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Prologue




Is a queen created or is she born that way, making her entrance into the world with her hand curled into a fist as if grasping a teeny-tiny scepter? I can only speak for my ownself, but I think my queenly tendencies began in the womb, where I lolled around, fat and happy, the result of the swiftest, strongest, and cutest sperm to swim upstream and my mama’s most excellent eggs.

Before I was a year old, I learned to wave bye-bye but did it in such a way as to be a precursor to The Wave, the gentle, regal hand motion I’ve perfected after over twenty years of being Boss Queen of the Sweet Potato Queens.

In family photographs there’s a self-assured twinkle in my eye. It’s the gleam of a queen. If you study baby pictures of Queen Elizabeth, Cher, and RuPaul, you’ll see the very same sparkle.

In first grade, the teacher gathered all the little girls in a circle and told us to close our eyes, so she could crown a Valentine Queen.

My body tensed in anticipation. That cardboard crown was mine! I knew it before I squeezed my eyes shut and felt the slight whoosh of air as the teacher placed it on my head.

“Open your eyes!” she said. “Greet your new queen.”

Fifteen pairs of eyes stared at me.

“Jill, you look bee-you-ti-ful!” said a classmate, obviously sensing the advantages to basking and cavorting in the golden light surrounding a queen.

“Pleeze let me wear your crown, Jill!” said another. “I’ll be your best-est friend in the whole world.”

One little girl, a moon-faced child nicknamed Poot for her remarkable talent for emitting genuine pants-rippers at will, making her the envy and idol of all the boys, said, “That’s my crown, Jill Conner! I deserve it.”

“Now, Poot…I mean Patsy,” the teacher said. “Be a good sport, ya hear?”

But Poot wasn’t having any of it, and the next thing I knew, she’d snatched that crown clean off my head and tore out of the classroom before the teacher could stop her, her little bottom bleating staccato-fashion with every step.

“I’m sorry, Jill,” my teacher said. “But don’t you worry. We’ll get your crown back for you.”

“That’s okay, Mizz Peabody,” I said, with all the noblesse oblige I could muster. “If Poot wants the crown so bad, she can have it.”

It was a sight to behold, gold-leafed and glittering with sequins and all manner of fake jewels. And I did want that crown—bad. I’d like to tell you that even at that tender age, I understood a crown was only a symbol of my inner queenliness, but back then the sparklies were all that mattered, and presently, Poot slunk back in and handed it back to me with a muffled apology and a downcast look. I was happy and relieved to have the crown—and attention—returned to me. My time in the spotlight was short-lived, as Poot lowered herself into her desk chair with a blast worthy of a full-grown beer-bellied bean-eating MAN and once again captivated the audience. (No other girl in the first grade could—or aspired to—compete with her in her own game, but we did despair of ever being noticed by the boys as long as Poot was around.)

My first reign as queen officially ended when the dismissal bell rang, but throughout my remaining years in elementary school I continued to be treated like royalty, and as the years passed, Poot came to be more of a Patsy and our friendship grew. Girls clustered around us during recess, and the boys now tried valiantly to get our attention as we sashayed across the playground.

“Jill! Patsy! Watch this!” a little boyfriend-in-training would shout out as he attempted a lopsided cartwheel. Then several boys would commence to somersault and walk on their hands. Such show-offs! Since Patsy-formerly-known-as-Poot had evolved, it was the first time I noticed the striking difference between “us” (meaning us girls) and “them.”

“You’re the type of girl who is going to grow up to be homecoming queen,” a plumpish babysitter once said to me, an envious edge in her voice, as I sat on the floor blithely trying to cut out paper dolls.

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” I said coyly. But inside, I was smugger than a hound with a ham bone.

I did expect my life to be one endless ticker-tape parade, and truly thought it was not an unreasonable aspiration—with me riding in a long, white Cadillac convertible as people cheered and threw roses.

Until I was twelve, I lived in a wood-shingled shotgun house in McComb, about ninety miles away from the not-quite-teeming metropolis of Jackson, Mississippi. During the summer before I turned thirteen, Daddy found a new job as a plant foreman and told the family we’d be moving to the big town.

Mama said that it was a good thing Daddy would be making more money, ’cause I was growing faster than kudzu. Her sewing machine smoked day and night as she tried to keep up with my growth spurt that summer.

We moved to Jackson a week before Labor Day, and we were thrilled to pieces about our new house.

“It’s a split-level with a sunken living room,” Mama bragged to her friends back in McComb. There was even a wood-paneled rumpus room where Daddy would go to sneak a cigar. I’ve yet to learn what it really means to Rumpus, but if making out with boys and gossiping with your girlfriends counts, then we Rumpussed pretty good in there over the years.

“Who lives in those big ol’ houses?” I asked Daddy when we’d first seen a whole bunch of mansions across Yazoo Road.

