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Marie


The nice thing about my kind of fame is that I can still find a grocery store where I can go in my shorts, a sloppy T-shirt, with ratty old plastic thongs on my feet and no makeup on my face, and no one will recognize me. There are still plenty of places in the world—if I seek them out—where nobody’s going to brake their carts and squeal in the produce aisle, “Oh, my God, you’re Marie Lightfoot! Can I have your autograph?”


That has never happened in this store. Not yet at least. If it ever does, maybe I’ll shop by phone. But for now, I’m blissfully anonymous, at least until the Miami Book Fair starts in three weeks. Why did I ever agree to appear there while I’m still in the middle of a book? I’ll have to drop everything for a day and don my “author” persona like a witch puts on her “glamour.” I’ll flick my magic wand and twirl three times and transform myself into a public figure again. Then there will be television interviews and pictures in the newspapers; then there will be crowds and autographs and stacks of my own books to sell, and I’ll feel like the grinning bull’s-eye in the middle of a promotional target. After that, maybe even a few shoppers in here will recognize me the next time I come in, but probably not. I hope not.


Fame is, as they say, definitely a mixed blessing.


Today I’m just a working writer, standing ninth in line at the Publix supermarket in West Bahia Beach, and feeling happily inconspicuous. This chain has huge stores, scattered all over south Florida. This one is my favorite because it is way out of my neighborhood, making it even less likely that anybody I know, or anybody who might know me, will spot me.


This being south Florida in early April, it’s even more crowded in Publix than usual, because not all of the spring breakers have taken their hangovers home yet. Some of them—the girls in bikini tops and cutoff jean bottoms, the boys in baggy swim trunks and shirts they’ve thrown on just to come indoors—are in line with me, mixed in with the retirees in their tidy shorts outfits and their muumuus. The kids are buying bread, cold cuts, and bottled water; their elders are here for their frozen dinners. Me, I’m here to stock up on fresh fruit, because our long-running drought has dried up my little backyard crop of avocados, oranges, grapefruit, and limes this year.


Sometimes I wonder if maybe I’m the biggest fruit in the bunch.


Here I am, again, alone in a crowd, like some character out of one of those old private-eye novels. Hell, even Travis McGee— from those great John D. MacDonald detective novels—had his best bud, Meyer. Who have I got next to me, really? And I’m a woman, for God’s sake! Aren’t we supposed to be the relationship sex? Aren’t we supposed to be talking on the phone every day to our girlfriends?


I must’ve missed that lesson.


Where are my husband, my children, my best girlfriend?


I don’t see them here in my shopping cart.


When I’m writing—oh, hell, anytime—this is what generally passes for a social life for me. Going grocery shopping. Eating alone in a restaurant, writing in a notebook while strangers around me carry on their apparently normal lives. I do have a boyfriend, Franklin. There’s that to be said for me, but we’ve conducted most of our love life in such intense privacy, madly enjoying only each other’s company, that a person could be excused for confusing it with an isolation chamber. And by God, I have friends, too. I do. Male friends, female friends. None from my childhood, except for my screenwriter cousin Nathan, whom I adore, but he lives three thousand miles away in L.A. Nathan’s my only family, really. I sure don’t count my Aunt Julia and Uncle Joe—his parents who raised me—as Mom and Dad. Ugh. No way. It’s hard enough for Nathan to call them Mom and Dad, and he’s their real boy. But I have other friends besides him. I do. One left over from high school. Three people I sort of keep in contact with from college. A lot of business friends and acquaintances. I’m pretty close to my long-time agent and editor. I have an assistant now, Deborah, and she’s beginning to feel like a younger sister, for better or worse. Of course, except for her and my boyfriend, Franklin, and a few business friends from around here, all of my other “close” friends are an airplane ride away, but we’re still friends, it still counts. It does.


These people around me, though, some of them seem to have friends with them right here and now, but that’s only because they’re kids on spring break.


Take the two boys in line in front of me, for instance.


“Dude,” mutters one of them to his lanky, sunburned friend. “Check it out.”


I check it out, too, as if I’m actually a part of their conversation: it’s the cover of this week’s US magazine, which features a famous female singer in a photograph that reveals a lot of the chest from which her dulcet tones emerge.


“Oh, man” is his friend’s considered judgment.


Being a writer—even a best-selling one—is usually not anywhere near as public as being a movie star, at least not when I’m out in “real life,” like this. Not that I don’t use what fame I have, every chance I get, to help sell more books. I do. (My specialty is the section in the bookstores called True Crime, the one with all those hot titles—Dying to Be Loved—and gory covers.) Then I’m recognized as Marie Lightfoot, and glad of it. But times like this, I just want to pay for my juicy fruits and get back home to work.


The kids in the front of the line are having trouble coming up with enough change to pay for their stuff. They’re digging in their pockets and backpacks and pooling their quarters, dimes, nickels, and pennies on the counter in front of the cashier. She’s keeping a hand firmly on the handles of the plastic bag that holds their groceries and she looks suspicious, as if she thinks they might just grab it and run. That would be interesting: I’d get to be an eyewitness to a true crime, but hardly of the sort that I usually cover. My books are long on sensational murders and heinous killers—not on teenagers copping Doritos and bean dip.


“Just charge it, for crissake,” one kid says to the other.


That seems to light up the ol’ beer-saturated brain cells. Now all his friend has to do is dig through his fanny pack and backpack to find a MasterCard or a Visa he can use.


While I wait, I peruse the rest of the magazine and tabloid racks.


Hm, what have we here?


