car radio off. Now Ben’s battery had been wasted on Martha and the Vandellas, Otis Redding and The Fifth Dimension.


With everybody from the projects staring, waiting to see whether I’d be dragged away in handcuffs, I couldn’t tell whether it was the cold or my nerves making me twitch. I focused hard on a broken Coke bottle frozen in the ice, concentrating on the curves in the glass and the part of the letter C that was left, trying to control my shaking.


Somebody called my name. Although it sounded like the voice was coming from a million miles away, I knew who it was without having to look up. Miss Odessa. She lived at the other end of the projects but it goes to show you they were all there. That’s how it was in the projects when something bad happened to somebody. It was always better to witness someone else’s hard luck, the closer the better, rather than hear a second or third hand version later on. Being a witness could make people give you some respect, at least for as long as it took you to tell what you’d seen.


Miss Odessa put her hand on top of my head, so strong it felt like she was trying to push me into the ground. You want to talk about somebody big? Talk about Miss Odessa.


“Louis?”


I didn’t answer. I only looked up because I could feel her pressing harder on my head and my knees were folding under me. I was trying to keep from sinking into the parking lot in front of the entire Stratfield Projects. I didn’t want to look at her directly, so I stared instead at the Christmas corsage she had pinned to her coat with a huge gold safety pin. The corsage had white bells that looked like they were carved out of mothballs. I was focusing on the mothball bells when the cop asked me, “So what was the fight about?”


Trying to figure out how I was going to get out of saying anything to either Miss Odessa or him, I stared into the mouth of one of the bells and imagined sound coming out. Martha and the Vandellas again. “My arms keep missing you.” But now Miss Odessa was pushing even harder.


“Louis, the policeman’s talking to you. Don’t you hear the policeman talking to you?” The cop had his hand on my shoulder. The pressure from her was featherweight compared to the cop’s grip.


First, I looked real hard at Miss Odessa to let her know even if she was pretending to be a friend of Mom’s, I didn’t believe it. I didn’t like her and never had. Then I focused on the cop’s face. I wanted to make sure he knew I was lying.


“I can’t remember what the fight was about, sir. I can’t remember anything.”


And while both the cop and Miss Odessa kept pushing me down like trash in a can, they couldn’t get me to say another word. I went over it in my mind, though. From the beginning. For myself. To make sure I really could remember it. It was important to keep all the details in some part of me that was safe, for later.
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Ben had been in the bathroom with the door open for at least an hour, shaving and whistling in his suit pants and stocking cap. I was downstairs in the living room reading the Sunday comics, but I could look upstairs from my chair and see him. He always left the door open when he was shaving. And he always whistled when he shaved. He’d go through one song pretty simply, then start at the beginning again, doing a jazz version of the same thing, except this time he’d add a trill like opera singers do with their voices. So it was kind of a jazz-opera whistle.


Mom was in the kitchen banging the pots around and slamming the oven door. I couldn’t tell if she was mad because she thought I should be upstairs doing homework instead of reading the comics, or if she was furious at Ben for something I hadn’t heard about yet.


He was really showing off now, patting aftershave on his cheeks in time to the whistling. Lorelle stood at the foot of the stairs staring up at him, swaying, hypnotized by the same trills I rolled, then crossed my eyes at in disgust. Ben whistled himself into the bedroom, put on a shirt, tie, his suit jacket and the double-breasted black coat he kept in a fancy plastic cleaners bag and almost never wore.


The whole time he was shaving, dressing, patting and whistling, Mom threw silverware onto the table, piece by piece, each fork and knife harder and louder than the last. Finally Ben came downstairs, jingling his car keys as another layer of accompaniment. Mom flew out of the kitchen. She had on a dark green dress dusted with white fingerprints all over it. She looked as though she’d dipped her hands in flour, then slapped herself from head to toe. There was flour in her hair, on her forehead, up and down her stockings. With her chest leading and her arms beating the air, she was a colored woman windmill spinning across the floor, spitting flour.


“Where are you going, mister?” she yelled into the space between his shoulders.


Ben kept walking toward the front door. He was doing a long, spiderleg stroll at an easy, good-time pace with Mom screaming at his back. He answered her, looking straight ahead like she was actually in front of him instead of behind.