“Your brand-new buddies,” he said in his teasing way. “You’ll be going to school with all kinds of fancy-pants. The children of doctors and lawyers. Maybe even a few Indian chiefs.”

At the breakfast table my nose had been deep in my satchel, inhaling the heady smell of spanking-new school supplies.

“You’re going to be late for the first day of school,” Mama said, snatching dishes off the table. She shooed me out into a sunny and already steamy morning.

I reached the end of our block, and my junior high was to the left. My heart started beating faster when I saw all the kids in the schoolyard, buzzing around like bees. I strutted in the direction of the school, my chin held high.

I don’t remember exactly what I was thinking at that moment, but it was probably something like this:

Hello, my darling subjects! Welcome your new queen.

I walked faster (not too fast: Queens don’t run unless they’re playing kickball, and I certainly didn’t want to sweat and mess up my hair, such as it was). I reached the schoolyard just after the first bell rang.

“Hey, you,” came a voice from behind me. “Hey you, Beanpole.”

I looked over my shoulder to see a short blonde with a freckle-sprinkled nose and a smirk on her face. I later learned her name was Marcy Stevens. I knew she couldn’t possibly be talking to me.

“Yes, you,” she said, pointing a painted pink fingernail in my direction, making no mistake about which beanpole she was addressing. Two other girls were tee-heeing behind their hands.

“Is that dress homemade? Did your mama make it?”

“Yes,” I said, protectively touching the collar of my forest-green dress. “My mama made it.”

“Is she trying to dress you like the Jolly Green Giant?” Marcy asked. Then she pointed at me and shouted. “Ho! Ho! Ho! Green Giant!”

All the kids within earshot brayed like donkeys. That chin of mine, which only minutes earlier had been pointing heavenward, now dragged the ground.

When I plodded home that afternoon—my shoulders hunched forward so I wouldn’t seem so tall—there wasn’t a single molecule of queenliness left in my entire soul.

Things went downhill from that day. Hormones started coursing through my blood, wreaking their peculiar havoc.

Nature, it seems, is much kinder to caterpillars than to thirteen-year-old girls. When a caterpillar is busy turning into a butterfly, are other caterpillars allowed to watch, point, and snicker? Nosiree Bob. The caterpillar is locked up tight in its cocoon, and if anyone should come knocking, the caterpillar says, “Go away! Can’tcha see I’m in here metamorphosing?”

But a thirteen-year-old girl is forced to change in plain sight of the whole world. All during junior high, I scuttled around the halls with my hair hanging in my face, hoping nobody would notice how hard I’d been hit with the ugly stick. Whatever glasses I had were always at least two years out of style. I was so skinny, The Titless Wonder, that when I ran I looked like an eggbeater coming down the road. If I turned sideways and stuck out my tongue, I looked like a zipper.

Which brings me back to that question I’ve been contemplating my entire life: Are queens born, or are they created?

I’ve come to this conclusion: I think God sprinkles baby girls with queen dust before their big debut in this old world. That magic dust allows them to sparkle for a while, like rays of sunlight bouncing off a lake, until something or someone comes along to dull their sheens. Queen dust is only meant to give a baby girl a little boost in this world. Then she must build on it, until one day she’s so strong, she’s churning out her very own queen dust and nobody and nothing can stop her.

What follows is the story of the long—and not altogether pretty—road the very first Sweet Potato Queens and I took to learn how to make our very own queen dust.

Me and the other Queens were often slow learners. We made mistakes along the way. We learned slow—but we learned GOOD. It wasn’t always pretty, easy, or fun, but I will tell you this: If you come to Jackson, Mississippi, the third weekend in March and see us on parade for St. Paddy, you will know that we finally learned how to sparkle again—and then some. And we can help you sparkle, too.









PART ONE

1968










Chapter

1



In Jackson, the “beautiful people” were separated from the great unwashed by a short strip of blacktop called Yazoo Road. If you lived north of Yazoo, like Marcy Stevens did, you peed champagne and blew your nose in silk. If you lived south—as I did—you peed Dixie Beer and blew your nose in burlap. We were shit. They were Shinola.

By my junior year at Peebles High, I had finished metamorphosing and was looking just fine, pretty even, when I was stopped in my tracks by a veritable vision. There, in the halls of my humble high school, stood the woman who, if God had loved me just a little bit better, would have been reflected in my mirror every morning. The tiny creature had a massive mane of red hair and big breasts. I still covet it all—the tits, the tininess, and oh, mercy, that fabulous hair. All of her wondrous voluptuousness was supported by the most precious little feet you could ever imagine. She was so pretty and delicate I figured she likely hailed from the snooty part of town.

Red hadn’t noticed me gaping at her, because she was struggling mightily with her locker. She gave the combination lock one last turn and when she couldn’t open it, a not-so-nice word spewed from her Cupid’s-bow lips.