I’ll be damned, Bigfoot’s been sighted in Washington State again. Isn’t that amazing. And my goodness, it appears that he has fathered twins this time. I’m tempted to pick up the tabloid and open it to find out who the lucky mom might be—Janet Jackson? Hillary Clinton? Rosie O’Donnell?—but what would the people behind me think? Oh, but will you look at that? Elvis is flying UFOs again. He must have trained out there in Nevada when he was doing all those Vegas shows. And here’s a little color picture of—


Oh, my God.


“Ma’am? You want to move your cart on up? Ma’am?”


I barely hear the cashier. The world just stopped for me. I can hear the other shoppers only through the deafening roar in my ears. I feel sick. I have to hang on to the handle of my shopping cart. There is a little photograph of me in the upper-right-hand corner of the tabloid newspaper, The Insider. And not just me, either, but me and my boyfriend. I’ve been on magazine covers before, that’s not the problem. He’s been on the front pages of newspapers before, that’s not the problem. My boyfriend and I have even been photographed together, now that we’re going public about our relationship, so that’s not the problem, either. Everybody knows now that Marie Lightfoot, the true crime writer, is dating Franklin DeWeese, the state attorney of Howard County, Florida. They know I’m a white woman; they know he’s a black man. That’s not news anymore. What’s different, appalling, shocking to me about this particular cover on the newsstands is the headline, printed in a small typeface, but one that is all caps, all black, and all too easy to read: “Best-Selling Author Hides Her Racist Past.”


“Ma’am? You going to check your stuff through now?” the cashier asks.


My hand reaches out for the top copy and places it in my shopping cart and I move numbly toward her. “Yes, I’m sorry.”


I’m sorry, I’m sorry.


Yes, I hide it, wouldn’t anybody?


But it’s not my past, it’s my parents’. I’m not a racist; I date a black man, for God’s sake. It was them, it was my mother and my father. It was them. And I haven’t hidden anything from Franklin. He knows. . . .


And now it appears the rest of the world will, too.


“That’ll be seventeen dollars and twenty-seven cents, ma’am.”


No, Angie—the young checker’s name is Angie, according to her name tag, which I stare at as if somebody has just walloped me with a two-by-four—you have no idea how much this will cost us, and neither do I.


I hand her my cash, take my change and my bags with the tabloid newspaper tucked down inside one of them.


“Have a nice day,” she says.


I was actually having a pretty nice life until five minutes ago. I was, that is, if you don’t count the fallout from my “racist past.” I can explain that—I have explained it in a book I’ve only partly written, because I only partly know the truth. It’s called Betrayal.





BETRAYAL



By Marie Lightfoot
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CHAPTER ONE


June 11, 1963


Alabama


“We’re taking you to a house where there’s a room prepared for you. You won’t be the first man to stay there.”


His name was James.


He was very black, very scared, very angry, very young. Only eighteen. He’d gotten into a car with three white men who said they were there to help him. He hadn’t quite believed them, but refusing them had looked more dangerous than going with them. He had just been kicked out—literally in the seat of his pants onto the pavement in front of the Stuart County Jail—and he knew that if he hung around it would be bad for him. It wasn’t his town, it was a white town. Worse, he didn’t know a soul in the tiny black neighborhood, and even if he did, who was going to risk themselves for him, anyway?


If only he had a buddy, he thought, then maybe he wouldn’t have had to get into a car with these white men. He knew he’d feel braver in the company of a black friend. Maybe together they could have walked away, stolen away over fences and across the cotton fields. But everybody else who had been arrested at the voter registration line in Beauchamp three weeks ago was either still back there in that jail hellhole, or they’d already been sprung.


As the Plymouth sped along dark back roads, James was afraid to talk, but he had a million questions in his mind—who are you guys, why are you doing this for me, where are you taking me?


“You won’t be the first man to stay there,” the driver had said.


James had heard that word, man—heard the white man say it—and felt so overwhelmed by it that he nearly missed hearing the rest of what was said. Never, never before in his whole eighteen years had he ever—ever— heard a white man call a black male a man. He was so accustomed to being called boy that to hear this white man call him a man nearly knocked him over with shock. If he never heard it another time in his life, it would still be proof of something he had long disbelieved, evidence that had always eluded him that white people—some white people, maybe only these three out of all the world, for all he knew—could change. For whatever reason, whether they really wanted to, or not, apparently they could change the habit of their minds and their mouths.


His grandmother had always told him so. “You foolin’ youself, Grandma,” he had always shot back at her.


They made him fold himself in half in the backseat of the Plymouth so he wouldn’t be seen, which meant that he didn’t know that night that he was being delivered into the heart of whiteness, as he would call it ever after. All he knew was the information that his own senses delivered to him moment by moment—the rank smell of his own body, the feel of rough upholstery under his cheek, the sight of the plastic back of the driver’s seat, the bitter taste of his own unwashed mouth, and the oppressive sound of the silence among the four men in the Plymouth, a silence broken only by the hum of the tires on the road below him.


After a while, he decided that it wasn’t that they were ignoring him by not talking to him, it was more like they were even more scared than he was.


This was a revelation to him, too.


But he could see it clearly—the fear on their white faces, the tense way the driver stared straight ahead at the road, the way the shotgun passenger kept looking around in every direction, and how the man who sat in the back-seat with James kept glancing out the back window, as if he was looking for headlights that might suddenly appear on the road. It was only their fear, their obvious fear, that kept James from believing he was being driven off to be lynched in the dark woods.


If these three white men were going to do that to him, they wouldn’t be scared like this, he figured. They’d be excited, maybe, and drunk, and maybe a little bit scared, but not much, because who was going to stop them and even if they got stopped, what cop was going to interfere? Or even if a cop did that much, like stop the car, make them all get out, that would be the end of it for the driver and his friends, and the cop would just take James back to jail for “protective custody.”