“I am going to a Christmas party.” He sounded cheerful, cocky, like he was about to add, “And I’m leaving your screaming butt here.” Mom called him a Christmas party liar and asked him why the hell he didn’t have the guts to say he was on his way to deliver his Christmas bonus to his woman. I always tried to picture this woman Mom was so sure Ben was going to. But there were never any real clues that I could put together.


He stopped at the door and looked over his shoulder to face her. He smiled as if he was looking at somebody who was going to disappear in a few minutes so it didn’t matter what she said to him.


“Cause you already know that, don’t you?” He turned around, opened the door and kept walking.


“Yeah, but what you don’t know, mister bastard, is that I’m coming with you.”


Mom ran past me to the hall closet. I jumped out of the chair as though she’d yanked a rope tied around my neck. When she whizzed back by me again in the grizzly, following Ben out to the parking lot, I turned to Lorelle. With a look of terror in her eyes, she asked, “Louis, are you leaving me?”


“You stay here. I’ll be right back.” I ran after Mom. She was running now to keep up with Ben, even though he still didn’t look like he was in much of a hurry. The grizzly looked like it was covered in powdered snow. Mom kept slipping on the ice yelling, “Christmas party, huh? Well, let’s go!” But she didn’t go down. I did.


By the time I got up, Ben had made it out to the parking lot, right up to the car. I thought, this will be the fight, because I knew he wouldn’t let her get in with him. When he opened the door on his side, though, Mom pushed right past him. Ben stopped for a second—she’d surprised him—but then he got in too, closed the door and leaned over to start the engine.


I ran around to her side and pounded on the window. “Get out of the car, Mom. Get out.”


She leaned over and opened her door. “Go back, Louis! Go back and stay with Lorelle!”


Instead, I got in the car, she moved to the middle and started beating on Ben. “Christmas party, huh!? Christmas party!?” with a punch for each one. Ben blocked her, grinning. “That’s right. That’s where I’m going.” He grabbed both her arms so that all she could do was throw her whole body at him, kicking. I tried to pull her away, but there was too much of the grizzly for me to get a hold on her. Ben wouldn’t let go. I reached past her and hit him myself.


Ben’s grin disappeared. He held Mom off with one arm, and punched me square in the mouth, his high school ring knocking against my teeth. Now Mom went crazier, pulling herself free from him. Her fist thudded into his chest, his face, his chest again.


Ben’s eyes popped wide like a jolt of electricity had gone through his body. His arms flopped to his sides. Mom stopped screaming. She looked at Ben, confused, as if in the six years they’d been married, she never remembered seeing him look exactly the way he did at that moment. We both watched him, waiting for him to move. It looked as if he was concentrating on how to steer the car out of the space it was in; like Mom and me had disappeared just that quickly and it was time for him to get on with driving to wherever he was going.


Then he made this noise as if he was pushing all the air out of his lungs. I watched his mouth. The color in his lips was fading, leaking out with the air. Till there wasn’t any sound or color or air at all.


Mom whispered, “Je-sus.” I think she knew then that he’d died, but I didn’t. I never thought about him dying. I didn’t think Ben could die.


When Isabelle Jackson ran up to the window, I realized how many people were standing around the car. Right away, I began to dream I could drive through all of them. Ben’s green Pontiac with the bird shit splattered across the windows was lifting off at the end of the parking lot and ascending high above the projects, sailing out over the city.


•  •  •


I thought the cop might arrest me for not answering his questions. I knew I wasn’t too young. Other kids had been hauled away in handcuffs. For stealing, mostly. But nobody, not even the worst ones, had killed anybody.


I stood there waiting in the cold between the cop and Miss Odessa. She was making sure everybody would think she was an important part of what was going on. It probably looked to some people like she was helping the cop by not letting me get away, or to somebody else like maybe she was protecting me from him because my mother wasn’t there.


Mom came back carrying Lorelle as the ambulance was leaving the parking lot with Ben. Lorelle looked more confused than she had when I’d left her. Mom never carried her anywhere. Lorelle was tall for her age and too heavy to be lifted, except in emergencies.


Nevertheless, Mom looked pretty calm, if a little winded, until she saw that Ben wasn’t completely gone.


“Oh God, Ben! Oh God!” she called out to the back of the ambulance.