“Durn” and “heckfire” were two acceptable cusswords for all but the overly Baptist kids. There was also the frequently used “shoot,” which Southerners drawl into the longest word in the English language (shooooooooooooooooooooooooooot!). And even though most folks knew that “shoot” was just “shit” with eyeglasses on, you could get away with saying it during those innocent times as long as your granny wasn’t in the same room.

But little Miss Tiny Feet wasn’t “durning,” “heckfiring,” or even “shooting,” she was using the granddaddy of all curse words. (The one we solemnly referred to as the “fire truck” word because it started and ended with the same letters.)

Even a potty-mouth like myself respected the F-word as cussing’s fine china: I only drug it out for very special occasions. But Little Miss Redhead was saying it over and over. Maybe she wasn’t quite the rich-girl-china-doll she appeared to be at first glance.

As I got closer, I also noticed her clothes were completely wrong. She wore the snob-city uniform of a twin set and skirt, but her sweater was a bit too tight and there were picks and pulls—signs of repeated wearings—in the Banlon knit. The silver-spooners wore perfectly smooth Breck girl flips and pageboys, but her hair was big—too big, and teased up like a red space helmet—and her blush and powder was a half inch thick.

“You new here?” I asked her. “Seems like you’re having some trouble.”

“I can’t get in my fuckin’ locker,” she said with a sigh when she saw it was just big ol’ me. “I tried, and now I’m fucking late for home ec.”

“Why don’t you let me give it a spin?” I offered, marveling at the fire trucks flying out of her lacquered lips.

She gratefully handed me her combination, and I took to twirling the dial until the locker popped open. Inside was a photo of the Beatles, a smiley-face sticker, and a textbook called Adventures in Home Living.

“Thank you so much!” she said. “My name’s Tammy.”

“I’m Jill.”

“Nice to meet you, Jill. I just moved here from Killeen, Texas, and don’t know a fuckin’ soul.” She pointed to a poster on the wall that read “Key Club Information Meeting at 2 p.m. today in the gym. Open to All Interested High School Girls.” “I was thinking I’d join this. Are you going?” she asked with what would have been a beautifully executed hair toss except that not a single one of her heavily Aqua-Netted hairs moved from its appointed spot in her coiffure.

“No,” I said, quickly.

“Why not?”

“I wouldn’t fit in. It’s mostly for girls who live north of Yazoo Road,” I said, hoping she’d take the hint.

“It says it’s ‘open to all high school girls,’” Tammy said.

“They have to say that ’cause the first meeting is held on school property, but they’re very particular in their membership. Their favorite activity is listing all the people who they WON’T let join.”

“Well, lucky for me I do live north of Yazoo Road,” she said with a smile. “Guess I better get to class. Thanks so much for helping me, Jill.”

I’d heard they had some mighty big hair out in Texas, but a style like Tammy’s wouldn’t get her into the Key Club. And the first time she let fly with a fire truck, they’d fall over in a faint—or pretend to, anyway.

 

Our lunch group was no Key Club. We ate outside on the steps of the vocational building. I settled beside Mary Bennett, who had a pronounced Southern accent. Where one syllable would do, she used three, saying my name so it came out like “Ji-ay-all.” Bennett wasn’t Mary’s last name. It was part of her first name, kinda like Billie Sue or Betty Lou.

Unlike the rest of our lunchmates, Mary Bennett lived north of Yazoo Road in a sprawling English Tudor, and if it weren’t for a tiny little problem of hers, she’d be having her pimento cheese sandwich (or “sammich,” as we say in the South) and bottle of grape Nehi under the cool shade of a large magnolia tree with the other silver-spooners instead of shuffling around in the red dirt with us.

Back then, when people talked about Mary Bennett—and Lord knows they did—they would say (with an appropriately breathless whisper) that she had a rep-u-tay-shun: She was Fast—which, by the litmus test for Whoredom at Peebles, meant she’d made out with more than five boys and not only KNEW what all the Bases were, it was rumored that she’d been to some of them. Plus, she had pierced ears, and our mamas assured us that “only whores had pierced ears.” We all wanted them, naturally.

“Can I help it if I have a strong sex-shu-al appetite?” she’d say, hand pressed against her chest in an aggrieved manner.

I was unwrapping my sandwich when Mary Bennett sniffed her armpits.

“I think I need to have me a little whore’s bath.”

“Every bath you take’s a whore’s bath, Mary Bennett,” Gerald said, nibbling primly on the last bit of his PB&J on white bread. Gerald had unruly, wiry hair, which he slathered with a combination of hair relaxer and Brylcreem; his attempt at a “hairstyle” looked sorta like Buckwheat’s—with a side of scented Crisco.

Mary Bennett grinned. She had one of those lazy, sexy smiles, which opened slowly like a bud blooming in slow-motion photography.