Or turn him loose on these white roads in the dark.


No, they were too scared for that possibility, he believed. Wanted to believe. So maybe they really were in the Movement. He’d heard of white people who risked their lives for it—like those Christians who hid Jews in Germany—but he’d never believed it, not really. His other grandma had always warned him to never trust a white person, because when push came to shove, he was the one who was going to get pushed and shoved.


It was miles before somebody finally said something.


“Anybody coming?” the driver asked the white man in back.


“No,” answered the one beside James. He removed his gaze from the receding blacktop road long enough to say to James, “We’re on a timetable. We have to pass by a certain house in Stebanville within a certain time span so they know we’ve made it safe that far. Then we’ve got three other times to meet before we get you to where you’re going to be for a while.”


James didn’t move from his doubled-over position.


“It’s probably safe for you to sit up now,” the man beside him said.


He unfolded himself slowly. Even then, he listened to them with bent face and lowered eyes, in the subservient posture in which he’d always listened to white people. He wanted to blurt out “Where you takin’ me?” but he didn’t, he just listened hard. He felt ashamed. He knew he smelled. When the guards at the jail had hung him from the water pipes by his wrists two days ago, he had tried desperately to control himself, but finally his bladder had let loose and he had soiled himself inside his trousers. At least he had managed to hang on to his bowels, but when you didn’t get near washing water for three weeks and you lived in a ten-by-ten cell with five other men and an open hole in the ground for a toilet and people getting sick all around you, there wasn’t any chance you were going to come out smelling anything but rank. No shave in three weeks, either. He was ashamed to feel so offensive. A small, toughened part of him found humor in thinking that was the true proof of the helpful intent of these men: nobody but do-gooder Movement white people could have stood to ride for hours like this in a closed car with him. It was so cool outside on this June night that they had to keep the windows rolled up all but a crack.


As if he’d read James’s mind, the driver suddenly said, “I’m sorry we couldn’t stop to let you clean up. You must feel like shit.”


“I smell like it,” James mumbled.


He saw the man beside him smile in the darkness.


“If you can stand to wait,” the driver continued, “there’s a place up ahead where it’ll be safe to pull in long enough for you to shower and they’ll give you clean clothing.”


“I can stand it,” he made himself say, in spite of his resistance to talking to them, “if you guys can.”


They laughed at that, too hard, too loud, from too much tension.


James felt the mood shift in the Plymouth then. There was a thaw, a sense that they were all in this together, whatever “this” was. James was pretty sure that he knew exactly what it was. Black people who persisted in trying to obtain their right to vote—their right to anything—tended to end up in jail, and when they got out they then tended to end up beaten, burned, hung, and dead. Especially young black men labeled “troublemakers,” like him.


They introduced themselves to him. “I’m Marty Wiegan,” the man next to him said, and then Wiegan pointed to the driver. “That’s Austin Reese.” He pointed to the man riding shotgun. “And he’s Lackley Goodwin.”


He committed a little something about each of them to memory. Marty Wiegan had thin black hair pulled in strands across his scalp. Austin Reese wore aviator glasses. Lackley Goodwin was fat. When he turned around to look out the rear window he saw a parking sticker for Jim Forrest College on the window. They didn’t look old enough to have kids in college there. Did one of them work there? That made him nervous all over again, because the school’s slogan was “Segregation Now, Segregation Forever.” What was somebody who worked for Jim Forrest College doing giving him a ride from jail?


“We have a house for you to go to,” the fat man riding shotgun, Lackley Goodwin, told him while continuing to keep an eye on the scenery. “I’m sorry we can’t tell you where. In case we get stopped, it’s safer if you don’t know much. As far as you know, we’re just three crazy strangers giving you a ride home from jail.”


“My home’s not this way,” he told the men.


Apparently, they knew that. They didn’t bother to answer.


“How was it, in jail this time?” the man beside him, Marty Wiegan, asked in a quiet, respectful tone of voice.


They knew a little something about him, then, if they knew it was a “this time.” James turned his face to the window and shook his head, staring out at the trees racing past. He almost didn’t answer, because it was such a stupid question. What did they think it was like this time, or any time? Did he have to explain the word bad to them? Did he need to establish a whole new standard of horror for these white people?


“Bad,” he muttered.


“We only ask,” Wiegan said, with an apologetic air, “because we have to document this stuff. I’m sorry to ask you to talk about it, but we have to know, so we can inform the lawyers, so we have specifics to protest, facts to file, you know how it is.”


He didn’t, didn’t know about that end of it, because nobody had ever asked him before now. He only knew about anger and fear, action and reaction. Sometimes— most of the time—he didn’t really believe anything would change. He tended to join marches and voter registration drives out of a burning driving resentment more than anything else, and not because he believed any good might come out of it. In fact, only bad had come out of it for him up to now. Only pain, bruises, broken bones, indignity, disrespect, humiliation, failure, degradation, starvation in jail cells, and the impoverishment of somebody who spent too much time being angry and getting thrown in jail to be able to hold down a job. But it wasn’t as if he had any real job prospects in the world anyway. As long ago as when he was thirteen—five long years before this— he had decided that if the choice was between being a tenant farmer, which was tantamount to slavery, or being an “activist,” he might as well lay his life down for something more than a few acres of dirt that he’d never own outright.


For the next few miles, in a dry voice, without embellishing anything, James told them how it had been in jail “this time.” Marty Wiegan wrote it all down in a spiral-bound notebook and asked him to sign it, which he did, thinking, What the hell, if they don’t kill me for this, they’ll get me for something else. As he explained things to them, they didn’t say a word, not even a murmur at the worst parts. But he thought he saw shame and pain on their faces—he recognized it because he had seen it every day in the mirror—and that was a revelation, too.