Miss Odessa ran over to her, but the sound Mom made then scared Miss Odessa so badly, she jumped back like she’d run over to a howling, killer dog. Mom continued half-calling, half-barking to Ben in the ambulance, although it was now completely out of view. The cops, the neighbors, no one took their eyes off her. Lorelle pulled away and stared, looking more curious than afraid. I studied Mom’s eyes, the way she clamped her bottom teeth against her upper lip, how she clenched her fists around Lorelle’s thighs so that the skin above and beneath her wedding ring looked pale and swollen around it. Nobody ever wanted to know what Mom would do next more than I did. But with Mom, I could never even begin to guess.
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“This is for the funeral, Louis. What do you think?”


Gray, with padded shoulders and wide lapels, it looked very much like a man’s suit, except there was a skirt to be worn under the jacket instead of pants. I particularly liked the contrast of the deeper gray, suede-covered buttons. I wondered where she got the money. What I asked instead was, “Why isn’t it black?”


“I’m too old to wear black anymore,” she said, “no matter what the occasion is. I put on black and look like somebody should be burying me.” You weren’t too old to wear it when you married him, I thought.


•  •  •


The year of her second wedding, Mom told me as she stood at the kitchen sink kneading hamburger meat, “I believe in the adventure of starting over. Sometimes you have to start over to get what you wanted from the beginning.” Mom had brought me to Stratfield from New York when I was three with the intention of starting over. She had what she referred to as “our plan,” meaning hers and mine, although in truth, it was like anything else she wanted us to do. She’d make a decision, then announce it as “our plan.”


What she said she wanted, was to make sure I knew what it felt like to have a family. “I’m going to make us one,” she told me. “You’ll see. It won’t be long. I can feel it.” She took a handful of meat and slapped it emphatically into a pattie between her palms. “Until then, we have each other. And we have our apartment.” Mom pronounced “apartment” as if she’d miraculously isolated our four rooms from the rest of the Stratfield Projects. What we had was one bedroom, a bathroom, a living room and a kitchen. The kitchen was small enough for the two of us to finish eating dinner at the table and put the dishes in the sink without getting up. We shared the bedroom, although Mom told me I was too big to be sleeping in the same bed with her. Whenever she got really angry with me, she’d sleep in the living room on the couch. I asked her if “our plan” included moving out of the projects to a real house or even a real apartment house like the ones in downtown Stratfield. They didn’t have ripped screen doors or pitiful, stomped-on hedges in yards strewn with potato chip bags and cornflakes boxes.


“Of course, moving is part of our plan. You don’t think this is the end of the road, do you? First, I have to make us a family. Then we’ll move.”


We couldn’t move fast enough to suit me. As far as I was concerned, if living in the projects was part of the plan, Mom had already made a big mistake. One of my first memories of living there was the afternoon of my sixth birthday. Mom and I had celebrated with our own party. I didn’t know or like any of the project kids well enough to invite them into our apartment. A few of them had taken turns shoving me around since we’d moved in. Nothing too serious, but not exactly “let’s be best friends” either. Usually, I ventured out only when I’d checked beforehand to see if the courtyard was empty. At the first sign of another kid, I disappeared inside. It seemed to me to be the safest way to deal with it until I could come up with a better strategy.


When Mom asked me if I was sure I wanted it to be only the two of us for my party, I said I was, insisting though that we still get dressed up. I chose my navy blue velvet jacket with the matching tie. She wore pearls with a camel-colored sweater set and alligator shoes. Toasting me with cream soda in a stemmed wine glass, she kissed me and whispered, “To Louis, on the day made just for him.” The two of us had such a fine time that I drifted quite contentedly outside to sit on the stoop and read from my favorite present, an illustrated edition of Grimm’s Fairy-Tales with gold-edged pages. I’d already read “The Fisherman and His Wife” several times, fascinated by the pictures of the fisherman on his knees at the ocean. And I stared into the pinched face of his dissatisfied wife, shaking her fist at the sky.


Bubba Graves came across the courtyard and up to the stoop. “Sissy, who you think you are?”


The afternoon had left me feeling pretty bold. “Go away, onionhead,” I told Bubba who was eight and at least a foot taller than me. He reached over and pulled me up by the collar of my jacket. “Who you callin’ onionhead?”


“You see anybody else around here with a head like yours?” I replied, struggling to get away.


Bubba looked furious at first. Then he started to fake a laugh. He pulled the jacket off me and threw it to the ground. Standing on it, he grabbed one sleeve and pulled on it grunting and dribbling, his eyes crossing and uncrossing again. When I heard it rip, I screamed like he’d torn my arm from its socket. He waved the sleeve in the air above my head shouting, “Look at your sissy jacket now! I fixed it for ya!” I stumbled into the house, holding the ruined jacket to my chest.