“Aren’t you sharp on the uptake this afternoon, Geraldine,” she said with a low chuckle. “Maybe you’d like to give me that bath?”

“I’d be honored,” Gerald said, blowing her a kiss. He had the longest eyelashes I’d ever seen on a boy.

That was part of their routine. Mary Bennett propositioned Gerald, and Gerald acted as if he were happy to oblige her. Nothing ever came of it.

Mary Bennett opened her sandwich and poked her nose inside. “I’m so tired of pimento cheese. Whatcha got, Jill?”

“BLT,” I said, holding my bag close to my body. “But you’ll have to kill me for my bacon.”

She jerked her head in Patsy’s direction. “Hey, Swiss Miss! You got anything edible in that sack?”

“Sardines,” Patsy said with a nod. Patsy still possessed the same round face she’d had since we were in first grade, with porcelain skin, enormous blue eyes, and genuine natural-blond hair, courtesy of her Scandinavian mama.

“That ain’t nothin’ to be braggin’ about,” Mary Bennett said.

“By the way,” Patsy said. “Have you guys—”

“How many times do I have to tell you? It’s y’all.” Mary Bennett stretched out the last word so it lasted several seconds on her tongue. She cupped her smallish breasts. “Do I look like a guy to you? What in the hell is going on up there in Montana? They think everyone is a guy?”

“My daddy’s a guy and he’s from Hot Coffee, Mississippi,” said Patsy, in a huff. “My MAMA is from MINNESOTA.”

“Same damn thing,” Mary Bennett said.

“Would you just let the poor girl talk?” Gerald said.

“Chirp away,” Mary Bennett said with a bored wave of her hand.

“I was wondering if you guys…I mean, y’all, have met that new girl, Tammy,” Patsy said. “I was going to ask her to have lunch with us tomorrow.”

Her “y’all” came out as “yuall,” a mispronunciation Mary Bennett acknowledged with an aggravated eye roll.

“I talked to her for a minute,” I said, brushing crumbs from my skirt. “Says she just moved here from Texas, and that she lives north of Yazoo Road, but she didn’t seem the type.”

Gerald rolled up his brown paper sack into a small, neat package and gently placed it in a nearby wire trash can. “Oh, she lives north of Yazoo Road, all right,” he said, his lips pursed as if holding in a delicious piece of gossip. “I overheard Marcy talking about it in study hall. I sit right next to her, and get to eavesdrop on all her conversations.”

That wasn’t hard to believe. Marcy and her friends wouldn’t pay any attention to a skinny Jewish boy like Gerald.

“It just so happens that Tammy lives with her mother, who is the new housekeeper for the Peterson family on Marcy’s street,” Gerald said, in a low, secretive voice. “She lives in the converted carriage house behind the main house.”

Tammy was the daughter of a maid? There was no lower ranking in our school’s social strata.

“Oh Lord,” I said, biting my bottom lip. “She mentioned she was going to try and join the Key Club today. I tried to discourage her, but she insisted.”

My news stunned us into silence, as we all imagined Tammy’s dreadful fate.

“She was such a pretty girl,” Gerald said solemnly, as if delivering her eulogy.

Mary Bennett fanned her face with a napkin and said, “Those monsters will eat her alive. Her ass is grass.”

 

The next day I nearly fell out when I spotted Marcy and Tammy in the hall, walking arm in arm like sisters.

“Hey there, Jill,” Tammy said. I noticed she was wearing the same skirt as yesterday, which is a fashion felony with Marcy’s crowd. “I wanted to thank you again for opening my locker for me. You saved my life.” She turned to Marcy. “Do you and Jill know each other?”

“Of course we do,” Marcy said. Her smile was blinding, her hair gleamed platinum, and even the whites of her eyes seemed brighter than the average person’s. “Jill and I go back a long time, don’t we, hunny? We’re like this.” Marcy crossed her fingers together.

She sounded so sweetly sincere that I was momentarily caught off guard. But when I looked at her face, her blue eyes held a reptilian coldness that seemed to say, “Go ahead and contradict me, little missy. I dare you.”

I felt my shoulders slumping, an automatic reaction to being in Marcy’s presence.

“Hey, Marcy. Good to see ya,” I mumbled.

“I better get to class,” Marcy said. She reached out to squeeze Tammy’s wrist. “See you at lunch?”

“I’ll be there,” Tammy said.

I winced at her familiarity with Marcy.

“Everyone is so friendly here,” she said to me after Marcy left.

“It does appear that way,” I said, not meeting Tammy’s eyes.

“And you were wrong about the Key Club. They welcomed me with open arms. If you’re interested I could put in a good word for you. There’s supposed to be a reception at Marcy’s house tomorrow night. Maybe you could come?”

“I have to wash my hair, but thanks.”

“Too bad,” Tammy said with a pout. “I bet it’s going to be a blast.”