They were approaching a town—a mere pause in the road with only four or five houses—and the driver slowed the car, as if he were going to stop at one of them. But the shotgun passenger said urgently, “There’s a truck around to the side. I don’t know whose it is. Keep going. Don’t stop!”


They held their breaths as they passed the small frame house with its lights on and an old green pickup truck parked in the shadow of it. Frightened into silence again, they kept on driving through the night. The truck didn’t follow them, but they kept on going anyway.


“Just go on to the Folletinos,” the shotgun passenger finally advised in a quiet voice that wasn’t meant to carry over into the backseat, where James heard it, too.


It was the only hint he got of his destination.
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Marie


Somehow I manage to exit the Publix store, find my way to my car, and collapse into the driver’s seat without having hysterics.


“I’m not going to cry.”


That would be stupid. This was bound to happen someday. Today The Insider, tomorrow what? People? The Sunday book review of the New York Times? I can see it all now—an in-depth analysis of all my books, looking for clues to my past, to my psyche. Well, good luck to them! I’ve never had much luck following those clues to myself.


“Calm down.”


I’m already overreacting; tears would only drown the lily. This is not like me, to panic. I’m not going to race back in and purchase every copy of the damned tabloid in order to keep anybody else from seeing it, although God knows, I want to. But I can’t buy all of them in south Florida, much less the whole state, or New York City, where my publisher is, or the rest of the world, where my books are sold. And I’m not going to—


I don’t know what else I’m not going to do.


Thinking straight, that’s apparently one of the things I’m not going to do for a while longer.


What I’m going to do is force myself to open the tabloid, The Insider, and read what it says about me. “Read it,” I command myself. “It’s just a stupid tabloid story. It can’t hurt you.” Oh yeah? The problem here is that I’m really frightened and full of dread of the unknown, and what I really feel like doing is opening my car door and throwing up.


“Read it!”


I pull the newspaper from the grocery bag and prop it against my steering wheel. My hands are shaking. How interesting. Okay, here it is—the article, with a headline that makes me want to ball this paper up and then rip it to pieces.


MARIE LIGHTFOOT HIDES RACIST PAST


“Damn you, damn you, damn you!”


Underneath that, it says, in the tabloid style of short sentences, unattributed quotes, and lots of exclamation marks,


Marie Lightfoot is famous for ripping the covers off other people’s lives in her best-selling books. But in an exclusive Insider story, we have just learned she is a stranger to the truth when it comes to her own life!


I’d laugh at the style if it weren’t for the substance.


In fact, Lightfoot is not even her real name, sources tell us.


Sources? What sources? Who? The “why” is easy enough to guess—at the bottom of each page there’s a notice saying “Cash for Tips!” and an 800 number for tattlers. It appears that somebody has betrayed me for $500, or more.


The real name of the popular author of The Little Mermaid is Marie Folletino. Informed sources tell The Insider that she is the only child of well-known segregationists from Alabama!


“They were racists of the very worst sort!” our sources tell The Insider. “They belonged to the KKK, and worse!”


Rumors. Only rumors. Unproved rumors.


And there’s more!


I was afraid there might be.


Both of her parents mysteriously disappeared on June 12, 1963!


They have never been heard from since! Foul play is definitely suspected. But Marie has never divulged THIS true crime to her readers, even going so far as to change her name legally from Folletino to Lightfoot.


And now even her handsome boyfriend, a popular and respected Afro-American prosecutor in Florida, knows the terrible truth about his famous lover.


“His family is furious,” sources tell The Insider. “It breaks his children’s hearts to know their father is dating a woman from that kind of family!”


Like most sentences in tabloids, this one is ambiguously close enough to a truth to be un-actionable. I don’t think that anybody in Franklin’s family knows about my family history, but it is certainly true that his ex-wife is “furious” that he’s dating me, and his parents aren’t thrilled that I’m from “that kind of family.” In their lexicon that means “white.” As for “his children’s hearts,” it’s only his six-year-old daughter who dislikes me, not his three-year-old son, but I wouldn’t go so far as to say it breaks her heart. At least, I hope not. That would break my heart. Did somebody from this rag actually talk to one of the DeWeeses, or did they just make this up, assuming they could link it to some kind of truth?


It hardly matters now. If there’s damage, it’s been done.


Maybe the worst of it is how they’ve trivialized my life.


My God, I hope I’ve never treated any of the people in my books like this. I hope I’ve never made innocent people feel as I do at this moment. I hope I’ve treated them sympathetically, allowed them to continue to hold their heads up even after my books came out. There’s no sympathy in this article for the child I used to be, no respect for the woman she became.


The Insider says: this is a woman who writes books about the lies and crimes in other people’s lives. Now will she have the decency to face the public with the truth about her own?


Decency? Why didn’t these people have the decency to call me first?


“What is she hiding?” our sources want to know.


Why would anybody care?


We want to know, too! Will you tell your readers the truth NOW, Marie?


Why should I? Even if I knew the whole truth, which I don’t.


“What a hypocrite! If she can lie for so many years about her own story,” said a former fan, “then how can we trust her to tell the truth in her books? If she couldn’t even tell the truth to her own boyfriend, when does she ever tell it to anybody?”


Oh, please.


“I’ll never buy one of her books again!” said the former fan.


How very convenient that they located an anonymous fan. I wonder if that might be one of their own editors?


Let us know what YOU think!


E-mail, call, or write to The Insider today!