Mom ran downstairs and stormed over to the Graveses’ apartment. When she held the jacket up in front of Inez Graves, demanding to know what she intended to do about it, Bubba’s mother barked at her, “That’s what the hell you get for sending your boy outside looking like a little white girl.”


•  •  •


Mom was a department manager at Saks Fifth Avenue in downtown Stratfield. She’d worked for Saks in New York City before she moved to Connecticut. Proud of being a department manager, she told me there weren’t any other black women managers in the New York or the Stratfield store.


From the time I started school, I stayed at Miss Odessa’s until Mom picked me up on her way home from Saks. Miss Odessa asked me everything about Mom she didn’t dare ask her, knowing Mom would tell her it was none of her business. Being a kid, I couldn’t say anything like that to Miss Odessa so I usually pretended I didn’t understand what she was asking. I’d wait until Mom picked me up to tell her in front of Miss Odessa, “Mom, Miss Odessa wants to know how much you get paid to get dressed up and walk around Saks all day with a badge on, but I told her she should ask you.” Miss Odessa would be pretty snitty with me for the next few days when we were alone, but it was worth it.


Every once in a while Mom would bring a guy home and we’d put on a kind of show for him. She’d cook and then go change into one of her dresses that she said was from the New York days. While she was changing, I was supposed to read to the guy from whatever book I’d taken out of the library. She’d make me read because it was pretty much the only way she could get me to talk in front of him and because it also made me seem as smart as she’d told him I was. The few nights I tried to make some excuse for not reading, like not having a library book that week, she’d wait until the guy left and wake me up to let me have it.


“I don’t care if you read him the telephone bill. You do what I ask you to do when I ask you to do it. Don’t try to make a liar out of me, Louis.” It took me a while to figure out that these nights were her sales presentations and the sales presentations were part of “our plan.” If I didn’t do my part, it made it harder for her to sell both of us to the guy.


The night she brought Ben home, I knew it was important. Some of the others had been a lot better looking or friendlier. A couple of them, I could tell, would have liked both of us, whether I could read or not. Most of them, once she’d changed into the New York dress, didn’t really listen to what I was reading. They just wanted me to hurry up and go to bed or anywhere so they could be alone with her. But with this Ben guy, she was nervous.


“Ben works in the shipping department,” she said when she introduced him, “as an order clerk. Of course, a man as smart as Ben should be a manager. But they wouldn’t make a black man a manager for anything.”


She didn’t act like she was having fun at all, but she was definitely working hard. When she changed into the New York dress he didn’t seem to notice, and I could tell she was disappointed. I felt sorry for her, so I tried to do my part better than usual. There’s only so much I could do with a library book except to read really loudly and exaggerate the different characters’ voices like I was playing all the parts in a movie. I thought it was going pretty well, especially the narration, which I was reading with a deep Southern drawl to make it more interesting. I looked up about halfway through and Ben was staring at me as if maybe he was a little afraid of me, even if I was only eight. Mom looked like she was in shock, like she couldn’t understand what I was doing, but didn’t know how to stop it. Later, after he left, when she got into bed I pretended to be asleep but she knew I wasn’t. “I just want you to ask me for something,” she said in the dark, turned away from me. “I’m just waiting for you to ask me for something you really want.”


•  •  •


Two nights later, when we were having dinner, Mom told me, “Ben says you’re definitely too old to be sleeping in the same bed with me.”


I excused myself and pushed away from the table so I wouldn’t have to look at her. I got this picture of Ben stealing into our room in the middle of the night, staring at us, then shaking his head and sneaking back out of the apartment. What did it matter to him where I slept? Why was she talking about it with him?


“We’re all going out Saturday night. Make sure you have a nice, clean shirt and pants to wear.”


I stopped and turned back to her. “All of us?” I don’t know why I asked. I’d heard her alright. Maybe I hoped I had a choice.


At the Chinese restaurant, Ben ordered everything for us without asking us what we wanted, pretending to read Chinese from the menu like he knew what he was doing. Mom started to laugh.


“Ben speaks French, too.”


But when Ben looked at her as if he wasn’t sure if she was making fun of him, she said, “So does Louis, Ben. Maybe you can talk to each other in French. Go ahead, Louis. Say something to Ben in French.”