 

“Now, let me get this straight, y’all only use the first few books of the Bible?” Mary Bennett said, propping her elbows on the Formica table and cocking her head quizzically at Gerald, who was sitting across from her.

“You’re not supposed to talk about religion or money or politics in polite company,” I said, sliding across the high-backed vinyl booth. Most days after school the four of us gathered at the lunch counter at Brent’s Drugstore about three blocks from the school.

“Who says we’re in polite company?” Mary Bennett said. She pointed to Patsy, who was sitting next to Gerald. “Look at Swiss Miss over there picking her teeth.”

“Oh, sorry,” Patsy said, dipping her blond head in embarrassment.

“Anyhoo,” Mary Bennett said. “What do y’all do? Read the Bible and ignore the parts you don’t like? Does the preacher say, y’all don’t read ahead ’cause we don’t believe in that mess coming up?”

“It’s called the Torah, Mary Bennett,” Gerald said patiently. “And it has only the first five books of the Bible. And Jews have rabbis, not preachers.”

“You do realize that y’all are missing out on the best parts?” Mary Bennett said, wagging a finger at him. “The Christmas story, Sermon on the Mount, and getting saved.”

“Jews don’t get saved,” Gerald said, bemusedly shaking his head. “We don’t believe in an afterlife.”

Mary Bennett’s mouth dropped wide open. “How does your rabbi get y’all to do anything without threatening you with eternal damnation? I bet the collection plate is flat-out empty come Sunday morning.”

“Friday night. That’s when we have our services.”

“Crazy,” Mary Bennett said, twirling a finger beside her temple. “What kind of church was it your mama went to up there in Michigan, Swiss Miss?”

“Minnesota,” Patsy corrected. “And Mama was Lutheran. They didn’t have a Lutheran church in Hot Coffee and Daddy was brought up Baptist, but the only church within walking distance of their first house was Presbyterian, so apparently we were predestined to be the Frozen Chosen.”

Mary Bennett’s brow bunched. “Lutheran—is that the one with snakes?”

A weary-looking waitress with a messy topknot of hair sidled up to us, pencil poised over a pad. “What’ll y’all have?”

“A Big Orange for me,” Patsy said, handing the waitress the plastic menu.

“We’re out of orange,” the waitress said.

“Oh,” Patsy said in a disappointed voice. “What other kind of pop do you have?”

“Did you just say pot, missy?” the waitress said, raising an accusing eyebrow.

“Oh for pity sakes, just bring her a Co-Cola,” Mary Bennett said. She pointed at Patsy and whispered to the waitress. “Her mama’s a Yankee. ‘Pop’ is what they call Co-Cola up there in Milwaukee. God only knows why.”

The rest of us gave our orders for homemade lemonade or milk shakes and burgers; then I told them about how Tammy had been invited to a Key Club reception at Marcy’s house.

“What do you suppose is going on?” I said, directing my question to Gerald. If anyone knew the dirt, he would.

“Nothing good, that’s for sure,” Gerald said, shaking his head. “They were all gathered around Marcy’s locker, whispering and giggling before study hall. I was only able to catch a snippet. Marcy said something like, ‘Don’t worry, I made sure Mother would be out of the house tomorrow night.’”

“I’ll bet she’s talking about the reception,” I said. “And obviously, she doesn’t want her mama to know about the horrible things they’ve got planned for Tammy.”

“I don’t know why we’re all worked up about this Tammy person,” Mary Bennett said. “Who is she to us, anyway?”

“I like her,” Patsy said, her normally placid forehead rumpled. “It frosts my butt that those girls want to be mean to her.”

Mary Bennett’s nostrils quivered at the blatantly Yankee “frost my butt” expression. In Mississippi, one’s hindquarters would get “chapped”—it’s rare we get a frost on the punkins, let alone our asses.

The waitress plunked our drinks down on the table.

“She is really nice,” I said. “Our kind of people, if you know what I mean.”

“Well, good gravy, if you’re so wound up over her, just tell her not to go to that stupid reception,” Mary Bennett said, throwing her hands out, palms up. “What could be simpler?”

“Yeah, Jill.” Gerald shook his straw loose from its paper wrapper. “You’re the closest to her, why don’t you explain to her the social food chain around here?”

Three pairs of eyes looked at me expectantly.

“Me?” I said, pointing at my chest. “What if she doesn’t listen to me?”

“Then get strong with the girl,” Mary Bennett said, leaning forward. “Have a come-to-Jesus meeting with her. Tell her Marcy and the rest of them never hang out with the hired help unless they want someone to clean up their messes.”

“I just hate to hurt her feelings,” I said, a knot of dread forming in my throat.

“Just remember,” Gerald said. “Whatever you say to her will feel like a mosquito bite compared to what Marcy and those other haints will do to her if she goes to that reception.”