That’s it. But now I don’t know whether to laugh or cry. It looks so ridiculous, written like that. Surely any halfway intelligent person who reads it will have to wonder if they made it all up. But that won’t help with the people who aren’t halfway intelligent. And it won’t stop the story from spreading. It won’t stop rumors. It won’t stop my name from being linked with the damning word racist. It won’t stop people from hearing those rumors and believing them and deciding I’m a horrible person and they don’t want to read me anymore. And if enough people decide I’m despicable and they stop buying my books, then my publisher won’t want to publish me anymore.


“Stop it,” I command myself. “Don’t get maudlin.”


But I can’t stop people from seeing this, and I can’t stop the story from being almost true. I’ve written down some of it, the parts I think I know from questions I’ve asked of people over the years. I’ve even given it a title—Betrayal—in case I ever gather enough material to finish a book about it. I’ve got the beginning of it, the part I like, the part that could fool a person into thinking that Michael and Lyda Folletino were decent people.


It’s the ending—their ending—that eludes me.


A man named “James” was witness to part of it.


When I met him, “James” was only one on a list of several names that I’d compiled of people who might be able to talk about my parents. By the time I tracked him down he was fifty-two years old, living in the North. He told me that he still wanted to be identified only as “James.” He was an attorney by then—in his expensive gray suit, he looked like one—and when I interviewed him, he called himself “a compromised man.”


“I used to be principled,” he told me. “I once was brave and young and foolish and desperate. I think I liked myself better when I was desperate. Sometimes, I wish I was still afraid to die.”





BETRAYAL



By Marie Lightfoot
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CHAPTER TWO


June 11–12, 1963


Alabama


They sped on, scared, with few words among them.


Miles down the road, the white men told James to duck down again.


Sometime later, when he felt the car slow to a crawl and then begin a winding climb up a gravel road, the one riding shotgun said quietly, “When we stop, open the door on your side as quietly as you can, just enough to get out of the car. There will be a door to a house right beside you. It’s unlocked. Run in. That’ll be where you stay for a few days until it’s safe to take you north. When you get inside, don’t turn on a light. Close and lock the door. There will be a bathroom for you. Clothes. Water. Food. Stay in there until someone comes to you in the morning. Oh, and unlock the door in the morning so they can get in.”


The one beside him muttered, “Good luck, James.”


The Plymouth stopped. Austin Reeves, the driver, said, “Go!”


Without another word, without pausing to thank them or even knowing if he should feel grateful—for who knew how this would end?—James did exactly as they directed him to do.


He found himself inside a bedroom. The only light slipped in around the drawn curtains at the window, and that derived from the moon. But he could see enough to tell it was all as they’d said it would be. There was a bottle of cool milk on a table under the window in the light of the moon, and he gulped it down like food. It was a few moments before he realized he hadn’t heard them drive away. He peeked out the window. They were gone, whoever they were. Wherever this was they’d brought him. In the single fast look he allowed himself, all he saw was a gravel driveway and a tree, a magnolia, its large, shiny leaves reflecting moonlight. But nothing about what he saw told him where he was. It could be anywhere, or at least that’s what he thought until he turned around again. He could make things out better in the darkness now.


No, James decided then, this couldn’t be “anywhere.” It was too nice, too grand for that. James had never been in a bedroom so nice. He’d never lived in a house with indoor plumbing, much less one with a bedroom with its own private toilet and bathtub and shower. For a dangerous instant, James wanted to laugh out loud, because he didn’t know if he could figure out how to make all the fancy white knobs work right in the bathroom.


When he ran water in the tub—figuring it out at the same time that he realized it didn’t take a genius to use inside plumbing—he nearly fainted when water pipes rattled and rumbled in telltale betrayal of his presence there. But the people who owned this house must know he was there, they must be on his side, he figured, and he relaxed enough to sink down into the first real tub bath of his eighteen years.


After that, he slept as if he had no worries but an empty stomach.


In the morning, he found food in the room, supplies that he hadn’t seen in the dark the night before when he’d been so hungry he thought his stomach would keep him awake all night. Now he saw that in a corner there was a large tray of food covered by a dark cloth. There had been crackers there all along, salami, milk that was warm now, though he drank it anyway. There was bread and cheese that had gone dark orange from sitting out too long, but he ate that, too. There was even a cake—an entire chocolate two-layer cake with chocolate icing—and a basket of cold fried chicken and another one of biscuits that were still soft inside even if their crusts had gone rock hard. It was the best meal he’d ever eaten outside of his grandma’s Sunday dinner, and the only reason her meals took first place over this one was that he had sat around her table in safety and contentment. Here, he ate alone with his worry about what was going to happen to him next. This was operating like a modern-day underground railroad, he understood that much by this point. So he supposed they’d come for him and move him along to another safe place and then another until he could catch a train or a bus or hitch a ride up north.


It wasn’t safe for him down home anymore, not since this last arrest.


Not that it had ever been “safe,” really. But James had no desire whatsoever to live anyplace but in the South. He’d heard about northern winters and hard factory work that sounded less like opportunity than it did like slow tedious death. But he did want to remain alive long enough to land someplace where he might have a chance to make his own decisions about his own life. He didn’t know if that was possible for a black man anywhere in the world. But he knew for sure that possibility was gone for him in Alabama now and probably in any of the neighboring states. He’d been in jail too often; he was too well known by law enforcement and by white supremacists groups, which were not always two different things. He was thought of as a troublemaker now, an agitator. He knew what happened more often than not to young Negro men who got themselves into this fix. Their own people got too scared or resentful to take them in—a lot of Negroes hated the protests and the voter registration efforts, because it rocked a boat that was already overweighted with fear and trouble. So there was probably no place for him to go and be safe around here, no place his own people would welcome him. And now, wherever he showed up, he’d be a marked man—the first to be noticed, the one to be beaten, jailed again, rendered ineffectual through sustained, vicious persecution by the people with the power.