“I don’t really speak French,” I said to Ben quietly. “My class had a substitute last year who was Canadian. She taught us ‘bonjour,’ ‘merci’ and ‘comment allez-vous,’ but that’s all I know.”


“Well, that’s French, isn’t it?” Mom asked me, in a huff. “Why did you contradict me, Louis?” Then she gave Ben her wide smile again. “Ben, you say something to Louis in French.”


Ben looked down into his empty plate, up again at her and finally at me. He shrugged. “ ‘Bonjour’ ” and “ ‘merci’ ” and uh, the other one, huh? Well, I guess you got one on me, then. I’m strictly a hello and thank-you kinda guy.”


“I certainly don’t know any other black men who can speak a foreign language at all,” Mom said quickly. “And I’ve got two right here at this table.”


I watched them, saying as little as possible after that. When we got home I got yelled at for being rude, which surprised me since I’d been careful to call Ben Mr. Ben. I’d said, “Please, Mr. Ben,” “Thank you, Mr. Ben,” and “No, thank you, Mr. Ben.” I decided it was something else he’d told her, and I was beginning to understand that what he said was important to her, whether it was true or not.


For the next few weeks, I knew Mom was still dating Ben, but we didn’t talk about him at all. First on Saturday nights, then on Friday nights as well, I packed my books and pajamas and went to Miss Odessa’s. I only saw Ben when they both came to pick me up. Mom always asked me if I wanted to stay at Miss Odessa’s until morning and I always said no. Ben would walk us through the projects back to our apartment in the middle of the night. He never said anything to me, but I heard him tell Mom one night that she should just tell me what to do, that where I slept should be her choice not mine.


One Friday, before they went out, she told me to sit on the couch so she could talk to me. I knew trouble was coming. Mom never told me where to sit before she said something. Ben went to the bedroom door and inspected our room as if he was deciding whether Mom and I kept it neat or not. Mom said, “Louis, Ben and I are going to get married.”


She said even though the wedding hadn’t happened yet they were thinking I could call him Daddy Ben or just Dad now if I wanted. “Which one do you think, hon?” I sat watching Ben, who still had his back to both of us, staring into the bedroom.


“Why can’t I just keep calling him Mr. Ben?” I asked her. I don’t know whether I really said it so quietly or if she was stalling for time to think of what to say. “Ben, did you hear Louis? He asked me why he couldn’t just keep calling you Mr. Ben. I don’t know how to answer that, Ben.”


Ben turned from looking into the bedroom and walked over to where I was sitting on the couch.


“Flip. He’s being flip. Because you let him get away with it.”


Ben stood over me. “Let me tell you something, Louis. From what your mother says, there are snot-noses out there a helluva lot smaller than you are taking pot shots at you. Maybe it’s because of your smart-aleck mouth. But you know what, buddy? You’ve met your match with me. Now try this on for size. You can call me Mr. Ben if you want to. But only if you call your mother Mrs. Ben from now on, too. Okay? Now what do you have to say about that, Mr. Flip?” I looked down at my shoes, hoping Mom and Ben had to leave soon and this part would be over.


The next morning, Mom sat on my side of the bed and said gently, “Could you try calling him Daddy Ben just to see how you like it? It’ll be better for all of us. You’ll see.”


Two weeks later, she showed me a very plain, black dress with long tight sleeves that she said she’d bought to get married in. “This is about the finest silk there is,” she said proudly. “Feel it.” I ran my fingers around the collar. I hadn’t expected it to be black. She looked beautiful in it, though, standing next to Ben in our living room. They stood facing the minister from the church me and Mom went to, with their backs to me, Miss Odessa and Miss Odessa’s boyfriend, Albert. The three of us sat on the couch because there wasn’t room in the living room for all of us to stand. When the ceremony was over, the adults drank champagne and Mom gave me a glass of ginger ale. With each sip, I pretended I was getting drunker. I went into the bathroom and spun around in circles until I got dizzy. Then I sat on the toilet, and rasped in my drunk voice the same thing Miss Odessa kept saying to Mom, “Jeanette, you got him, girl! You got him now!”


I must have been in there for a long time, because Mom knocked on the door to ask if I was alright. When I went back out to the living room, Miss Odessa and her boyfriend were gone and I didn’t see Ben either. Mom was sitting at one end of the couch. It had been made up like a bed, the way it was when I stayed home sick and she let me come out and watch television or when she was angry with me and slept out there herself.
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