All of them were staring me down so hard I knew I couldn’t refuse. The trouble was, I wasn’t yet accustomed to shifting the direction of my own life, much less anybody else’s. (This would, of course, change, and now I’m quite comfortable directing others’ lives.)

“Okay,” I said, with a sigh. “I’ll talk to her before tomorrow night.”

 

The next day I tried to catch Tammy, but she was like a new cult inductee constantly surrounded by its members. Finally, I saw her dart into the girls’ restroom just before last period. I followed her and was hit in the face by a blue shelf of smoke. Three sophomore girls were passing around a Marlboro Red. Tammy was at the mirror, her mouth a round O as she applied pink lipstick.

“You hot-boxed the hell out of this thing,” said a girl with hair the color of bright brass from an overdose of Summer Blonde as she pinched the burning cigarette between her fingers.

The bell rang and she tossed the butt into the sink, where it made a sssss sound. The smokers all scattered, and Tammy smacked her lips together and turned away from the mirror.

“Hey, Jill,” she said. “Whatcha doing?”

I snuck a glance behind me to make sure none of the Key Club bitches were around and whispered, “I have to talk to you.”

“I’m going to be late for P.E.,” she said, pointing to her wristwatch.

“This is your first week here. You can pretend you got lost. Coach Ryan won’t mark you tardy.” I head-gestured to a corner of the restroom near a broken Kotex dispenser. “This is important.”

“If you say so,” Tammy said, a questioning look in her eye. She stood under a scrawl of graffiti that said “Mary Bennett is easy.” The handwriting on the pale green cinder block looked suspiciously like Mary Bennett’s.

“Look,” I said nervously, pushing my glasses up on my nose. “You shouldn’t go to that reception tonight.”

“Why?” Tammy said, with mild curiosity.

“You shouldn’t go is all,” I said. “You gotta trust me on this.”

She paused a moment, a look of disappointment in her eyes. “Marcy warned me you might say something like that. She said the two of you had a falling-out in fifth grade, and although she’s apologized to you profusely, you’ve continued to hold a grudge.”

“Tammy,” I said, measuring my words carefully, “she’s lying.”

“She said you’d say that, too,” Tammy said, a pained expression on her face.

Danged if that Marcy hadn’t covered all the bases. I didn’t think there was a thing I could say to stop Tammy from going to that reception.

“Does ‘Hang on, Sloopy’ mean nothing to you?” I said, bumping my hip on the sink as I awkwardly turned away from her. “You know—how she lived on the very bad side of town and everybody, yeah, tried to put her down?” Willfully blank, she looked at me. I gave up. “Okay. Fine. Have a good time.”

“I could speak to Marcy. She and I are getting to be good buddies,” she said, taking a step toward me. “Maybe the two of you can patch things up?”

Her expression was so earnest I had to look away. I weakly shook my head and then hitched my purse higher on my shoulder. Just before I pushed open the door I heard her call out, “I hope one day all of us can be friends.”








Chapter

2



Friday was pep-rally day. I spotted Mary Bennett at the top of the bleachers—our usual spot, underneath the scoreboard. She held a pen and a notebook, and kept staring into the crowd of students. She’d scribble something, and then gaze out again.

“What are you doing?” I asked as I planted my behind beside hers.

“Just keeping a little tally,” she said, brightly. I looked over her shoulder and saw a series of two-digit numbers on her pad. There were stars beside some of the numbers and frowny faces beside others.

“Ooooh! Thirty-eight,” she said, pointing at a player with a thirty-eight on his jersey. “Although sixty-nine would have been a better number for him,” she said with a wink.

“So it’s that kind of list,” I said, playing along, although the discussion of Mary Bennett’s “extracurricular” activities always made me uncomfortable, mainly because I was a total virgin and therefore didn’t have a whole lot to say about sex.

“All in the name of school spirit,” she said with a cackle. “If there is anything sexier than a football player’s butt, I’d like to see it.”

Patsy was ascending the bleachers, wearing a Minnesota Vikings sweater.

“Good Lawd,” Mary Bennett said. “Remind me to get that girl a sweater from Ole Miss.”

“At least she got the school colors right,” I remarked.

“Uff dah,” Patsy said as she sat next to me. “What a climb, eh?”

“Someone is going to ‘uff’ your ‘dah’ if you don’t quit talking like that,” Mary Bennett said, looking up from her notebook. “Repeat after me. Say, ‘I swanee that was a haul.’”

“Swanee?” Patsy said.

“It means ‘I swear.’ You say it a few times, and no one will ever guess you’re a damn Yankee.”

“You know, Mary Bennett, I am not a Yankee,” Patsy said, raising her voice to be heard over the crowd. “I may have been born up there but that’s ALL, and besides, Minnesota wasn’t even a state during the Civil War.”

“It wasn’t? You sure about that?” Mary Bennett said, a puzzled look on her face. “’Cause I coulda swore Massachusetts was right in the thick of things.”