There’s no such thing as home anymore, James thought, and he felt as if he’d drown in the wave of anger and loneliness, of pure sorrow, that swept over him then. His “home” at the moment was this room out of a fantasy. He could be lost in space, for all he knew.


Then he heard the sounds of other people in the house, a murmur of many voices—a woman’s laugh—a rattle of pans so close it made him jump off the bed, because it startled and frightened him. He spent the day listening closely, getting an impression of a family living on the other side of the wall. There was a man, a woman, at least one child, a baby. Those three were white people, he judged. There were two others who sounded like black women, just on the other side, and he guessed one was a cook, the other a housecleaner. He could hear them clearly, talking housework, a little gossip about people he’d never heard of, except one time when he thought one of them mentioned “Mr. Lackley.” That would be Lackley Goodwin, James thought, one of the three men who’d delivered him here. He never heard his own name, or any mention of the room he waited in.


No one visited him that day, though he sat nervously with the door unlocked.


But after dark, there was a soft movement at the door to his room. He watched the door slowly open, saw a tray with plates of food inched onto the floor and got only a glimpse of a pretty, soft black face. She was young, and she couldn’t see him, because he was standing behind the door, looking at her in a mirror above a dressing table.


“What’s your name?” he asked.


She jumped, then whispered, “Rachel.”


“Thank you, Rachel.”


A hesitation, then, “That’s all right.”


She left the food for him, quietly closing the door behind her. James felt desolate when she closed the door. He wanted to cry out, Wait! Loneliness besieged him again. He missed her, without even knowing her. But he didn’t feel so bad that he couldn’t eat what she’d left for him. He wondered why she couldn’t come in and then he realized she might have been scared. Grateful for the hot food and cold milk, if resentful about being treated like he was dangerous or invisible, James wolfed it down.


Nothing happened until four hours later.


There was yelling.


That was the first hint that something was wrong in the other part of the house. They weren’t screams like there was someone in terror or pain. But they were sudden, loud, urgent, a man’s voice shouting, “Lyda! Lyda!” Then silence. Then a muffled sound of feet running on stairs, of doors slamming. Briefly, James heard water running in the kitchen on the other side of the wall where earlier that day he had heard voices that sounded like black women.


Then, so abruptly that it made him bolt off the bed and stand at rigid attention, the outside and only door to his room banged open, thrust back against the inside wall. A white woman ran in and said, in what he would always think of later as a breathless shout, even though it may have been merely a whisper: “You have to get out of here. People are coming for you. Be ready. I’m sorry. God be with you.”


He had a fleeting impression of beauty, of a ghostly presence, a small blond woman dressed in white. Strangely, later, he thought he remembered bare feet, pale, thin, tiny bare feet. Was she beautiful? He wasn’t sure. Was she as delicate in appearance as she was small in stature? He couldn’t have said, though he thought she was. What about her voice, was it light, soprano, alto, hoarse? A whispered shout was the only way he knew to describe what he remembered hearing that night. As quick as anything, she was gone again, leaving the door standing wide open behind her.


Shocked, frightened, James crossed to the window to peek out from behind the curtain, not daring to risk standing revealed in the open doorway. It was night again, not yet twenty-four hours since he’d arrived on the previous evening. The magnolia leaves looked black, the moon was one night thinner. He would never see this house or its grounds, never know exactly where he had been, or who had hidden him there, except that later that night his next deliverers—two different white people this time, one man and one woman—would slip and mention names.


“The Folletinos. Michael. Lyda.”


He would never be able to remember the whole context in which those names were set down. He only knew they were the identities of the people in whose bedroom he had spent the most luxurious night and day of his life up to then, the people who had provided him with clean clothes that fit and with good nourishing food and milk and white sheets and a pillow with an envelope of lacy white cloth.


“Where are your old clothes?” whispered the white woman who came with the white man in the car that crawled up the gravel drive to pick him up and take him away again. Not daring to speak, he jerked his thumb back over his shoulder.


“Get them,” she mouthed at him.


Thank God for the big blue towels that were damp and dirty from his repeated washings and dryings of his own soiled self. Only by placing them between his body and his old clothes could he stand to pick up his jail clothes again. Even in the rush, the air of emergency, he had the thought: I hope these towels cover the smell.


They made him lie down in the backseat, like before, only this time he had the whole seat to himself and could stretch out more.


Nobody spoke, nobody explained anything, though at one point in the front passenger’s seat the woman began to cry. He was sure those were the soft sounds he heard. The man said nothing. Soon, the soft sounds of a woman crying stopped. It was then that she said a sentence that had the words the Folletinos in it, the sentence that informed James those were the people who owned the house. It also told him—he could not later explain why—that the white people in the front seat were angry, bitter, and sad about the owners of the house.


That was all he knew and all he would ever know for many years about those strange, somber, terrifying forty-eight hours in his life. He landed—two days later and many days ahead of schedule—at his sister’s ex-brother-inlaw’s apartment in Cincinnati.


“How’d you get here?” they all wanted to know.


He had no urge to tell them. For one thing, he had no desire to give white people any credit, and he still wasn’t sure they deserved it, because he didn’t yet know how his new life would turn out. He felt a deep, burning resentment over the fact that a few—goddamned precious few, he suspected— white people might have been heroes in his life; he hated that, didn’t want it to be true, wanted to have survived entirely on his own, or solely with the assistance of Negroes like himself. Beyond that, he felt deep inside himself that betrayal was in the air, permeating everyplace he stepped, but that he, himself, would never contribute to it. He vowed to always remember everything he could, but he would keep those memories to himself until he began to meet a few others like himself. Once, one of them—another black man— said the name Folletino, and James perked up his ears.


“Who’re they?” he asked, cautiously.


“Racists,” the other guy informed him. “Dead ones.”


“But—” James started to say, then didn’t. It was an unusual name, but it must be different people. It didn’t make any sense if it was the same people who had hidden him and warned him to get out. Fed him. He wondered what had happened that night to those people. Maybe someday, if the world ever changed enough, if it was ever safe to go home again, he’d try to look them up, find them, ask them, maybe even say thanks. By that time in his life, James had already learned that heroes and villains came in all colors, and that he didn’t need any white people to betray him; like anybody else, he could betray himself well enough.
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Marie


This isn’t actually my car, it’s a rental, because mine’s in the shop. But the cell phone’s all mine. I pick it up and punch in a number for my cousin, in Los Angeles. I’d better warn Nathan about this article, so he can let his parents know. I feel better, just thinking of calling him.


Before I can even say hello, he says, “Hey, Marie.”


“Damn,” I reply. “Sometimes I hate caller I.D. I can’t call and surprise you anymore.”


“Yeah, and it’s a lot harder to make dirty phone calls.”


As we both laugh, I imagine Nate seated in his office in his gorgeous cottage in the Hollywood Hills. He’s three years younger and much more glamorous than I am. He’s got F. Scott Fitzgerald’s golden, chiseled looks with the kind of light blue eyes that romance novels call “startling,” and he dresses to match. He’s athletic and slim and only slightly taller than I am, and I’m only five two. Even in these days of cancer warnings, he keeps his tan up, looking nothing like a grubby novelist, and not much like most other screen-writers I know, either. People stare at him wherever he goes, and it’s amazing to be around him because of that. There’s more than a touch of the dandy to my cousin, but he’s so unusual and pretty to look at, you just have to forgive him for that. Besides, there’s a horrible reason that he works so hard to keep up appearances. Nathan Montgomery is probably the most successful failed screenwriter in Los Angeles. He gets lucrative options on almost every screenplay he writes, but not a one of them has ever made it all the way through the pipeline to production. Not one. It’s enough to break a writer’s heart. I don’t know how he keeps going. I couldn’t do it. I think, What if I wrote book after book and they all got bought by publishers, but they never made it into print? No, it’s too damned hard. I couldn’t bear it. Like me, my cousin makes lots of money; unlike me, he has never had the satisfaction that comes from other people enjoying the finished creation.


“How you doin’, Nathan? Do you have time to talk to me?”


“Of course, always, t’sup?”


“How do you know something’s up?”


“I can hear it in your voice. You sound like you’re thinking, I’ve got to be polite and find out how Nathan is, but I hope he tells me quick, ’cause I’ve got stuff on my mind.”


“Ah, I’m too easy.”


“So, t’sup?”


When I finish telling him about the tabloid story, he only laughs at me. “Marie, it was almost forty years ago! And it was them, not you. Nobody’s going to hold you responsible for what your parents did! Hell, you can’t even be accused of having come under their influence, since they made pretty damned sure they wouldn’t be around to shape your life in any way. I don’t mean to sound unsym-pathetic, but I don’t see why you’re so upset about this.”


“Nathan!”


“I’m sorry, I don’t. So you haven’t told the world all this. That’s your right, Marie. And now all you have to do is explain that it was too painful to talk about—I mean, your own parents disappeared, for God’s sake. You were just a baby! And worse luck, you landed with Julie and Joe, who are nobody’s candidates for parents of the century. Marie, people will understand why you chose to keep quiet about this. They’ll probably even admire you for not turning your private tragedy into publicity for your career. I mean, who is ever so discreet anymore? You’ll probably make the Ten Most Admired List, just for keeping your mouth shut for all these years. People will be grateful that they didn’t have to watch you angst all over their televisions. Nobody’s going to think less of you because of this, Marie. And if Franklin does, or his family does, then maybe you ought to think less of them.”


“Hey. I’m supposed to be the big sister who lectures you.”


“Yeah, well, you’re hysterical. Somebody’s got to be in charge.”


“It’s not just what people will think of me, Nathan.”


“Then what is it?”


“It’s what people will think of them.”


“Who?”


“Mom and Dad. Michael and Lyda.”


I never know what to call them, how to refer to them. My parents.


“Marie, I hate to break it to you, but they deserve it.”


I don’t say anything. I’m thinking about what I do for a living. I write about mysteries. Murders. Disappearances. Terrible crimes. Tragedies that happen to perfectly innocent people who don’t seem to deserve their fates. I go to a lot of trouble to explain why these things happen. Who did them. Why they did them. Why victims become victims and killers become killers. I explain where and when and every detail of how so that people can understand as much as it is humanly possible to understand how such awful things can occur. Maybe I can’t just write off my parents, because I want to understand them. Maybe I want to understand them, because I want to forgive them. But how can I, ever?


“You can deal with this, Marie. What the hell, it’s only publicity.”


“And any publicity—”


“Is good publicity. Yeah, baby.”


“Love you.”


“Too.”


Of course, we’re too cute to bear when we get like this, and we probably ought to stop using that infantile farewell from our childhoods. But we cling, there’s no way around it, even a continent apart, Nathan and I still cling to each other. I hope he hasn’t just said all that to make me feel better; I hope he’s got the right bead on things, but I don’t know why I’d think he would, since he never has before.


Speaking of preparing somebody for embarrassment, I punch in the number of the Howard County state attorney’s office and leave a message on his voice mail: “Franklin, look up the Web site for that tabloid newspaper that’s called The Insider. There’s a story about me that you’d better read, and the sooner the better. It mentions you. I’ll talk to you later. I’m really sorry about this.”