“It’s not Massachusetts,” Patsy said. “It’s—”

“Looky, there’s Geraldine,” Mary Bennett interrupted. “Come on up here, darlin’!”

Gerald stood at the foot of the bleachers and shook his head.

“Y’all get down here!” he mouthed. “It’s an emergency.”

The three of us rose from our seats and zigzagged our way down until we reached Gerald, standing with arms crossed and his weight on his left leg.

“What’s wrong?” Mary Bennett said as she reached him. “You want to sit somewhere else?”

“No,” Gerald said. His mouth was a thin, serious line, and he was tapping his right foot rapidly as if bursting with pent-up energy. “We need to talk. Let’s sneak out different exits and meet at the usual spot.”

“Done,” Mary Bennett said immediately, obviously alarmed by Gerald’s uncharacteristically agitated state. She tucked her notebook under her arm and sauntered to the south exit. Patsy headed to the east exit and Gerald went west. That left the north exit for me, which unfortunately was guarded by Mr. Blalock, the school principal.

“Jill, where do you think you’re going?” Mr. Blalock asked, blocking my way as I tried to slink past him.

I arranged my features into an expression of acute embarrassment. “Omigawd, Mr. Blalock, I’m so embarrassed!”

“What is it, Jill? What’s wrong?” he said. He was dark and intense-looking, like Raymond Burr playing Perry Mason.

“I can’t begin to say it.” I covered my face with my hands. “It’s mortifying.”

“Just tell me,” he said, making an effort to be patient.

“Female troubles,” I mouthed, and then squeezed my eyes shut as if I couldn’t bear to see the impact my words would have upon him.

“Well, then, you just…uh…go right ahead and…uh…take care of that.”

“Okay, Mr. Blalock,” I said meekly as I slipped into the hall outside the gym. At my high school, “female troubles” was a magic password. If used judiciously, it could get you out of any activity and most trouble.

I scurried out a side entrance and headed to the vocational building. It was still warm, but there was a whisper of fall in the air.

My friends were situated in their usual places on the steps. Mary Bennett was smoking a cigarette, blowing fluffy doughnuts of white that drifted across the sky. Gerald was pacing in front of her, hands on his hips, thumbs forward, and Patsy was knotting her pale, wispy hair into a skinny single braid, thin as a ribbon.

“Finally,” Gerald said when he spotted me, stopping his pacing. “Have you seen Tammy today?” There was a note of accusation in his voice.

“No,” I said, swallowing nervously. I’d failed to save her from the Key Club massacre, and now I was going to have to admit it. I glanced at Patsy. “Was she in your English class?”

“A no-show,” she said. “And we had a big assignment due today.”

Gerald snapped his fingers at Mary Bennett until she surrendered her cigarette to him, and then he took a long, deep drag.

“Well,” he said, blowing out a great cloud of smoke. “After what Marcy did to her, I’m not at all surprised.”

The air crackled with electricity. Mary Bennett, Patsy, and I swapped a charged look and Mary Bennett’s arms shot out, her fingers grabbing at Gerald’s plaid pants legs, which were paired with a white patent leather belt. Very unfortunate fashion statement.

“You know what happened?” I demanded.

Gerald nodded slowly, like a man carrying an unbearable burden. “The whole horrifying story. Every nasty detail.”

Mary Bennett’s eyebrows arched ever so slowly upward. In a low, languorous voice, she said, “Do tell.”

“It’s all they could talk about during study hall,” Gerald said, his eyes narrowing as he looked at me.

“I tried to talk to her,” I said helplessly. “I really did. She refused to listen.”

Gerald sighed deeply. “I guess she was just doomed from the get-go.”

“Could we skip the previews and get to the main attraction?” Mary Bennett said, jiggling her knees with impatience.

Gerald said, “Well…it’s not the easiest tale to tell. Y’all are just gonna DIE when you hear it.” He took a deep breath and began. “Tammy showed up at the Key Club meeting, wearing that very same skirt she’d worn for the last few days. Marcy took one look at her and said, ‘Servants enter through the rear.’”

We all gasped. None of us had expected the guillotine to fall so fast.

“That ain’t the half of it,” Gerald said, holding up his index finger. “Tammy laughed, thinking Marcy was making some kind of joke, but when she tried to take a step into the house, Marcy blocked her path and said, ‘Didn’t you hear me?’ Tammy stood there for a moment, confused, until Marcy winked at her. ‘Oh, I see,’ Tammy said. ‘This must be part of my initiation,’ which, of course, is exactly what Marcy wanted her to think, because it would drag out the ‘fun’ for everyone.”

“Assholes,” Patsy breathed. Gerald acknowledged the interruption with a sharp look.

“So our poor little Tammy went through the servant’s door and was ordered to change into a maid’s uniform. They immediately put her through the rich-bitch wringer, making her fetch their drinks, clear away empty plates, and wash the dishes. Finally, after a couple of hours, Marcy rang a silver bell and called the Key Club meeting to order—first piece of business, the admittance of new members, specifically Tammy Myers.”

“We can all guess what happened next,” Mary Bennett said, stretching out her long legs.

“Do you want to hear this story or not?” Gerald said sternly.

“Sorry, hunny,” Mary Bennett said, making a motion of locking her lips and tossing an imaginary key over her shoulder.

“As I was saying,” Gerald continued. “Tammy was told to leave the room, so that voting could commence. The members were going to vote by putting poker chips in a bowl. A white chip was a yes, black was no. Several girls yelled out ‘good luck’ and a few gave Tammy a hug before she left. After a few minutes, they called her back into the room. ‘The vote was unanimous,’ Marcy announced. They were all beaming at Tammy, so of course she thought she’d passed her initiation with flying colors.

“‘Tammy Myers,’ Marcy said to her. ‘After observing you very carefully this evening, and seeing how helpful you were at our party, faithfully completing the lowliest task without complaint, we have come to our decision—Sergeant at Arms, may I have the bowl?’ Then Marcy paused a moment for dramatic effect, and looked Tammy directly in the eye. ‘Unfortunately, you were a little too good at your tasks. You demonstrated a familiarity with menial labor that we found quite disturbing and certainly not the type of quality we’re looking for in a Key Club member.’ She then lifted the cloth to reveal a glass bowl brimming with black chips. ‘Therefore, your application for membership has been unanimously declined.’”

Patsy moaned and clutched her face.

“It gets worse,” Gerald said, ominously. “According to Marcy, Tammy was so wigged out, you’da thought it was a bowlful of spiders. Then, and this is the most unbearable part, Tammy looked at Marcy and said, ‘I thought you liked me. How could you fake that?’ Marcy, of course, didn’t skip a beat. She smiled and said, ‘I do like you, Tammy. You’re one of the best maids I’ve ever had. But that’s no surprise, since you come by it naturally.’ Tammy’s face turned white and she hightailed it out the front door without another word.”

We fell silent. Gerald took a handkerchief out of his back pocket and swabbed his shiny forehead. Then he crouched down and collapsed against the steps as if completely spent.

“Shi-it,” I whispered, idly cracking the knuckles of my right hand. “I wish I’d done more to stop her.”

“Well, boo-hoo-hoo—that’s a real sad story.” Mary Bennett brushed off the back of her skirt as she got up. “But I don’t know what the hell we’re supposed to do about it.”

“What about starting our own club?” Patsy asked, her “about” sounding like “aboot.” “We could ask Tammy to join. It might make her feel better.”

“Club?” Mary Bennett said, with a frown. “What? Are we going to build a fort out of a refrigerator box, and put a homemade sign on the door that says ‘No rich bitches allowed’?”

Gerald and I laughed.

“Go on and laugh, but all we ever do is sit around here or Brent’s, complaining about our situations,” Patsy said, her brow knitted together. “Marcy and her friends might be terrible people, but at least they’re making things happen in their lives. They’re creating memories. Why shouldn’t we?”

All three of us stared at Patsy in surprise. We weren’t used to her saying much, prolly because when she did talk, she stuck out like a turd in a punch bowl.

“What sort of things did you have in mind?” I asked cautiously. “I mean, it looks like to me the only ‘memories’ they’re creating are horrible ones for other people—I don’t wanna do THAT. I don’t WANT to be like THEM.”

“Our own parties. Trips. Why don’t we forget that we’re not the In Crowd and just make our own fun together?” Patsy said.

“Come to think of it,” Gerald said, “we don’t do too many things together like other kids. Why is that, I wonder.”

Maybe because we don’t really think of each other as friends, I almost said but didn’t. It was our outsider status that had brought us together, not common interests or mutual respect.

“Maybe a club isn’t such a bad idea,” I said. “It could be fun.”

“Hold the phone,” Mary Bennett said. “The reason we started talking about a club was because we wanted to ask Tammy to join. Who’s to say she’ll want to fool with us bottom-feeders? She was aiming pretty high with the Key Club.”

“Yeah,” Patsy said, with a resolute lilt to her chin. “But after her ‘initiation’ story gets around, she’ll have nowhere else to go.”

“Except to be a loner,” Gerald said. “Let’s see, if being a loner is a fate worse than death, would hanging out with US be an even WORSE fate? I mean, look at us—we’re not THAT bad, are we?”

“We’ll just have to figure out a way to make ourselves and our club irresistible to her,” I said.

“How are we going to do that?” Mary Bennett said, her arms crossed in front of her chest. “Give away money at the meetings?”

A germ of a scheme was forming in my mind.

“I’ve got an idea,” I said with a sly little smile. “But I gotta warn you. It’s pretty damn crazy.”
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