It’s still early, only 10:30 A.M. My assistant is due at eleven. I feel an inner cringe, thinking of having to show this article to Deborah Dancer. While it’s true that my boyfriend knows everything about my family that I know, I’ve never felt an obligation to divulge it all to Deb. I think she kind of idolizes me, and I think I’ve kind of enjoyed it. What is she going to think now, of working for a boss who’s been labeled racist, and who didn’t even prepare her for the possibility of this embarrassment?


  •  •  •  


Having been lectured by a loving but astringent cousin, I drive home feeling as if I’ve been patted on one cheek and slapped upside the other. Which is pretty much how I felt years ago when I interviewed people who knew my parents. Few of them could seem to make up their minds whether they loved the Folletinos or hated them, including “James.” It was he who originally clued me in to the historical enormity of June 12, 1963, the night my parents “left.”


“First I was in jail,” he told me, “and then I was on the run, so I didn’t even know that it was a hell of a week in the South.”





BETRAYAL



By Marie Lightfoot
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CHAPTER THREE


For six straight days leading up to the cataclysmic events of June 12, 1963, mind-boggling news seeped out of the South. It moved, as fast as television could beam it, around a mesmerized and appalled world. And that was even before the seventh day, when apparently nobody took the good Lord’s admonition to give it a rest.


That stretch of seven days started, maybe symbolically, with seven black people being terrifyingly forced from a Trailways bus and then jailed in Winona, Mississippi. Ironically, they were fresh from a nonviolence leadership-training course. Just as the world was already worrying about their fates, a courageous Movement leader traveled to Winona to try to free them, and he promptly vanished into a cell there, too. All that week, no word of their fates leaked out of that black hole.


Then police attacked people praying in a voter registration line in Danville, Virginia. With fire hoses and billy clubs, local cops sent forty citizens to the hospital, for the “crime” of wanting to vote.


Then came U.S. Deputy Attorney General Nicholas Katzenbach, boldly proclaiming the federal government’s intention to integrate the University of Alabama. All hell broke loose. Governor George Wallace vowed to block the schoolhouse doors.


Tensions were running high, as the saying goes. It was hard to imagine how they could run any higher. But then came the night of June 12, 1963, when everything good and bad seemed to climax all at once. President John F. Kennedy gave a surprise speech on national television, the most important speech on “the Negroes” since Lincoln’s Gettysburg address. Kennedy branded civil rights a moral issue, lifting it higher than the political arena for the first time. Enraged by the speech, a bigot in Mississippi hopped into his car and raced through the dark streets to assassinate the black civil rights leader Medgar Evers in his driveway. Evers’s wife and children were in their living room, having just watched the president’s speech, when they heard the gunshots that killed their husband and father.


On that same night, and mostly unnoted by the rest of the world because there was so much other bigger news to cover, there were violent reactions to the speech and the assassination in towns and cities all over the South, including in little Sebastion, Alabama, northwest of Birmingham.


In Sebastion, a local cell of civil rights workers was broken up that night, and the young white couple who betrayed them disappeared forever.


  •  •  •  


“We called ourselves Hostel,” Eulalie Fisher reminisces from her grand Victorian home on the main street of Sebastion, decades later when it’s safe to admit such things. She’s eighty years old now, a grand dame of the South, and still a beauty with her white hair arranged softly in a chignon and her slender, graceful body wrapped in a silk robe. Smoke rises from the cigarette in the long silver holder she weaves through the fingers of her right hand. She takes only small, infrequent puffs, but uses the holder as a wand to wave, point, underline, and otherwise punctuate her remarks. Her accent is refined and yet deeply southern, like grits soaked with the finest New England maple syrup. (“I was sent away to finishing school,” she says, the explanation for many a cultured inflection among the older women of the South.) “It was meant to be a pun, a play on words, if you will. Hostel, because we provided safe houses for black people on the run. And hostile, which was how we felt about segregation.”


Michael Folletino started it, she claims, shortly after he moved to Sebastion from L.A. with his new bride, the former Lyda Montgomery. In secret, he “felt out” the residents of the town, discreetly determining which side they were on, segregation or integration, and winnowing from the sympathizers those, like Eulalie and her husband, Clayton, who might have some courage to go along with their private convictions. He was in the perfect position to do so, having accepted a position as a professor at an all-white college and as the husband of a local girl, the socially prominent daughter of dyed-in-the-cotton Old South whites.


“Of course, Lyda went right along, but then she loved him madly, and she’d always been a rebel.


“Our little band, Hostel, operated like a modern-day underground railway. We provided safe haven to people, mostly black people, in danger. We arranged transportation for them to safer places. And all the while, we continued the pretense of being bigots, to keep our activities a secret. We couldn’t afford to be open in our opposition to segregation, not if we wanted to continue to help people who were in the direst need. If we had behaved like anything but hypocrites, we’d have been watched constantly, and harassed. Our homes would no longer have been safe places for anyone to hide. We couldn’t have come and gone unobserved in our cars. And so we acted the roles we’d been playing all of our lives anyway—traditionalists, with a sentimental soft spot for ‘good’ Negroes, a sense of our own superiority as white folks and rich ones, and a hatred for the integration that challenged all of that.”


For two years, Hostel operated like that, Eulalie claims, successfully ferrying the wounded and the frightened, the threatened and the vulnerable, to relative safety. Some refugees stayed a night or two at Eulalie and Clayton’s big house; a number hid in the parson’s chamber attached to the back of Michael and Lyda’s beautiful home.


“A parson’s chamber was a bedroom that was built onto the back of a house,” Eulalie explains, stabbing at the air with her cigarette in its holder, as if she is pointing to an actual location. “The door was left unlocked, so that itinerant preachers would have a place to spend the night. Michael and Lyda had the only parson’s chamber in town, and it was perfect for our purposes.”
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